
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for What Does It Matter?

			“This wonderful book is one you will pick up and won’t be able to put down! Emma provides practical tools to help you live a balanced and joyful life, so you can get out of your own way, to live a life you love. Emma authentically guides you to use this question ‘What Does It Matter?’ to calm your stress and inner critic and to empower you to have the courage to act on your answer. I am recommending this book to all of my clients as a brilliant tool to calm your nervous system, to help improve mental and physical health.”

			—Simoné Laubscher, Founder and Formulator of Rejuv Wellness, Formulator of Welleco for Elle Macpherson

			“I wish that I had had this book when I was growing up. Something that would teach me how to think in a rational way but not overly dictatorial and not condescending. It is like a friend telling the reader that life is long and you should do what seems right. If I had it in my power I would make sure everybody would read this book cover to cover, and in that way make the world a better place.”

			—Howard Moskowitz, Ph.D., Multi-Award-Winning Psychophysicist, CEO, Mind Genomics Associates, Inc.

			“From the start to the end of What Does it Matter? the pages are peppered with thought provoking questions, life wisdoms, and meaningful stories. Emma’s writing style is accessible yet lyrical, transporting the reader to far flung places and bringing characters to life on every page. I’ve been lucky enough to encounter Emma’s insight firsthand and I’m thrilled to witness it shared in this wonderful book. Emma explains the nuanced implications of what and how to think in a way that enables a more fulfilled life for us all.”

			—Fiona Murden, Psychologist and Award-Winning Author

			“Emma Pears writes with knowledge, passion, and experience. She interweaves these three elements with a central message that is powerful: We can be really strong and influential in how we respond to challenges, difficulties, and experiences generally. This book will help readers to ask questions that will give them some peace and direction. Enjoy the ride.”

			—Colleen McLaughlin, Emeritus Professor, University of Cambridge

			“If you care deeply about having a powerful impact and purposeful influence on those around you then this is a must read book. With a flair of passion and outrageous courage, Emma Pears shares personal examples, wisdom gleaned from others, and sound advice on how to embrace life in a new way of seeing, living, and functioning in our world in this present generation. This book is captivating and inspiring as you explore and understand how this simple yet profound framework “What Does It Matter?” can have a powerful impact on the management of our attitude, diaries, priorities, actions, and responses in seeking to live our lives filled with faith, hope, and love. A timely book for this post-Covid-19 pandemic crisis.”

			—Commissioner Rosalie Peddle, World President of Women’s Ministries, The Salvation Army

			“A book that will change your life for the better and help put everything into perspective. An amazing read that will bring tears and laughter as you reflect on your own life when you read it. I wish I had read it thirty years ago.”

			—Jane Galvin, Managing Director, Financial Services
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Preface

			My Story

			There are important things that should consume our energy and other things that really should not. If you’re anything like me, you may sometimes get the two muddled, which can take all the fun out of life. If that resonates, then this book is for you.

			The question “What Does It Matter?” has been a helpful tool in my everyday life. My university career advisors said they had no idea what to do with me, but that I would find my own way. At the time I was offended and more than a little frustrated, but in hindsight, they were right.

			As a working parent, I am continually juggling priorities of attention, admin, and adventure. As an entrepreneur, I have built a business delivering leadership development, training, team building, and innovation strategy. I have served private and public sector clients such as Salesforce, HSBC UK, M&G plc, British Telecom, UK Ministry of Justice, UK National Health Service, and the London Fire Brigade. I have also worked with numerous education establishments and nonprofits like Plan International and The Salvation Army. As a songwriter, I have had to deal with insecurities, failures, and successes, navigating the high and lows of the creative journey, trying to focus more on development than destination. I’ve worked with artists signed to major music labels and have had songs published and performed across the globe. I have also had too many gut-wrenching “near misses” of success to count. I’ve dealt with situations such as a global rock star telling me (while I was standing there pregnant) that I should not attend any further sessions or meetings “like that” as I’d never be seen as sexy again.

			I have sat on the streets with homeless people and regularly worked in refuges, making tea and conversation. I’ve needed to muster the courage to walk through a crowd of drunk and drugged men twice my size, some of whom were considerate towards me, some of whom were threatening and aggressive. As a research post-grad, I’ve sat with my supervisor at the University of Cambridge as we grappled to understand why homeless people were living this way and how we may be able to help them, should they want us to. As a performer and conductor, I have stood backstage in arenas and quieted my mind and heart while ramping up my energy to perform in front of tens of thousands of people. As an ambassador for the charity WeSeeHope, I have celebrated and wept with communities in South Africa ravaged by AIDS.

			As a director, I have managed large-scale events for the likes of Sir Tim Rice and have also hosted community singing events and projects in my hometown. I’ve presented and facilitated in countless situations from executive boardrooms to maximum security prisons. As an executive coach, I find asking, “What Does It Matter?” extremely helpful to my clients as a mining tool, helping them find the treasure and sweep away the trash. As a daughter, wife, sister, and mom, this question has helped me to make choices I don’t regret, even when they were difficult or inconvenient. It has also exposed choices I do regret and helped me work out what I would do differently next time.

			As an author, I am compelled to write this book because I am committed to helping you in whatever small way I can, and that means more to me than the terrifying prospect of being judged for every word I write. I will be judged, of course, and I’ve decided I am OK with that because I’ve asked myself: “What Does It Matter?”

			Life is an unpredictable white-water ride of fast currents, beautiful scenery, rocky passageways, and calm waters. “What Does It Matter?” is the simple yet profound framework I use when deciding priorities and managing my emotions. It curates my possessions, directs my diary, and filters my speech.

			Why this Book?

			One morning I dropped my kids off, went for a run, and battled my way through South London traffic to get to a podcast recording. Running a few minutes late, I had just enough time to nip to the loo and don the “Wonder Woman” T-shirt I’d been handed for a photo shoot. Feeling that Wonder Woman should certainly contest our twinning, I sat down with the host, Cathy. We talked about all sorts of things that morning, but one thing stood out. One thing led me to write this book.

			My mom was incredibly laid back, and she raised five daughters. How on earth did she do it? We talked about her advice to me growing up, and there were several gold nuggets, perhaps each one deserving a book of its own. But on that day, one thing she frequently said struck a chord: “What Does It Matter?”

			I heard that phrase when we spilled our fruit juice over the table, when we couldn’t decide what to wear, or when she was cajoling us not to take ourselves so seriously.

			Asking this question provides a welcome and constant pressure release in my own life. I rob stress of its power as I say it out loud. It reminds me that much of what I could feel anxious about is unimportant, and I give myself permission to care less about those things. It also helps me to carve out capacity and give my attention to the people and things I value highly in my life.

			This phrase seemed to encourage listeners of the podcast, and I received feedback of how it helped. It continued to gain traction as I learned people were comparing their “What Does It Matter?” stories. One lady, a single mom who is also a full-time social worker, stopped me to say how much it brought her freedom in a particular moment. Life was full-on, and as she said goodbye to her teenage son leaving for school, she realized she hadn’t ironed his shirt properly. Previously she would have stressed out, telling herself the story that people would judge her as a single mom, that she was failing and wasn’t doing anything right. But in that moment, she heard my mom’s wisdom: “What Does It Matter?” She immediately gave herself grace and decided not to be so hard on herself. In that moment she saw the creased shirt for what it was: trivial. The question acted like a pin in the balloon of her increasing anxiety. She managed to stop herself from escalating the minuscule into a mountain.

			Another person spoke of deep regret because he prioritized work, missing out on each and every sports day his children had. When he finally decided to go to their sports day, they were adolescents and were embarrassed he’d turned up. They were too old for their dad to be there then; they’d needed him when they were young. His failure to ask himself: “What Does It Matter?” led to disappointment and sadness. He has a relationship with his family, but they’re not as close as he’d like. In this scenario he had mistaken the significant for superficial.

			This book explores why we make the decisions we make and how we can make better choices in an instant by refusing to overestimate or underestimate the importance of any one moment, incident, person, or circumstance in our lives. I hope it will help you live with more fun and less stress by putting life in perspective.

			I recognize what matters to you will be different from what matters to me. Therefore, although I will share my own views, I will not tell you how to live your life or assume what is important to you. I will, though, encourage you to ask the question for yourself. The answer may be different for each of us. What is universal, however, is the need to ask it.

			Let’s live our days with life itself in perspective.

			We are amazing human beings. We owe it to ourselves to ask: “What Does It Matter?”

			How this Book Will Benefit You

			I’ve learned how to implement “What Does It Matter?” because I’ve needed to. I use it to reduce unnecessary stress and am always grateful for the perspective it brings to my thinking, feelings, and actions. I hope this book will help you to enjoy your life more and help you discover deeper meaning for yourself and those you love.

			Education and career progression are often funneled into an increasingly narrow specialism the higher you go. Our system suggests that being an expert means knowing everything you can about an extremely small field. If this be the case, I am no expert. I am, though, a generalist whose superpower is the ability to learn from others more expert than I. Taking a wider view, seeing the patterns and connecting the dots enables me to draw conclusions, create frameworks, and build on the knowledge and wisdom of genuine experts in their fields. This book highlights the hard work of scientists, philosophers, psychologists, and theologians who have dedicated their skill and wisdom to understanding humanity and how we relate to the world we live in. I am indebted to them for teaching me.

			“What Does It Matter?” is the runway of my approach to people, purchases, problems, and projects. I have used it as a tool to live an exciting, varied, and laid-back life, built on a foundation of values where those around me feel important to me, because they are. Here it is, my authentic self, offering something I have found undeniably helpful in my own life for you to use in yours, however you want to. And the “however you want to” bit is crucial, because the best lesson you can take away from this book is to remember to think before you follow. Remember to think before you overreact. Remember to think before you ignore. Remember to think before being so hard on yourself. Remember to ask: “What Does It Matter?” to help you see the funny side of things sooner. Remember that you are in charge of you, and your life is yours. You can think for yourself, and don’t let anyone tell you you can’t. Happiness propaganda may communicate you are not enough and your life is substandard, but I hope this book will serve as a direct torpedo hit against that commonplace assault. You are better than some media says you are. Use this book as part of your protection plan against self-destruction, and then use it to help others.

			The following pages are structured into seven sections, each addressing key elements to help you live a healthy life, prioritizing what matters to you. We look at our thinking, decision-making, expectations, and how we may use our time, money, and circumstance to our advantage. The aim is to remind you that you are your own responsibility. People who have never met you and who are trying to sell you something do not necessarily know what’s best for you. You know what’s best for you, but you need to remember to stop and ask. Stop and think for yourself.

			Subjects covered in What Does It Matter? (WDIM) include:

			1.WDIM…What I Decide?

			2.WDIM…What I Think?

			3.WDIM…What I Expect?

			4.WDIM…How I See Things?

			5.WDIM…How I Spend My Life?

			6.WDIM…What I Possess?

			7.What Do I Matter?

			 

			The WDIM framework will help you to unpack the power of “What Does It Matter?” and this book shows you how to apply it to your life. WDIM involves first naming the situation or your feelings, defining the exact issue, assessing its true importance, and then planning for action. I believe using “What Does It Matter?” will serve you in your pursuit of living life with less stress and more joy.

			The following pages include tools to help you manage your:

			•Stress

			•Anger

			•Apathy

			•Thinking

			•Decision-making

			•Fear of missing the better option

			•Self-esteem

			•Spending

			•Expectations

			•Hurt

			•Anxiety

			You will also find encouragement to enhance your:

			•Joy

			•Love

			•Compassion

			•Hope

			•Peace

			•Empathy

			•Perspective

			•Relationships

			•Insight

			•Patience

			•Fun

			•Wisdom

			•Freedom





Introduction

			In July of 2018, I sat in a black swivel chair, obeying instructions to sit still, tilt my head, close my eyes, open my eyes, look first at the wall, and then at Amy. It was noisy, and bright white light bounced off mirrored walls with people rushing in and out, eager to be prompt for their call time. Amy regularly did my makeup, and we always enjoyed catching up on each other’s news. On this particular day, something she said left me utterly speechless.

			Fast forward a few days, and I dialed the number Amy had given me to speak with her husband, Tim. The sixty-year-old Englishman answered with a friendly voice, unsurprised by my call. We exchanged pleasantries, and I asked him to tell me, from his point of view, exactly what had happened.

			A few weeks previously, Tim’s family was concerned because he was becoming a little forgetful. Nothing major, just a few things here and there, but the pattern of absentmindedness warranted further investigation. He went to his doctor and was deeply reassured when he passed the memory test. Nevertheless, just to be sure they weren’t missing anything, his doctor decided to send him for magnetic resonance imaging (MRI). An MRI is a type of scan that uses strong magnetic fields and radio waves to produce detailed images of the inside of the body.1 The scanner is a large tube that contains powerful magnets. The patient lies down in the tube while the radiographer controls the scanner from a different room. Prior to the scan, the radiographer asked Tim a series of questions, the last of which was: “Do you have any metal in your body?” Tim mentioned he had a titanium shoulder and no, he definitely did not have any metal in his head. After the scan the medics were, in Tim’s words: “miffed.”

			“You should have told us about the metal in your head!”

			“What metal?”

			He was stunned. They showed him the images and pointed out the foreign object. He was flabbergasted as he stared at the clump of metal sunken into his skull. It was just off to the right, midway between his eyebrow and crown.

			Shocked, he struggled to think. Was there medical history he didn’t know about? On the way home from the hospital, he called his wife, my friend Amy. “What?! There’s metal in your head? Perhaps you should call your mother to see if she knows anything.” So, he did.

			“Hi Mom, I’ve just arrived in from the hospital. I know this may sound crazy, but they’ve found a metal object in my head.”

			Her response: “That’ll be the bullet, then.”

			What a line! “That’ll be the bullet, then.” Calm as anything, that was his mother’s response to this astounding discovery.

			“What bullet?!”

			“When you were seven years old, our neighbor was out shooting rabbits. You were playing in the garden, and a bullet bounced off your head. Well, we thought it did. There was a little blood, but you were fine and continued running around quite happily. We assumed the bullet had scraped you. I didn’t take you to hospital and didn’t call the police. It was just an accident, and we thought it was a lucky miss.” Can you imagine discovering that for fifty-three years you’ve been walking around with a metal bullet in your head?!

			In 1953, a tiny sixty-three-year-old Cree woman by the name of Bella Twin made history when she shot a grizzly bear with one shot from a .22 rimfire rifle, the same model used in the rabbit shooting accident. Like Tim, the bear was shot in the head. Unlike Tim, the world-record grizzly dropped dead on the spot. Seven-year-old Tim hardly noticed.

			The doctors followed up with Tim and after further investigation decided to leave the cartridge exactly where it was. It had been there over half a century without causing damage, and they suspected that removing it would be riskier than leaving it in position.

			So, Tim is still walking about in the south of England with a bullet in his head, and whenever he says or does anything silly, his family simply responds with: “Oh, that’ll be the bullet, then.”

			What Does It Matter? is a book about finding out what is in your head and how you can use it to your advantage.

			Questionable Questions

			“I’ve figured life out. Live the same as me, and you’ll be happy.” This might have been the title of this book if we all lived the same lives, enjoying the same things. It may even be the subversive title to many social media posts, news stories, self-help books, and marketing campaigns.

			My title, though, is a question not an answer. I believe the universal application is in remembering to ask the question, rather than the answer that the question affords. It is in asking the right questions we find wisdom.

			For example, if I see a train and give you the opportunity to ask me questions about it, what would you ask? How big is it? How many passengers are there? What is the driver’s story? What color is it? Where is it headed? What sights might you see on the journey? What if I told you the train was travelling at 200 mph?

			If you discover a train is travelling at 200 mph, the imperative questions are: Where is it and in what direction is it travelling? Why? If it is 200 miles away, no problem. If it is two miles away and heading straight for you, you’re in trouble! To ask the right questions at the right time is vital. It would be a mistake to be distracted by other details about the train aside from the one that truly matters: It is hurtling towards you.

			I am not an expert on my own life, let alone on yours. So why read this book? I am sick and tired of celebrities and influencers telling me that if only I bought this, did that, and tidied my house in a particular way, my life would be transformed.

			What Does It Matter? is an exploration of guiding principles and questions applicable to everyone, while at the same time respecting that we are all unique.

			Spot the Difference

			Dr. Howard Moskowitz is a psychophysicist who became celebrated the world over when his work was brought to light by author Malcolm Gladwell who said: “That is the final, and I think most beautiful lesson, of Howard Moskowitz: that in embracing the diversity of human beings, we will find a surer way to true happiness.”2

			Howard answered my Zoom call while untangling some complications with his audio. “Hold on” he said, “Can you hear me?” The answer to this was no, not really, but I could hear myself. It was an awkward start to a highly anticipated meeting, well, for me at least. He came in and out of the meeting several times, tried different headsets, and then finally settled on audio only. He is a charming and highly entertaining character. I gave him every ounce of attention I could muster, not wanting to miss a moment of his wisdom. His heavy New York drawl was endearing, and he commented that the only reason he took a meeting with me was to add my extremely “posh” English accent to his list of friends. Howard asked many open-ended questions and genuinely wanted to hear the answers. He was interested in my family and said the most important part of our whole conversation was when I described my husband as kind. “Kind,” he said, “is the most important word we’ve used so far.”

			He was generous and listened intently to my ideas before he expounded his revolutionary work on Mind Genomics.3 Back in the 1990s, Howard turned consumer marketing on its head by pointing out that there was not one “perfect” product. If you really wanted to please people, you needed to create many variations of the same product and listen to what people really wanted. People should not only be segmented by demographic but by mindset. Malcolm Gladwell says it best in his TED Talk, “Choice, Happiness and Spaghetti Sauce,” so I won’t retell the story, but the principle of top-down universal perfectionism is one I want to address in this book.4 The very idea that one size or one taste fits all has been debunked for a couple of decades, and we are quite used to having choices in the consumer market. That is, except for where happiness is concerned.

			I want to draw a parallel between big brands that needed to diversify their products and the happiness propaganda that is prevalent in our society today. We need to diversify the happiness message. Of course, we need to discover fundamental truths that are unchanging, but we also need to allow more margin for the bespoke outworking of those truths. The concept that happiness is just a matter of getting the perfect set of ingredients correct is a lie, and it is a lie repeatedly told by big brands and big media.

			This book looks at the universal approach to happiness, both where it works in our favor and where it doesn’t. Sure, we need to discover the absolutes, the things that are common across all humanity. We also, though, need to spot the propaganda. Of course, variables don’t fit with marketing campaigns that want you to believe if only you did this particular exercise, bought this product, and looked ten years younger, you’d be happy.

			 

			How would they sell happiness to us if we realized we had it all along?
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			I shared my vision with Howard and he agreed, right before he popped out of our meeting briefly to go to the kitchen, shouting over his shoulder: “You know, you never own coffee, you just rent it!”

			Chase the Sun

			Imagine chasing your shadow around all day. It would constantly move and might be hard to find. Your shadow is elusive and focusing on the ground could leave you confused because it would be there one moment and gone the next. Looking at other people’s shadows won’t help, either.

			The trick to finding your shadow is not to concentrate on the shadow at all. Instead, create the environment conducive to it appearing. Find the sun and your shadow will follow.

			Imagine happiness to be a shadow. If you chase the shadow with no thought to the sun, you will end up exhausted, sometimes finding what you’re looking for and sometimes not. If, on the other hand, you give your attention to the sun and focus on your environment, your happiness will automatically follow. It will be yours and not someone else’s, because all our shadows are unique. Though they may resemble other people’s shadows, they will ultimately be our very own. The lessons in this book will help us to stop chasing the shadow of happiness and focus on the sun that creates our unique version of it. There is power in the asking, in the pausing, in reflecting, and in noticing. Search for the sun. Rather than telling you answers, this book explores a question we can all apply so your honest answer will be tailored for you. I do not presume to tell you how to live your life. I am, though, happy to ask questions that enable you to figure it out for yourself.

			Underwear Everywhere

			I noticed my underwear drawer was messy and made a comparison with a perfectly neat drawer, organized by Marie Kondo, the tidying guru of this century. This moment encapsulates the ridiculous world we live in. When, in history, would people know what each other’s underwear drawers looked like? In the Victorian age there were public and private spaces even in the home. The parlor, which was often the front room, was for guests, and the kitchen was for family. Now, it seems everywhere is public. Even if you haven’t made everything in your life open to all, others have proffered theirs, and as such you have something with which to draw a comparison.

			When I finish a run, my app gives me the option to report my supposed success. It almost infers that if I don’t tell everyone about it, its viability is in question. I must specifically select not to share in order to close the app. Of course, I realize there are times when you may be doing a group activity together or when accountability is helpful, but I’d much rather opt in rather than continually opting out. The more public we are with our lives, the more we offer material for competitive comparison, and that operates both for and against us.

			How do we step away from the fear of being judged and push back the need to conform? How do we resist the perpetual search for elusive “happiness,” which some profess to be “out there” rather than “in here”? Well, we stop and ask ourselves: “What Does It Matter?” and the beautiful thing about asking the question is the variation of answers depending upon your circumstance, values, and personality. The answer may even change from day to day, depending on what else is going on. Something of utmost importance in one moment can dim to insignificance in another.

			That’s what is wonderfully freeing about the whole thing. What is important to you right now may be different from what is important to you in ten years, and what is important to me may be different from what is important to you.

			What we have in common, though, is to live a life we enjoy and don’t regret, we need to ask: “What Does It Matter?” regularly. We need to give ourselves a break from unrealistic expectations of how our life should or shouldn’t be. We need to be brave.

			I needed to run an errand to the post office this week. I could have driven there and back in ten minutes, but I asked, “What Does It Matter?” and that led me to question what I would enjoy. I realized I would appreciate walking there, so I took an hour to do a trip that could have been done in ten minutes. Certainly not the most efficient way of doing the chore, but it was the most pleasurable, and that counts. It counts because I want to relish life.
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			Your life is made up of your everyday choices. Make the most of it. “What Does It Matter?” will help us be honest with ourselves about what we really want. It will help us unearth our priorities. It will help us realize how we will feel about our decisions, not just in the next ten seconds, but in the next ten weeks and perhaps even ten years.

			“What Does It Matter?” is not a method of constraint, it is a corridor to a more enjoyable life. Neither is it a “fix-all” solution. Life is messy and can hurt. Asking the right questions can’t fix that, but it will help us respond in the best way possible.

			Therefore, my humble offering to you is to use this exploration of “What Does It Matter?” to help you figure out what is significant to you. To help you notice who matters to you. To help you find the peace and happiness you crave. To help you make both trivial and gargantuan decisions in a proportionate way.

			Live a life you enjoy more with less stress because you remembered to ask yourself: “What Does It Matter?” and had the courage to act on your answer.





What Does It Matter?… …What I Decide?
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IT’S YOUR CHOICE

			Get a Grip

			I’d worked all day, done the school run, still had to prep for the following day, and my husband had a late engagement at work. The kids were hungry, and I had this weird moment: I couldn’t decide what to make them for dinner.

			I started to feel my stress levels rise way beyond what was reasonable. We were not under threat and had plenty of food in the kitchen. The issue was neither provision nor safety. My problem was the decision required and the urgency to make it. I was like a rabbit caught in the headlights. What on earth could I make for them? If this seems silly to you, perhaps you have not been a parent running a business while trying to ensure that everyone has everything they need, at the right time, in the right way. Always.

			In that ridiculous moment standing in the doorway of our living room, I stopped and took stock. I literally said out loud to myself: “Get a grip, Emma. What does it matter?” Everything crystallized in a flash. I told myself: “Just make sure they have food and are not hungry.” I honestly did say this out loud, and the relief was immediate. I felt reassured in the same way a good friend may have helped had they been there with me. Declaring the words and speaking to my stress was powerful! I went into the kitchen and made simple cheese sandwiches. I gave myself grace. On that particular day, the fact that I was there for my children, was present in the moment, and we had food to choose from was enough. And based on what I was doing that week, it was actually pretty spectacular. I felt like I was failing, but I reminded myself everyone was safe. Everyone was fed. Everyone knew they were loved.

			I went back to basics and realized we were all OK. “What Does It Matter?” made me realize what we ate didn’t matter, that we needed to eat did. And that bit, I nailed.

			Should you feed your kids cheese sandwiches every day because it doesn’t matter what they eat? No! On occasion when you are under pressure, if life as you planned has happened, but other things you didn’t plan have also careered onto your path, if all you can manage is a sandwich, what does it matter? What was I afraid of? What made that decision so stressful?

			I think it was because I was trying to “get it right.” But what was “right”? Actually, a quick, easy decision by a happy mom was better than an English roast with me stressed. Did my kids care? No. Were they happy they got to eat? Yes.

			Toxic Stress

			Dr. Caroline Leaf identifies four reasons why we make bad decisions or find it hard to make decisions at all. They include tiredness, being distracted, extreme emotions, and having too many choices. In that moment I could relate to at least two of those: tiredness and too many choices. She says:

			“Too many choices are like surges of energy all hitting the brain and the mind at once in an unfiltered way and can lead to feelings of being overwhelmed and put you into toxic stress…. And in many cases, this can lead to decision-making paralysis where you just don’t know what to do, you’re just staring at the computer, the page, the person and you just can’t think.”5

			I can relate to Dr. Leaf’s description of the effect tiredness has on our decision-making: “When you are tired, chemicals don’t flow as they should in your brain and the internal networks of the brain can get stuck or over-fire and when that happens you don’t think clearly…. This is like driving through torrential rain with broken windscreen wipers. You just can’t see what’s going on!” I believe in that moment I was driving through torrential rain with broken windscreen wipers! I was overwhelmed and in decision paralysis. I can’t always claim to make good decisions, but when listening to Dr. Leaf’s advice on what to do in that circumstance, for once, I actually think I got it right. I handled my brain in a helpful way that put me back in charge of my feelings. I talked myself out of the decision-making paralysis by putting the issue into perspective. I addressed myself by name, and this was extremely important. It allowed distance from the problem, enabling me to give myself the advice I might give someone else. I also asked myself a question and paused to answer it. I managed to change gear out of panic mode and into solution mode.

			So, what can we do to help ourselves make good decisions when we feel tired or have too many choices in front of us? Well, we start by taking a deep breath, which helps to lower the cortisol levels in our brains. When we do this, we allow our neurotransmitters to flow and help bring order back to our brains. Dr. Leaf says that “by breathing deeply we can help the internal default network of our brains…which are like an orchestra that need to play in tune.” She even says that, in her experience, breathing deeply in for four counts, holding for seven, and breathing out for eight helps to control our breathing, which in turn lowers the cortisol levels in our brain.

			How marvelous. Choosing to breathe deeply can impact the chemicals in our brain to work for us, not against us. In nineteen counts we can positively impact our brains to help us and lower stress. Imagine what we can do in thirty-eight, fifty-seven, or seventy-six counts! I’m excited about this because I know you, dear reader, are breathing. And I know this because you are reading, which means you’re alive, which in turn means that you breathe. All day, every day.

			Hoorah for discovering that one solution to those stress-inducing situations is doing something we are already experts at! Well done, us. Now, we just need to remember to actually do it.

			Turn Up the Volume

			[image: ]

			We must also speak out the problem. Speak to yourself, out loud. Tell yourself you will find the solution. When we verbalize something, we not only speak it, we also hear it, and hearing adds to the evidence our brain is accumulating to help us to believe it. I think of it like a court of law, with your brain deciding what it will or will not believe. Perhaps bringing as much evidence into play in as many different forms as possible leads to the conclusion that you truly want to believe, even if at first you doubt. Speak it, hear it, write it, read it. Inform your brain of exactly what you want it to believe. The ensuing feelings and choices may be far better than your first thoughts, which may carry some weight of regret not worth the excess baggage fee.
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