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INTRODUCTION

As soon as I answered the call, I could tell my old friend Helen was in a bad way. Helen had been a GP for sixteen years and was one of the most resilient, positive people I knew. Despite the gruelling demands made on her in her inner-city practice, I’d never once heard her complain. She was a brilliant doctor who cared deeply about people. I felt lucky to know her. But on the phone that morning, I was surprised to hear her voice break as she asked if she could discuss something with me, face to face. Something was definitely wrong.

When we met for coffee that weekend, Helen explained that she’d had a run-in with a patient that had left her deeply upset. This patient was pre-diabetic, and she was talking to him about modifying his diet. There weren’t many GPs who were more knowledgeable than Helen about the damage that too many ultra-processed and sugary foods can do to the body. She was a true expert in the field, always up to date with the latest peer-reviewed studies, many of which she would email me, alongside her own informed and fascinating commentary. She was carefully explaining to this patient how excess sugar can increase his levels of inflammation, when he said to her, ‘Why should I listen to you? You’re fatter than I am.’

I was shocked to hear this and felt terrible for Helen. But as Helen herself pointed out to me, her patient was right. ‘God, it was so humiliating,’ she told me. ‘I just didn’t know what to say.’ She shook her head and laughed sadly. ‘I’m lecturing him about the harmful effects of sugar, when I’ve got a bag of Cadbury’s giant buttons sitting right there in my desk drawer.’

Helen had been trying to control her chocolate habit for years. The reason she had become so well versed in the science of unhealthy eating, she told me, was because she had been trying to educate herself into having a better diet. ‘It clearly hasn’t worked,’ she sighed. ‘I know everything there is to know, pretty much. I know sugar is harming my health and now, apparently, it’s harming my ability to help my patients. But I still can’t stop. There’s always some excuse I manage to come up with to treat myself, you know? I don’t know what to do.’
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I immediately thought of some of my own patients, who seemed to already know everything I could tell them about health and yet, despite being desperate for change, somehow couldn’t turn their knowledge into action. I also thought about the listeners of my podcast, Feel Better, Live More, and the readers of my books. So many times I’d spoken to people who were enthusiastic and committed to learning about health and made absolutely sure they were up to date on the latest ideas and findings, but still struggled massively to achieve the change they were so desperate for. They might be eating too much sugar, like Helen, or ultra-processed foods, or drinking too much caffeine or alcohol. They might be struggling to manage their stress or sleeping poorly. They might be failing to move their body enough. I could think of so many people who knew perfectly well what they should be doing, and why they should be doing it, but were still unable to make the final brave leap to successful change. They had all found what Helen had also discovered: that – sometimes – knowledge is not enough.

How could I help these people? What was going on with them? What, exactly, was the short-circuit that needed fixing?


‘Knowledge is not enough.’


INSIGHT VERSUS OUTSIGHT

This book is the result of years of deep thinking about how to help anyone who finds themself in Helen’s position. It will teach you how to achieve the life you want, not by looking outside to the wider world for the latest facts, findings and health trends, but by looking inside. Because inside is where so many of our problems begin.

Unhealthy habits are always seen as a cause of ill-health. Get rid of the habit, then you’ll improve your health. This sounds so easy, but we all know that it’s anything but. I believe it’s hard because we’ve got the concept of unhealthy habits all wrong. Instead of being a cause of problems that need to be somehow eradicated, I see unhealthy habits as a symptom of other upstream problems – problems that are, very often, completely invisible to us.

An individual’s overconsumption of sugar, for example, may be their way of dealing with a toxic work environment. Someone else’s excess alcohol consumption may be their way of dealing with unresolved issues in their intimate relationships. In order to get rid of the downstream symptom, we have to first identify its upstream cause. This means developing our powers of insight.

I think of it as being the difference between a thermostat and a thermometer. Helen was a brilliantly effective thermometer. She knew everything there was to know about the harm caused by the overconsumption of sugar. Just like a thermometer, she had the power of ‘outsight’ – the ability to look out into the world and read its information. She could use her excellent outsight to make a judgement on how well, or how badly, she was doing. But that’s all she could do. She didn’t have the power to actually change anything. For that, she’d have to become a thermostat. A thermostat has outsight but also insight – it has the knowledge and the power that enables it to change what it needs to change to achieve its ideal temperature.

[image: ]
MEET YOUR INVISIBLE RELIANCES

By learning the art and practice of looking inside ourselves, we can discover the hidden causes of our unwanted behaviours. Almost without exception, the stubborn habits that damage our health and wellbeing are an escape from inner discomfort. As we go through our days, we inevitably encounter many situations that have the potential to generate emotional stress and internal tension. This stress and tension has to be neutralized somehow. Most of us do it mindlessly, by relying on unhealthy yet soothing habits, whether it’s doomscrolling on our phones, drinking alcohol or gorging on sugar, carbs or highly processed foods. By becoming conscious of the situations that trigger these responses, we can respond to them intentionally and make changes that actually last.

I’d like you to start thinking about your emotional triggers as ‘reliances’. Without really being aware of it, we all have different things we rely on, in order to feel calm and happy. Why not take a moment to make a rough list of all the things, large and small, that you’re reliant upon to feel good? What’s on your list? Do you need your partner to have woken up in a good mood? Your children to have put their shoes away and to not be arguing? For your smartphone to be always at hand? For there to be no terrible news in the morning headlines? For there to be no opinions you don’t agree with on social media? For there to be no heavy traffic or bad drivers on your way to the school, office or station? For there to be someone you admire leading the country? For there to be no racism, homophobia or misogyny in the world? Do you need to be pleased with the reflection you see in the mirror? For there to be no new signs of increased weight or ageing? Do you need your boss to be always kind, generous and complimentary towards you? Do you need queues in coffee shops and supermarkets never to be too long and for checkout staff to always be polite and efficient? Do you need the weather to be neither too hot nor too cold and for the wind to not be blowing too hard?

If you’re anything like me, you’ll find this simple thought experiment a little jarring. When I first did this exercise around five years ago or so, it felt like I could go on listing things forever. I realized that waking up to rain would often put my mood off and traffic on the way to work would leave me feeling frustrated – which, if you really think about it, is crazy. How could I expect to live my life to the fullest when I was being tied down by all these invisible needs and expectations, all of which were completely outside my control?

MINIMAL RELIANCE

Every individual reliance we have ties us to the ground and prevents us from thriving. When we’re over-reliant, we’re like the hero of the famous book Gulliver’s Travels, bound to the ground by an army of tiny Lilliputians who are intent on keeping us prisoner. Every invisible reliance is a separate point of risk. Yes, we’re able to feel somewhat good when some of them are met. On the rare occasions when most of them are met we can even feel extremely good. But the cost of all that reliance is vulnerability. We’re giving our power and agency away and putting our wellbeing in the hands of people and forces that we can’t control.

This is a huge problem, especially in an era in which many of us are already feeling out of control. Our lives are increasingly complex and demanding. It wasn’t that long ago that one parent could afford to look after their children full-time, while the other went to a job that was often ‘nine to five’. The working partner would be home by six and they’d be able to enjoy evenings and weekends together as a family, with the shops shut on Sundays. There are many reasons to see this kind of life as antiquated and contrary to modern values, and I understand them fully. My point is that this was a simpler, less stressful existence, one that was completely normal until relatively recently. Today’s family has to endure far more pressure if, as is usual, both parents work. And even if you don’t have children, there is still a cultural pressure to overwork, and balance in life feels hard to achieve. On top of this we have smartphones and constant access to social media, which has surely played a huge part in the surge in mental health problems that we now see. Then there are the various crises we have lurched from over the last few years, one after the other – from the global financial crisis all the way up to the cost-of-living crisis, with the COVID pandemic happening in between. With all of this going on, it’s almost impossible for every single one of our reliances to be met; as a consequence, we feel our lives are out of control.

When we feel out of control, we feel stressed and anxious. When we feel stressed and anxious, we often seek short-term release from discomfort in the form of an unhealthy habit. This is why I believe it makes sense to radically reduce our reliance on a world that is – and always will be – almost entirely uncontrollable. If you follow the advice in these pages, you will achieve a state of freedom and inner power that I call ‘Minimal Reliance’.
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WAKING UP TO WHAT’S TYING YOU DOWN

When we’re minimally reliant, we are maximally in control of our thoughts, feelings and behaviours. But before we can reduce our reliances, we first have to discover what they are. This means developing our powers of insight. Humans are complex creatures and the number of reliances we can have is effectively infinite. But I have identified eight major reliances, each of which seriously impacts a large number of people, and often remains invisible to them. Each chapter of Make Change That Lasts is a deep exploration of one of these major reliances. We’re going to examine our need for other people to like us and validate our opinions. We’ll break down our hidden attachment to myths we buy into about the heroes we look up to and measure ourselves against, and the false idea that our past controls our future. We’re also going to analyse our reliance on comfort and success. We’ll explore where these reliances – and a great many more – come from and learn to identify them in ourselves.

Once our hidden reliances have been identified, we will discover how to break free of them. Simply becoming aware of our reliances and understanding the power they exert over our lives will immediately change our relationship to them. And because we are now conscious of the invisible forces that have been influencing the way we feel and act, we are better able to live more intentionally and make purposeful choices that are aligned with who we want to be.
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THE THRIVE SIGNAL

Each chapter of this book contains small and easy practices that will help you become aware of your hidden reliances and reduce your dependency on them. The practices are so effective that you’re likely to feel the benefits within a week. It’s my experience that just moving the dial slightly will be enough for you to begin feeling like a different, more powerful version of yourself.

This is partly because of how your brain works. Your subconscious mind is continually looking for signals that tell it how your life is going. If it receives signals that indicate things are out of control and that you’re struggling, the brain will alter its settings. Some of these settings are physical: it will move you into an unhealthy ‘stress state’. Other settings are emotional: the brain will try to warn you that things aren’t good by making you feel anxious, depressed or overly sensitive and reactive. All of these negative settings make it more likely that you will reach for the comfort of your unhealthy habits.

Just by starting the process of cutting your invisible needs and expectations, you will replace your stress signal with a thrive signal. Your brain will realize things are coming under control – and under control is exactly how you will begin to feel. There’s a huge amount of scientific research that shows that people who have an increased sense of control are happier, have more money, better relationships and improved mental and physical health. The benefits are vast, and you will receive them on top of the benefits you’ll get from eliminating those unhealthy habits that have previously always been so hard to quit. Minimal Reliance is the ultimate double win.

I don’t think there’s a single part of your life that won’t improve for the better when you become minimally reliant. It will benefit you physically, making you stronger, healthier and extending your life. It will benefit you psychologically, making you calmer, less anxious and more confident, resilient and capable. It will give you new powers of control over your unhealthy behaviours. And the more you engage with the practices within the book, the more dramatic these changes will be. It won’t just transform your life, it will even touch the lives of the people around you. Your family, friends and workmates will appreciate the new version of you that has more to give and is a positive force to be around.

MINIMAL NOT ZERO

Minimal Reliance isn’t about never allowing ourselves to have a sugary treat, an alcoholic drink or a period of vulnerability. It’s about growing ourselves physically and mentally so that we can choose when we do so. The state we’re pursuing is not one of never being able to enjoy an indulgent pudding or the odd glass of wine; it’s about building up our resilience so that we don’t need to use these comforts as crutches but, instead, can engage with them intentionally.

It’s also important to note that, like everything, the concept of Minimal Reliance can be taken too far. As we’ll explore in the final chapter of this book, humans are highly social animals who have evolved to thrive in the context of a connected group. A certain amount of reliance is a basic fact of human life. The exercises I’ve designed and the philosophy I’ve described in these pages will ensure that you’re the kind of person who gives to your groups – whether they be family, work or friendship circles – more than you expect in return. But healthy connection to a group is not only about us providing support for others. We also need others to provide support for us. Having people in our lives who we can rely on is a crucial ingredient for living a happy and healthy life. The goal we are aiming for is minimal reliance, not zero reliance.
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THE MAXIMAL POWER OF MINIMAL RELIANCE

I know how well this philosophy works because I have been following it myself for the past few years and have experienced its transformative effects. It has also helped numerous patients of mine. Perhaps best of all, it’s helped the person who initially got me thinking about reliances. I spent many hours with Helen, trying to understand the stresses that were causing her to lose control of her eating behaviour. It soon became apparent that one of the things people admired in her, and that she admired in herself, was, in fact, the hidden upstream cause of her sugar habit.

Helen hated complaining – especially to her colleagues at work. She loved serving people and being a doctor and believed that it was part of her duty to just suck up all the stresses and strains of the GP life, no matter what. Of course, this made her extremely popular, in particular with the person in charge of her practice, who would always turn to her to cover shifts when other GPs were off sick. The truth was, Helen was exhausted. And, privately, she resented always having to take up the slack for everyone else. She felt exploited and unappreciated; she’d come home and complain to her husband, but she’d never say a thing at work.

After spending a few weeks identifying exactly what triggered her to head to the newsagent’s chocolate shelf, Helen realized it was when she felt tired or exploited or taken for granted. We also spent a lot of time discussing why she felt unable to speak up for herself and she soon realized she had an invisible reliance on being liked by everyone caused, in part, by a period of bullying she’d experienced at school. It was only when she let go of this reliance, and risked rejection by creating some boundaries with her boss, that she was able to finally take control of her snacking.

One of the most impactful things I advised Helen to do was to practise catching herself whenever she felt tempted to buy chocolate and take a moment to ‘look upstream’. This became a kind of mantra for her. Every time she felt like she was going to crumble, she’d tell herself to ‘look upstream’ at the cause of her discomfort. After a while, she didn’t have to repeat these words. It happened automatically. She didn’t have to try to control her behaviour any more. It became effortless.

If you’ve bought this book because you’re struggling with a stubborn habit, this is what you can achieve by developing your insight and reducing the number of reliances that you have. Effortless change is the best change of all. It’s change that is automatic because it has become part of you.

Even if you’re not struggling with a particular habit, this book truly has the power to transform your life. You can see Minimal Reliance as a philosophy for life. It will enable you to make sustainable changes in all aspects of your life and improve your mental health, physical health and your relationships. Many of my patients report it’s even made them more successful: people they work with just want to be around them more. Those on the path of Minimal Reliance have this incredible magnetism. They look in control. They feel in control. They are in control. And who wouldn’t want that?


‘Effortless change is the best change of all. It’s change that is automatic because it has become part of you.’
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Reliance on experts

The day I said goodbye to my dad for the last time, I learned a powerful lesson. He’d been ill for fifteen years with an autoimmune condition called lupus and taking care of him had become a huge part of my life. There were many occasions during his illness when I would wake up at 5 a.m., drive around to his house, get him out of bed, help him dress, shave him and give him breakfast. I’d then dash back home briefly before shooting off to my GP surgery. I’d use my lunch hour to go back and check in on him again. After four or five hours of seeing patients, I’d go to see him for a final time. And when he was at Manchester Royal Infirmary, I’d drive all the way into the city to visit him two or three times a day.

If Dad ever needed anything at all, giving it to him became the most important thing in my life. I put his care above everything else – my wife, my work, my health. I absolutely believed that the job of managing his needs was all on me. The crazy thing is that this was a purely self-generated idea. My mum and my brother didn’t think that caring for Dad fell entirely on my shoulders. But, for some reason, looking after him became a massive part of my identity. When I failed, my failure became a reflection of who I was. One day his consultant surprised me by saying, ‘We’ve never seen anyone do so much for one person before.’ When he died in 2013, I was devastated. It was the first time I’d ever had to deal with the death of someone really close to me, and I honestly struggled to cope.

For a long time, including during Dad’s illness, I’d been battling serious back pain. I’d spent thousands of pounds on various specialists, most of whom weren’t able to help me all that much. I eventually found an expert in human movement and anatomy called Gary Ward, who helped me improve things significantly. But the discomfort never completely lifted. Yes, I could get back to doing many of the things I’d previously had to give up, like playing squash, and I was able to sit pain-free for long car journeys. But I was often aware of a lingering tightness in the right part of my lower back.
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I had known for years that emotions could manifest as physical symptoms, but I never fully grasped the concept until the day of Dad’s funeral. I dressed up in my best suit for the beautiful ceremony that was held at Manchester Crematorium, and played a song called ‘Tell Me Why’ that I’d written for him a few years back, after he had dropped me off at university. Towards the end of the funeral, just before the actual cremation took place, I did everything I could to keep myself together. Then the black curtains opened and I glimpsed the furnace. As the coffin moved towards the fire, Dad’s death suddenly became real. Up until that point I hadn’t really absorbed the fact that I’d never have another conversation with him again. This man that I loved, and who taught me how to play table tennis and snooker; this person I used to follow around like a faithful dog while he was mowing the lawn on Saturday afternoons, was, right at that moment, being reduced to ashes.

Then something unexpected happened. When I saw the coffin start to go into the orange flames and heat, all the remaining pain in my back vanished. I realized that the discomfort was all the pressure I’d been holding in my body. It was literally the weight of expectation I’d been putting on myself. The simple knowledge that Dad was gone hadn’t been enough to make the pain lift from my back – it took the sight of his body being burned into ashes for my subconscious to fully take in the message: you don’t have to look after him any more.

That pain was a signal from my body that I wasn’t thriving. My system had been telling me that it was struggling, but its message had been completely lost on me. I’d been unable to interpret the language of my own body. I’ve often explained to patients that the signals our bodies emit are a bit like birdsong. Most of the time, when we’re walking down the street and the birds are singing, we block out their music. We’re so busy getting on with our lives that we generally don’t hear it. And even when we do notice the sound, we lack the ability to interpret what it means. If we’re going to live a life of thriving, it’s essential that we learn to hear and understand the music of our bodies.

When we’re overly reliant on things outside of us, and being held down by wants, wishes and needs, the body will often let us know. When I look back now to the time I used to care for Dad, I don’t regret a thing. However, on reflection, my belief that his wellbeing was entirely my responsibility wasn’t helpful. The truth was, he had a loving family and a brilliant team of medical professionals all available to him. But, for whatever reason, I generated a myth for myself to live by that said I could only be happy if I personally met his every need. That myth trapped me. It was the cause of a great deal of pain in my body and mind as well as to my wife, who had to deal with my regular absences and my significantly increased loads of stress. If I’d been able to hear my body’s signals, I would have realized much earlier that something was wrong. If I knew then what I know now, I would have meditated on the issue, realized that this damaging myth was holding me down, and empowered myself to make changes.

THE EXPLOSION OF EXPERTS

One reason we can find it hard to listen to our own signals is that we’re deafened by a bombardment of messages from the outside world. This is increasingly true in the age of the internet and social media. Don’t get me wrong: I realize these technologies have been wonderful for people in many ways; I myself rely on them to reach a large number of people around the world, who listen to my podcasts and follow me on Instagram and other social platforms. But it’s probably not going to be news to you that I also worry that online tech is the cause of a lot of problems in people’s wider lives.

One issue I’ve seen up close too many times to count is that social media encourages an unhealthy over-reliance on other peoples’ opinions. Of course, it’s human nature to seek out authority figures who can teach us useful lessons. We’re subconsciously programmed to identify those people who seem to know what they’re talking about and learn what we can from them. For the hundreds of thousands of years that we survived without the internet, these processes worked pretty well. The experts we gravitated towards might have been elder members of our hunter-gatherer tribes or professors in universities or talking heads on television or in newspapers – people who usually had some qualification that earned them their platform. But social media has led to an explosion of expertise. I’m not suggesting that people on the internet don’t know what they’re talking about – many are incredibly smart and well worth listening to. And there is no question that the internet has enabled more people to have a voice from a variety of different backgrounds – and that diversity is clearly a good thing. The problem I’m interested in here isn’t their ability, it’s that there are simply too many of them. We evolved to survive and thrive in mobile tribes in which there would be a small number of people we could learn from. Today there are thousands of voices we can tune into in an instant, each one confident, informed and apparently useful – and often insisting that the expert you’ve just been listening to, who seemed just as sure of themselves, is actually completely wrong.

The particular problem with being overly reliant on health and wellbeing experts is that what might be true for one person might not necessarily be true for the next. Every single one of us is completely unique, with different strengths and weaknesses. We vary in our genes, our microbiota, our physical and mental experience and our trauma. Just as no two minds are the same, no two digestive systems, muscular systems, immune systems, metabolic
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