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Dedication

For Matt, Billy, and Teddy.

I love you so much!
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Note from the Author

The stories in this book are real. The people are my clients, each of whom had to make life-altering decisions during a difficult time in their life: divorce, retirement, or midlife crisis, while becoming a caregiver, or while dealing with fertility or job loss.

The conversations had and the emotions expressed are real—I didn’t sugar-coat them. Each person in this book has given me express permission to tell their story, although their names and any identifying factors have been changed for privacy.

It’s also important to note that all advice given in this book assumes that a person’s basic needs for food, shelter, and personal freedoms are being met and that their personal safety is intact.





Introduction

If you’re reading this book, you probably need to make some really difficult decisions during a really difficult time. You’ve found yourself in what I call a “decision crisis” and are likely experiencing a ton of uncertainty about the future. Unfortunately, there is no turning back. The emotional and financial stakes are high, but you have to make big decisions whether you like it or not.

You’re facing a lot. So take a deep breath. You’re in the right place. I can help.

I’m a certified financial planner, life coach, and collaborative divorce professional who has been on the front lines of financial planning and life coaching for over 15 years. My job is to help people navigate complex decisions during major transitions in their lives. Divorce, critical illness, buying your first house, becoming a caregiver, family planning, infertility, death of loved ones, job losses, retirement . . . You know, life.

I often joke that my job is 90% life coaching and 10% financial spreadsheets, which is what I love most about my work and this book. My previous two books were financial planning advice with a side of coaching. This one is different. It’s a life-coaching book with a side of financial planning: 90% life coaching and 10% spreadsheet.

This book is for people whose lives have been, or are about to be, turned upside down, forcing them into a situation where they need, or want, to make big, potentially life-altering decisions. Decisions with high emotional and financial stakes, made without knowing what their next normal will look like—what their daily life will be after making these huge upcoming decisions.

This book will teach you how to make difficult decisions today, tomorrow, and 10 years from now. Decisions you can look back on and say, “I wouldn’t have done it any other way,” no matter how things ended up playing out.

I call these “no-regret decisions”—the kinds of decisions that give you hope for the future and restore your confidence in your ability to handle anything that life throws your way.

If you’re experiencing a major life transition, uncertainty about your future can be terrifying, and you’re likely in panic mode a lot of the time. If there’s one thing I know after helping people navigate complex choices, it’s that your outlook today will dictate the decisions you make and that those decisions can impact the next version of your daily life. You are creating your next normal, one decision at a time.

That may feel like a lot of pressure, but it’s also awesome! Even though you may be having a rough time right now and don’t want to make the decisions that lie in front of you, it’s comforting to know that maybe, just maybe, you have a smidgen of control over the outcome. To me, that’s a relief.

I’ve been through my own personal crises and major life transitions, too. I moved out West for love and realized the moment my plane landed that I was so wrong and should have never come. I was heartbroken, living on the other side of the country without friends or family, and I had to decide if I should stay or go home. Oof.

Then came the time when I wanted to quit my high-rollin’ Bay Street job to start my own business but was scared to leave the golden handcuffs behind. I had to decide whether to quit or stay. I decided to follow my dream, but it didn’t work out right away and I couldn’t afford my new life. Defeated, I had to empty out my savings, take on credit card debt, and then decide if I should keep going or give up. Eek!

Most recently, I faced the challenge of parenting my children while juggling work-from-home during the COVID-19 pandemic and ensuing lockdowns that turned the world upside down starting in March 2020. Ugh.

During the first weeks of lockdown, I was exhausted and frazzled. Faced with the unknown, my adrenalin levels skyrocketed on a daily basis. Both my husband and I were fortunate to have full-time jobs that allowed us to work from home, but with childcare having been abruptly closed, we were also trying to take care of a 6-month-old baby and a 2 ½-year-old toddler. Every day was a sprint. Total chaos.

I knew I was lucky: We were all healthy. My husband, Matt, and I didn’t work on the front lines. I had nothing to complain about and so much to be grateful for. But I still felt scared and frenzied and guilty all the time.

I had over 200 (remote) meetings during the first lockdown. It was tax season, so my schedule was packed with back-to-back tax meetings and emergency financial planning sessions. I was painfully aware of how many of my clients had been laid off and were struggling to secure financial support. They were all counting on me to be there for them, to help them navigate everything financial. On top of that, I felt the weight of being there for my team at work while also being a strong emotional support for my kids. Most days I barely made it through a client session, team call, or media interview without bursting into tears as soon as I hung up.

Sometimes, I didn’t make it.

The day the Canadian Emergency Response Benefit (CERB) was announced, I locked myself in our bathroom so I could do an interview (my seventh of the day) in the shower stall, where I’d hoped the interviewer couldn’t hear my crying toddler on the other side of the door.

She could hear him. She asked me if I was okay. (What is it about that question?) I shut my eyes tightly and, even though I knew she couldn’t see me, shook my head without saying a word. I couldn’t answer without crying. We stayed on the phone, silently, listening to the sound of my toddler wailing for me while Matt tried to calm him down. Then she broke the silence with a simple “I know. It’s impossible.”

Later on, at the end of that particularly tough workday, I went into the kitchen to make dinner. The radio was playing in the background and, in what seemed to be a cruel twist of fate, I could hear a parenting expert being interviewed. The host of the show asked, “So how do we parent positively during a pandemic?”

The guest didn’t miss a beat, responding that this was our new normal and that we all just needed to focus on the good things we still had in our lives. According to the expert, appreciation was the antidote to fear.

I remember glaring at the radio and shouting in my head, Stop talking! This isn’t normal and none of this is okay!

My husband’s workday ended, and I heard him dashing up the basement stairs to help with the kids and dinner, as always. Matt came into the kitchen to find me crying over a pot of macaroni, trying to hide the tears from my kids.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I blubbered. “Everything.”

“I know,” he said.

“What if we can’t beat it?” I asked, my eyes wide and full of tears. “What if this is it? What if things never go back to normal?”

I was in crisis and trying so hard not to be.

He hugged me tightly. “It will. This isn’t forever. It’s going to be okay.”

“Mommy?” my toddler said softly from the kitchen door. I quickly wiped my eyes before turning around with a big smile. 

“What’s up, baby?” I asked.

“Are you happy?” he asked.

My tears threatened all over again.

“Of course,” I lied, wiping snot from my face before getting down on my knees to his level. I looked him right in the eyes and took hold of his hands. “Of course Mommy is happy.”

“Is it the virus?”

He knew. He was not yet 3, but he knew.

In those first few days of the inaugural lockdown, if my toddler caught me crying, I’d lie and say I had a boo-boo or a tummy ache. How could I explain a global pandemic without scaring him? But, 3 weeks in, he had witnessed too many hushed and intense conversations and learned words like “virus” and “lockdown.” He was sad that his daycare was closed, the parks were closed, his soccer was closed. He missed Nana and Papa and hated virtual calls and hated me doing virtual work calls even more. It broke my heart.

I focused on my son’s face and thought about my next response. What was the best choice? Keep pretending nothing was wrong when nothing was right? Nope.

I was stressed and terrified, but in that moment I knew I needed to change my outlook if I wanted to make good decisions for myself and my family. And that started with honesty.

“Yes,” I said at last and then hugged him. “It is the virus.”

“I really miss school,” he said gloomily.

I kissed his head. “Me too, baby. Me too.”

“When will things be okay again?” he asked, his big eyes looking right into mine. 

“I don’t know,” I said. Then I smiled. “But you know what? It’s not forever. It’s just for now.”

“Promise?” he asked.

I steadied myself. “I promise.”

I gave him a big squeeze and another kiss and hoped I hadn’t just lied to him. Then he ran off to watch TV. Again.

“You okay?” Matt asked.

I nodded. “Ya, I’m good. Just a low moment. I’m fine.”

“Sure?” he asked again.

“Sure.”

He didn’t look convinced but left to get the boys ready for dinner.

“It’s just for now,” I said aloud to myself, like a mantra, while I put mac-and-cheese on a plate and smashed up some veggies for the baby. “For now,” I repeated resolutely and headed out to the table.

* * *

I always thought I was good in a crisis, but everything I knew about myself and my life changed overnight with the onset of the pandemic. The uncertainty around when or if it would be over, combined with grief for my former life, fear for my family’s well-being, and anxiety over the state of the world, kept me mired in panic mode for months—soul-crushing, 24/7, could-cry-at-any-moment panic mode.

This acute panic was a problem. I needed to be clear-headed. As the pandemic wore on, I had to start making big decisions. Decisions with high emotional and financial stakes and uncertain outcomes. Do I put my oldest back in preschool when/if it ever opens? Will I have to quit my business for the next few years if I don’t have consistent childcare? Should I bail on writing this book?

Every day brought new decisions. And big or small—it didn’t matter—every choice was fraught and terrifying. I worried because I knew that the big decisions I made now would dictate how my life would play out for me on a daily basis on the other side of the pandemic (my next normal), whenever that would be.

That first COVID-19 lockdown and the personal crisis that followed caused a shift in myself I never anticipated. An eternal optimist with a can-do attitude, I’ve always been an overachiever, all of the time. It’s part of my identity. (I’m a Capricorn . . . so is Dolly Parton.) But being in panic mode 24/7 made me want to throw in the towel on so many of my dreams, including writing this book.

In fact, the reason I was crying over the macaroni that day was because I had just written my agent telling her I needed to bail on this book.

Hey Martha,

I can’t write the book without childcare.

I can’t write the book when life is this scary and chaotic. I don’t think this is ending any time soon and I just can’t do it. I’m so sorry.

It took a pandemic to finally slow me down. 

Panic had turned me into a person I didn’t recognize. It made me want to hide from my life. Move from a city that I love to somewhere else with a backyard and a lawn. “Well, if the parks are closed now, they will probably close every time there are new cases,” I said to my husband before bed one night. “We need a backyard so the kids have somewhere to be outside. We need to move.”

The situation left me unmotivated to do anything with my business beyond keeping the lights on because my brain was so overwhelmed. This, of course, led to guilt about letting down the eight people who counted on me to lead our company through this unprecedented situation, which led to more sleepless nights. Round and round it went. Panic, guilt, panic, guilt, and not a lot of sleep.

As the pandemic wore on, I remained in panic mode even though my peers, pals, and colleagues seemed to be adjusting. Unlike them, I still felt shocked and surprised every day. One mention of increased cases on the radio could send me into a dizzying tailspin of fret and despair.

I think it’s natural to be in panic mode when your life gets turned upside down by a global pandemic. There’s nothing wrong with that. Dare I say it’s normal? But I was stuck inside it, unable to see a way out.

The problem with being stuck comes when you start to make big life decisions while in panic mode. Panic mode is the definition of scarcity mindset, and there’s nothing growth-oriented about scarcity mindset. I’ll explain more about that later in the book. 

It took me some time to realize that my daily panic was not only not helping anything but was making everything worse, robbing me of hope and faith that things would eventually get better. Trying to bail on this book, to move away, to quit my business were all short-term, self-defence strategies meant to make me feel less scared in the moment. The logic was that if I lowered the emotional and financial stakes of my current daily life—no book, no business, no waiting for parks to be open again—I could breathe, feel relief, and not worry so much. But panic lies. The worry would still be there, the juggling would still be there, it would just look different, and it would come with a whole lot of guilt, dissatisfaction, and an investment in a lawn mower.

The pandemic was unexpected and everything about it was beyond my control, forcing me to live my daily life in a totally different way. A way that made me sad and scared. The outcome was entirely uncertain, which made every new daily decision stressful. Worse still, panic kept urging me to make black-and-white, fear-based decisions. (More on fear-based decisions later too.)

I know now that if I had turned my back on this book, if I had moved out of the city and closed my business, I would have created a terrible future for myself. Those choices would have been short-term bandages but long-term mistakes, landing me in a life I wouldn’t want for myself later on, after the crisis of the pandemic had passed. The short-term relief that quitting my life would have given me did not outweigh the major long-term benefits of seeing it through, yet I waffled every single day. 

I think about that day I told my agent I simply could not write this book and then cried in the kitchen. And then I remember that after dinner that same night, we made a big fort in the living room. Then we went upstairs for bath time and bedtime stories, and I sang both boys to sleep. It was wonderful and predictable. It was utterly and completely normal.

After bedtime, something clicked for me. I went downstairs with a smile on my face. I opened up my email and responded to my agent to ignore my previous email. I could, in fact, write this book. I wasn’t going to bail on it. I was going to try because, in that moment, I knew it was the right decision for Future Shannon, even though Current Shannon was not a happy camper.

It occurred to me that I was able to get that kind of logical clarity because I was feeling hopeful in that moment. Hope that came from the fact that I felt, well, normal. I felt safe and happy. Even in the chaos of a global pandemic, our dinner, bath, bed, and beyond ritual was still the same. These routines brought me such comfort at a time when pretty much all my of my daily habits had been disrupted. The rituals made me feel safe, happy, and therefore, hopeful, even if just for the evening. These positive feelings put panic mode on pause, momentarily restoring my faith that this chaos wasn’t forever; it was just for now. I guess you could say I wasn’t afraid because I was appreciating the silver linings in my life . . . just like that happy-go-lucky parenting expert had talked about. Damn.

Breaking the cycle of panic allowed me to be present, to clear my head and make good long-term decisions for myself and my family. Decisions that I knew I would not regret later because they would represent what is truly important to me. All I wanted at the end of the day was to be able to look back at the choices I made while I was in crisis and say, “I made the best decisions I could, given the circumstances.”

For me, that meant writing the book, staying in our current home, and figuring out a solution to keep growing my business, regardless of lockdowns, inconsistent childcare, or closed parks.

And there it is. The key to making decisions that you can be proud of later. Decisions that will make you say, “I wouldn’t have done anything differently,” regardless of the outcome. Those all-important no-regret decisions are the key to trusting yourself to make good choices even when the financial and emotional stakes are high and the future is uncertain.

I’d been coaching my clients with this recipe for no-regret decisions for years, whether they were getting divorced, becoming a caregiver, going through a breakup or job loss—whatever life had thrown at them.

In that wonderful hope-filled moment, I realized that I just needed to practise what I had been preaching.





Chapter 1:

The Decision Crisis Playbook

So how do you make no-regret decisions when you are in crisis? You follow the guidelines in what I call the Decision Crisis Playbook.

THE DECISION CRISIS PLAYBOOK


	Don’t make decisions in panic mode. Find a hopeful outlook, even if just for a moment.

	Make long-term, values-based decisions versus short-term, relief-seeking decisions.

	Control what you can, if you can.

	Set boundaries, or guardrails, so you don’t run out of time or money.

	Embrace your next normal.



When you find yourself in a decision crisis, be it life-altering or momentary, you can use the Decision Crisis Playbook to make no-regret decisions. The Playbook works, it’s repeatable, and it will ensure you not only survive your decision crisis but thrive later, regardless of the outcome.

WHAT IS A DECISION CRISIS?

Difficult decisions in difficult times. When life as you knew it vanishes and your next normal awaits (often without your permission). A decision crisis is very much characterized by the uncertainty about future outcomes combined with the need to make major decisions at the worst possible time.

Just lost your job? Should you take the lesser-paying job right away or wait it out and hope for a different job with a more livable wage? Recently separated? Do you buy out your ex-partner’s share of the matrimonial home or take your half of the sale of the house and move on? I’ve spent the last 15-plus years helping people navigate all manner of decision crises. Major. Life. Decisions.

Over the years, I’ve come to identify a decision crisis situation as follows:

 Uncertain outcome (loss of power) + High stakes

(emotional or financial) + Difficult decision(s)

The most stressful part of a decision crisis are the choices, or series of choices, you need to make while stressed out: You’re in a situation that feels bad and scary. Now, add the need to make critical decisions that will have a huge impact on your life, not only in the short run but also the long run. No pressure!

I’m not talking about simple decisions like should you order takeout tonight or not. I’m talking about massive, life-altering decisions. Do you move to England to follow a dream but leave behind your family in Canada? Do you divorce your partner who you respect but don’t love anymore? Do you freeze your eggs to give yourself the option to have kids later? These are complicated questions with complex constraints and multiple outcomes with no certainty of how any decision will play out. Each mega decision comes with numerous micro decisions and high emotional and financial stakes. It is scary. You don’t want to make the wrong choice and have regret. Regret robs you of confidence and peace of mind. And that’s what this whole book is really about: finding your way out of a crisis and back to a place of confidence and peace of mind.

At some point in life, we all have to navigate a personal crisis. Some small, some life-altering. There are two types of decision crises that I work through with my clients on a weekly basis: external decision crises and crossroads decision crises.

An external decision crisis is thrust upon us: a colicky newborn, a death in the family, a messy breakup, a bad traffic accident, a job loss, a pandemic.

A crossroads decision crisis, however, is the result of locking ourselves into behaviours and choices that violate our own core values. In a crossroads decision crisis, things sneak up on us, over time. Think midlife crisis or career crisis. Nothing happened to you, per se, but you kind of wake up one day and realize, “This can’t be my life anymore.” Living a life that violates your core values day after day will only lead to stress, anxiety, and guilt.

In both kinds of decision crises, the future is uncertain, the emotional and financial stakes are high, and you have to make decisions to see your way through. There is no way to avert it. You’re already in it.

The Decision Crisis Playbook is your survival guide, not only mapping out the decision-making process so you have one less thing to worry about while you’re going through it, but also ensuring that you’ll trust your decision-making process now, next year, and 10 years from now.

The cool thing about my job is that I meet with people year after year. I see them before, during, and after a crisis, so I get to see how their decisions played out. I see who thrived and who did not. The difference always comes back to the same thing: Those who thrived after a decision crisis made no-regret decisions. 

THE THREE PHASES OF EVERY DECISION CRISIS

There are three distinct phases in every decision crisis:


	Panic mode (when hope is gone).

	The messy middle (when you have to make decisions and are completely over it).

	Your next normal (when the dust settles and it is what it is).



Let’s break down each of these so you can figure out exactly where you are, right now, in your decision crisis.

Phase 1: Panic Mode

If you’re in panic mode right now, it means you’re afraid of what comes next. The one common denominator of panic mode is fear. A primal, primitive, hard-wired fear that there isn’t enough and there won’t be enough. A scarcity mindset.

Research shows that our reptilian brain—the oldest, most underdeveloped part—houses that fear. Scarcity mindset was necessary for survival back when we needed to follow our food sources, which were always moving. But when our 21st-century lives get turned upside down, that kind of prehistoric panic is dangerous. When we’re in panic mode, fear flows into every part of our physical bodies, making our hearts race and our mouths go dry.

Scarcity mindset keeps us in fight or flight mode, which forces us to make trade-offs and engage in black-and-white thinking: if this, then that, with no room for options or nuance. This is detrimental to your decision-making process, which is detrimental to living with no regrets when it is all over.

Here are some examples of black-and-white thinking:


	I’m in debt, therefore I’m going to be broke forever.

	I’m getting divorced; therefore I’m going to die alone.

	My preschooler is in lockdown; therefore he’s never going to learn how to socialize.



Panic mode is stressful and exhausting. The constant worry and anxiety keeps us up at night. We begin to over-value immediate, short-term benefits just to give ourselves a break or a flash of joy in the moment. Relief. That relief, though, can often come at the expense of future benefits that would make much more logical sense in the long run. But in panic mode, we can’t think about the long term, just as we can’t see an end to what is happening to us. The timing couldn’t be worse to make big decisions in your life.

Decision crises come in many sizes, from short term to years on end. Here’s an example of a short-term decision crisis: You’re on your way to your best friend’s wedding. You’re on a layover, waiting for your flight. You’re in the wedding party. Even worse, it’s a small wedding and you’re one of the four people standing up for the happy couple. It’s Friday. The wedding is Saturday at noon. You’re expected to arrive tonight so you can be there for the rehearsal dinner Friday evening. Then, an unexpected blizzard blows in. Flights are being cancelled up and down the departures board. You’re worried your flight will be cancelled too. You wait, nervously. Then suddenly, all flights for the night are cancelled. Shit.

You immediately begin to panic, ramping up your heartbeat, pulling the knots in your stomach tighter, making you regret the fact that you’re just sitting there, doing nothing. You’re stuck at the airport. The lineup to talk to a customer service rep is hours long. You can’t get through on the airline customer service toll-free phone number.

You have no control, certainly not over the weather or when flights will resume. You already know you’re going to miss the rehearsal dinner. Double shit.

In a short-term decision crisis situation, there’s a ton of uncertainty and the emotional and financial stakes are high: You could take a chance on a later flight, but there’s no guarantee that one won’t also be cancelled. On top of which, booking now will cost three times the price of your original ticket, and you can’t afford to add thousands of dollars to your credit card. But you don’t want to miss the wedding either.

Panic wants to shove you into trade-off thinking. Over-spend your way out of the situation or miss the wedding completely? Those appear to be your only choices. Panic wants you to believe that you need to decide now, right now. But is that true? Certainly, those are two options, but maybe there are more? The point is, while you’re in panic mode, you can’t tell the difference between logic, gut instinct, and a terrible idea. You need to give yourself time to evaluate your options more clearly.

You can’t access your logical brain if you’re constantly distracted by thoughts that tell you you’re not good enough or that there isn’t enough time, money, or choices. The only way to turn off the fear and panic is to strive to feel safe and happy at the same time. You can’t have one without the other. Safe without happy is not enough. Happy without safe is also not enough. It’s the act of striving toward the balance between both that is key. Also, it’s important to understand that you don’t “move through” a crisis in a linear way; you don’t graduate out of panic and into hope for good. You have to constantly find your way back to hope along the way. It takes effort and consistency.

Safe + Happy = Hope

This is the key to getting out of panic mode. Hope lifts you out of your fear and into a place where you can see above the moment and through the panic. A place where you become open to options, can choose clearly, and can stop black-and-white trade-off thinking so you don’t make decisions based on short-term wins at long-term costs. Remember: You don’t want to regret your choices on the other side of the crisis.

There is a school of thought out there that believes hope and optimism can be damaging in times of crisis. I read about this in a personal essay by Admiral James Stockdale, who was a prisoner of war in Vietnam for 7 years. Stockdale claimed that optimism is similar to anxiety in that it provides a distorted view that pretends to be self-protective but is not. He explained that optimism comes from wishful thinking and that wishful thinking can lead to massive disappointment, which is even worse for our hearts. When he was a prisoner of war, Stockdale said that the optimists died first in the prison. They told themselves they’d be out by Christmas, and when the holiday rolled around again and they were still in prison, they died of broken hearts. Stockdale believed that the optimists died of exhaustion because their brains kept casting backward and forward, imagining solutions to end their present horrors that did not corroborate with reality. While he said you must never lose faith that you’ll prevail in the end, he recommended realism and endurance to confront the brutal facts of your current situation instead of wishful thinking.

Now, here I am, touting a hopeful outlook if only to give you a short reprieve from panic. But I’ve thought about this a lot and I stand by my hopeful outlook for a decision crisis. I agree with the admiral that endurance is the name of the game if your basic safety, personal freedoms, water, food, and shelter needs are being threatened with no end in sight. But these are not the types of decision crises we are talking about in this book. In this book, a decision crisis means you have to make big decisions at a really difficult time but your basic needs for food and shelter are met, and your personal freedoms and security are intact. That’s the difference. That’s why moments of hope are absolutely critical. Hope allows you to create options and not get stuck in the trade-off thinking of scarcity mindset.

I’m not saying you have to be a Pollyanna optimist. If you’re a natural pessimist, that’s okay. Maybe even better. You’ll add a side of realism to the optimism pie that could be *chef’s kiss* perfect for you.

The point of hope is not to pretend that your bad time isn’t happening. It’s not to wash over the pain you’re feeling with a toxic “everything’s gonna be okay” mantra. And it’s certainly not to set you up for severe disappointment. Quite the opposite. When trying to get yourself out of panic mode, striving to feel safe and happy at the same time is meant to give you a hopeful outlook, if only momentarily—long enough that you can see, create, and gather meaningful options for yourself, which will allow you to make a decision you won’t regret.

Over the years, I’ve found that the most effective ways people pull themselves out of panic mode is to recreate a life that feels 60% normal, to create micro timelines and micro goals, and to ensure there is a circle of care.

When there’s too much change all at once, it can catapult most of us into panic mode. Doing what you can to feel normal can help you to catch your breath while leaving some mental bandwidth free for the new changes. When dealing with uncertainty, it’s hard to know how to make plans 3 days from now. You can regain control by using micro timelines and setting micro goals. Lastly, you need to not feel isolated in your panic. You need to create a circle of care for yourself with people who understand you and know what you’re dealing with. These are the tools that will help you pop out of panic mode so you can clearly see the forest for the trees.

Once you pull yourself out of panic mode you can start to look at the difficult decisions you must make. This happens during the messy middle phase of your Decision Crisis Playbook. The messy middle is the time when your shock has subsided. You’re exhausted. And while you’re over the initial panic, you’re still surrounded by uncertainty and need to move forward. You can’t put off making decisions any longer.

The messy middle is when you have to play your hand.

Phase 2: The Messy Middle

A decision crisis is like a poker hand. You get the cards you’re dealt, whether you like it or not. The outcome is entirely unpredictable, there’s only so much good information you can confirm (your own cards are all you have), and you have to decide how best to play them. Do you up the ante? Do you hold? Do you fold? Can you really read the person across the table? Can you actually control or predict anything in the situation?

For most people, decisions start with a quick cost-benefit analysis: What’s at stake? Is it more than money? Is it your reputation? If you lose (a.k.a. choose “wrong”), will the game (your next normal) still be fun? Once you know what matters most to you in that round of poker, you’ll assess the benefit of honouring those values against the risk (the cost) and make a choice. You’ll play your hand and see what happens.

When the cards are revealed, you’ll see where the chips fall. If luck is on your side, great. If not, you can’t blame yourself. You will have made the best decision you could with the information available. You could not control the outcome, and fretting about it once it’s happened is the same as fretting over the rain. It is, as they say, what it is. There is no way you can change a thing.

In life, decision-making is much more complex than a card game. There are so many outcomes, and the stakes are your deeper personal values mixed with time and financial constraints. But the idea is the same: You can only predict so much.

Unlike a poker game, where decisions have to be made quickly, crisis situations often have longer decision-making timelines. The longer you have to make a decision, the messier and more unpredictable things get. And the messier the middle becomes. You need to ensure you’re making decisions that uphold your core values, provide



	How much will it actually cost to book on another airline?

	What is the weather forecast?

	How much is a rental car and would you make it in time if you drove?

	Would you be happy if you missed the wedding?
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“An important guide to reducing your anxiety when

facing important decisions in your life”

—Greg Wells, PhD, author of The Ripple Effect
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