

Chapter eight

Commitment

Step #4 of the Flex is Commitment. For the next few days to a week, you will practise making a . . .

Commitment to taking action to effect change.

Commitment to upholding values, whatever they might be.

Commitment to finding the gifts that lie within struggle.

Commitment to feeling grateful and celebrating life’s joys.

Stiff thoughts lead us to get stuck in worry loops and to repeat, over and over again, bad habits that were created in the past.

Flexible thoughts stretch to find new outlooks, possibilities and understandings to create the brilliant future we want.

Dr Mlodinow explained to Scientific American, ‘Happiness, contentment, and gratitude are not just important life goals; they also prompt us to widen our range of thoughts and actions, explore our environment, and open ourselves to new information, all of which are important to success.’ But I don’t think we need to be happy first. For me, flexibility came first, then greater happiness and success later. Though I do believe continued happiness and success are dependent on my commitment to psychological flexibility.

It’s like this: we stretch and stretch, and after MONTHS of struggle, we can finally touch our toes. Yay. Mission accomplished. But unless we keep stretching, we’ll get stiff again, our toes will be a mile away, and it’s like the limbering never even happened. Mental flexibility unfolds or folds up in the exact same way.

The fourth and final step of the Flex is Commitment, because we’re talking about long-lasting liberation from anxiety and self-doubt. Change requires effort. New neural pathways aren’t blazed overnight; new habits don’t take root in a day or a week or a month. Real change only occurs through consistent flexing.

Although our past is the architect of our present, the future is still under construction.

Every moment going forward is about bending thoughts in the direction that takes us to a compassionate liberated direction. It won’t magically happen on its own. We have to be consciously flexible in the present moment to ensure we manifest a better future.

Like anything worthwhile, it takes desire and effort to make our shiny new thoughts. The Flex is a veritable healthy-thought factory. We just have to want to keep the machines running to get endless benefits. It takes a bit of effort to broaden our horizons, have courage to challenge and then to imagine new happier outcomes.

Close the Case

Nothing happens if we don’t make it happen. We can’t get the job we don’t apply for. We can’t date the guy we don’t text back. We can’t have good mental health if we don’t take action to break out of limiting thought patterns and anxious drama loops.

I was the worst at this! Something would set off my anxiety, and I would then start talking about it . . . and then I’d find new people to discuss the same worry with, didn’t matter who, anyone with a pulse and two ears was fine. I wasn’t solving the problem. I just felt compelled to find new people to rehash the drama with.

Without the sound of the filing cabinet slamming shut, our brain considers the stressful issue ‘open’, and won’t let us rest. Cue 1:00 a.m. wake-ups, 3:00 a.m. wake-ups, 5:00 a.m. wake-ups, etc. The reason we jolt awake during the night is usually because the brain hasn’t been able to file away our worries. Dreams are actually a support mechanism for this; they help the brain process and make sense of unfiled thoughts.

Russian psychologist Bluma Zeigarnik noticed that we tend to forget things we’ve completed and remember our unfinished business. The Zeigarnik effect came from the observation that waiters can remember customers’ orders before they’re delivered, but as soon as the plates hit the cloth, the info flies out of their heads. Psychologists E. J. Masicampo and Roy Baumeister discovered in their research35 that unfinished tasks are distracting and uncomfortable for the mind, but making a plan to complete them, like a to-do list, is a useful trick in alleviating the anxiety.

By talking, talking, talking, I wasn’t doing, doing, doing. If I’d just taken a few minutes to write down practical things I could do about the worry, and actually done them, I would have helped my mind close the case, interrupted the rigid thought loops I was stuck in, and felt sweet relief. Taking action to stop anxiety creates a feeling of completion, clears the mind, and helps develop resilience against similar future worries, and most important, helps switch off rumination.

Flexercise: Free Your Mind

So when I talk about taking action to stop anxiety, I’m not talking about climbing Mount Everest. It can be as small-yet-significant as:



1.Open a notes app.

2.Type a few words.

3.Done!



 

I howled with laughter as I found this example on my phone:

 

(Current Poppy)

 

Really upset not invited to my friend’s Zoom Corona Cocktail party.

 

I have absolutely no recollection of whose Zoom party I was upset I wasn’t invited to. On re-reading, I can see the absolute hilarity to my emotions. Just shows, as soon as you write a thought down, it leaves you and then you can read it back and laugh about how silly our monkey minds can be sometimes.

Take Values-Based Action

In previous steps, I’ve talked a lot about the power of not reacting when cortisol is pumping. But eventually, we have to do something. But what kind of something is the next critical part of the Flex method. To stop the worry loops, we need closure. But only considered decisions that align with our desired values will provide us with a sense of completion we can feel proud about.

I don’t mean the values we’ve been taught by our parents, religion and authority figures. A lot of those values are conditioned, unconscious baggage. The biggest problem and main culprit for inflexible thoughts are people stuck living out learned values that do not actually fit their true soul-based values. If we want to step into a kinder, calmer, more confident future, we will NEVER get there unless we are making decisions to be kinder, calmer and more confident. It’s like wanting to get in better shape but not ever making the decision to exercise. Our days are filled with mostly minor but some major decisions that move us forward if we want them to. If we consciously ensure every action is based on upholding a value we care about, we will undoubtedly create meaningful aligned lives.

What I found most surprising when learning about values-based decisions was realising I actually didn’t know what my values were. I thought I knew but when I considered my list, I could see that many were learned values, ones I thought I should have. Here are some of my true guiding-light values below. Which ones are the most important to your soul?

Altruism

Calmness

Compassion

Dependability

Determination

Devotion

Dignity

Enthusiasm

Generosity

Honesty

Humility

Integrity

Joyfulness

Loyalty

Open-mindedness

Optimism

Reliability

Responsibility

Respectfulness

Self-acceptance

For me, enthusiasm, honesty, integrity, optimism, self-acceptance, compassion, generosity, open-mindedness and determination are the values that I base my actions upon. You may have many others that aren’t noted above.

If you’re struggling to think about which values are most important to you, a helpful trick is selecting some Flexi-Mentors for inspiration and guidance. Flexi-Mentors are people who you respect more than anyone else. Consider why you respect them so much and think about what values they have prioritised to be who they are. Flexi-Mentors are the embodiment of the values we admire, respect and wish to emulate. So if we find ourselves spiralling, it helps to consider quickly, ‘What would one of my Flexi-Mentors do in this situation?’ before we (re)act.

When my bitchy inner critic pipes up, I often jump to asking, ‘What would Oprah do?’ (Oprah is my ALL TIME Flexi-Mentor.) I know she’d uphold the value of self-acceptance, and kindness but also inner strength, and with Oprah and her values in mind, I make my decision aligned with that.

I have go-to Flexi-Mentors for different areas in my life. When I feel disheartened about relationships, I ask, ‘What would John and Alice do?’ They are a great couple I know who have crazy fun together and are my mentors in how to create an epic partnership. So when I’m feeling triggered by a message I’ve received for example, I know they’d say, ‘Forgive, relax, and have a laugh.’

When I feel down on my luck and anxious, I ask, ‘What would Charlotte do?’ She is this awesome woman who is such a power soul and glows with radiance whenever she walks into the room. Just thinking how she would act in a situation raises my vibe to try to emulate the extra fabulous one she takes everywhere.

My best friend is always so measured and calm, especially when things aren’t going well, so when I get pissed off, I ask, ‘What would Suki do?’ The answer is usually ‘Value patience and be rational. Slow down and look for more evidence about what made me so mad and whether it’s worth all this anger.’ By doing so, I miraculously hold off on sending a scorching reply text with six exclamation points. Suki just wouldn’t do it, so I take action by deciding to channel her self-control.

As we know from shadow work, we admire qualities in others that we possess ourselves. It takes one to know one. The same is true for values. If you notice and admire a value in your Flexi-Mentors, then you are capable of embodying those values yourself.

Dr Judson Brewer told me about the concept of the BBO, the Bigger Better Offer. We will never create a new habit if we don’t have an enormous carrot seducing us to create newness. The BBO has to be SO great, our brains want to remember the stretch towards it. The Flexi-Mentors’ values are your new BBO. For example, thinking that I could be even one-tenth as fabulous as Charlotte makes me committed to breaking through my anxiety and negative thought habits when I am in social situations and channelling her. So next time you are in a situation and need to take action, ask yourself, ‘What would my Flexi-Mentor do?’ And then do that. Huge carrots await.

We have forever learned through copying (human see, human do). We have ‘mirror neurons’ – brain cells that turn on when we mimic actions we’ve observed, like walking and talking as babies – that help us learn just about everything. We don’t have to stop learning through copying ever, and what’s even better, we can now CHOOSE who we copy. Continue this valuable growth/learning process by choosing Flexi-Mentors and consciously activate those mirror neurons by studying them (read their books, follow their social media, listen to their podcasts, anything and everything) and enact their behaviour. Flexi-Mentors help our brain recognise juicy opportunities that arise in our own life that can move us forward in positive directions.

You are the average of the five people you spend time with, so make sure you are spending adequate time with people who inspire you, even when they aren’t physically there. Do it long enough, and the new habit of behaving like a calm, confident and fabulous person will be the new normal. Make enough decisions based on what those who inspire you would do, and you’re quickly on the right path to growing in alignment with those you respect, which in turn creates more self-respect.

By committing to using this method, your idols become your lifelong teachers who can prevent stressful spiralling situations, and push you to feeling more confident, having greater faith in your abilities and seeing endless possibilities.

It’s not ‘fake it till you make it.’

It’s ‘be it until you become it.’

Flexercise: Be Your Wild Self

If you can’t think of a Flexi-Mentor to channel, that is OKAY! Don’t stress about scrambling to find your Oprah or Charlotte. The idea is to identify values, and the embodiment of those values, to get you closer to wholeness.

Another, equally impactful way to help navigate decisions and actions is by using your own Wild Self (aka your Highest Self) as a mentor.

On my podcast, I interviewed Michaela Boehm, author of The Wild Woman’s Way: Unlock Your Full Potential for Pleasure, Power, and Fulfillment. She defined ‘wild’ not as the out-of-control #partygirl but as the one who is deeply attuned to every aspect of herself without shame, with integrity and healthy boundaries. The Wild Self isn’t self-conscious and self-doubting. It trusts its instincts (which is very much like listening to our inner guidance and syncing our four brains). It’s aware and respectful of our natural-born rhythms. The Wild Self allows us to cycle from periods of energy to periods of restfulness, times of creative output to times of rest, so we can be alive in our life as it is happening in the moment.

Clarissa Pinkola Estes wrote in Women Who Run with the Wolves, ‘When [people] reassert their relationship with the wildish nature, they are gifted with a permanent and internal watcher, a knower, a visionary, an oracle, an [inspiration], an intuitive, a maker, a creator, an inventor, and a listener who guide, suggest, and urge vibrant life in the inner and outer worlds.’ ‘This wild teacher, wild mother, wild mentor supports their inner and outer lives, no matter what.’

Talk about something to aspire to! To be as natural, instinctual and gracefully accepting as a wild creature that’s completely free to be itself and inspires us to vibrancy. The power and inspiration come from within.

Think of a time you felt the most connected you’ve ever been. You had ‘winning’ energy, as my friend Sharmadean likes to similarly describe it. A moment when you were in your power, totally connected to your body and the world around you, when you were gloriously free and felt like nothing could stop you. Pinpoint that moment (or as close as you can get) and label that as your Wild Self you can return to.

Whenever you are confused as to what to do next, or in deciding how to act, return to that Wild Self. What would the most connected, liberated, winning you decide? This Wild Self is wholly authentic and surrounded only by unconditional love. Notice how your decisions change when you start to make them from the fearless, full-of-love Wild side (the one that runs with the wolves), not the fearful tamed self.

 

Find the Gifts

Searching for gifts – aka silver linings – forces our thoughts to stretch out of the rigidity of ‘this is 200 per cent shit.’ Whenever anything ‘bad’ happens, when we commit to flexibility, we open up our minds to see how that experience moved us forward. As Joseph Campbell wrote, ‘We must let go of the life we have planned, so as to accept the one that is waiting for us.’ The life we are uncovering every single minute is better than the one we’ve imagined, and flexibility helps us detach from any fixed expectations and disappointments to see that everything is unfolding exactly as it should. Our path is laden with gifts if we commit to look.

My mother has a brilliant ability to look for the gifts and see life as full of miracles. When my brother got rejected from a job he really really wanted, my mother said, ‘Clearly not right for you. Something better is brewing.’ Believing that is almighty hard, especially if we are stuck in fixed ideas about our desires. She was right, he bagged a way better job a month later. Suffering happens in the gap we hold between the expectations we have and reality. Flexing and finding the gifts in the gap resolves the pain.

The gift in disappointment isn’t always obvious or immediately apparent. Nor are gifts always nicely wrapped with a bow on top; they might be hard to accept; you might wish you could send them back. I think of gifts as ‘growth nuggets’, lessons presented to us that we really need to learn. Even if the lessons are difficult, we will benefit from learning them. If we redirect our focus towards finding growth nuggets at all times, they are guaranteed to appear, probably in unexpected places. The alternative approach is saying, ‘Screw this fairy tale wishful thinking/self-gaslighting. This situation is rubbish, it’s just rubbish’ and giving up. Well, that guarantees it will be rubbish because if we don’t look for the gifts and learn our lessons, we definitely won’t find them, recognise them when they come, or benefit from them.

A famous psych experiment by psychologists Christopher Chabris and Daniel Simons had subjects watch a video of six people, three in white shirts and three in black shirts, tossing a basketball back and forth. The subjects were instructed to count the number of times a white-shirted player passed the ball. In the middle of the experiment, a gorilla in a black shirt strolled into the middle of the action, faced the camera, and thumped its chest for nine seconds of screen time. As incredible as it might seem, half the subjects didn’t notice the gorilla at all. The experiment shows that when we focus our attention on one thing – one job, crush, goal, desire – we can easily become blind to whatever else is happening. Hence, the name of the experiment: the Invisible Gorilla. It proved that (1) we aren’t as observant as we think we are, and (2) we don’t even know what we’re missing out on.

Our unconscious brain is constantly looking out for new or relevant info and will only alert our conscious brain to things it deems useful, otherwise it’s left undisturbed. Have you ever bought a car? Or a dress? And then suddenly noticed many other people wearing that exact dress or driving that car? This is a great example of how our unconscious can automatically change what alerts our conscious brain sends to us just from buying something different. There are not more red cars on the road, we’re just more aware of them since it’s become relevant information. Finding the gifts works in the exact same way. By committing to look for life’s gifts, our minds will begin to naturally alert us to them, overriding the negative bias that is on a constant hunt for threats, and start to see where our opportunities lie. If we believe that every lump of coal contains a diamond, we’ll find more diamonds.

‘Learn to get in touch with the silence within yourself and know that everything in this life has a purpose, there are no mistakes, no coincidences, all events are blessings given to us to learn from.’

—Elisabeth Kübler-Ross

Recently, a relationship fizzled out in New York, and left me quite disoriented. It was one of those connections that flew in and out so intensely, it left me wondering what had just happened. Instead of just lying there pondering why I was so upset about the split, I searched for gifts and found a bounty:



•I had even greater clarity about what I really wanted from a relationship.

•I learned what happens when I don’t listen to my gut and instead get lost in my own projected fantasy.

•The loss made me realise that I was homesick for England.



I moved back home to the UK temporarily, and had plenty of time to notice and feel grateful for the gifts of reconnecting with old friends, feeling grounded for the first time in eight years of nomadic life, and spending tons of time with my parents and appreciating them more than ever, which is a gift and a blessing. On reflection I was, in a weird sort of way, grateful to the guy for breaking up with me. He gave me SO many growth nuggets.

Flexercise: Diving for Pearls

Perhaps you’ve been in a grisly situation that has no apparent gifts or pearls in sight, such as, ‘That whole relationship was a waste of time. He was just a dick, a self-absorbed, arrogant asshole, and I was an idiot for getting involved with him!!’ or ‘NOTHING is going right for me, I hate my work, I hate my apartment, I hate my housemates. I’m just pissed at life right now.’

Even when things feel bleak AF, Flex the mindset: what’s the gift in feeling like you’re at rock bottom?

I truly believe nothing happens in this world without a reason. Giraffes responded to adversity and grew longer necks, hedgehogs got spikier, and grasshoppers began hopping higher. Our ability to find the gift in all situations we are presented with is the key to our adaptation to living better. The emotional waves are happening for us, to push us to where we need to go and to tell us when changes are needed. All of our struggles are edging us closer to being better and living more in alignment. But we have to be present to find the present.

This is not about being fake positive. It’s about accepting that there is not ‘only bad’ or ‘only good’, but that there is BALANCE in a life of wholeness. Some things do suck; there is no way around it. Your Wild Self doesn’t bemoan rough patches. It accepts them, as all life is cyclical and in stages of different rhythms so it does its best in the moment. By accepting and Flexing through difficulties, we can move past them with pockets full of pearls.

 

Celebrate!

We shouldn’t just feed our Love Wolf. We should throw it a cracking good party! Celebrate love and freedom. Whenever we take values-based action, have compassionate thoughts, set a new healthy habit, and prevent a downward spiral by using the Flex, we should light up the fireworks in our heads.

To make any change permanent, it has to be positively reinforced. Along with searching for gifts, why not gift ourselves little presents when we deserve them? Make the brain want to Flex over and over again and turn this healthy thought habit into your default by enjoying the carrots along the way. Sing from the rooftops. Jump around. Message me! I’m dying to share Flex stories about living a more compassionate life and finding the gifts that lie in all the situations you run into.

As legendary author and women’s health expert Christiane Northrup, MD, once wrote, ‘It’s our divine right to feel joyful and to do things in life that bring us joy!’ Sadness and depression trigger disease-causing inflammation. Our immune system gets a boost when we are happy. Biologically, our bodies were designed to bliss out. We were meant to be joyful creatures because that’s when everything on the inside works at its best. Dr Northrup believes that making choices based on what makes us feel alive – from smelling the roses to dancing to singing in the shower – is the best and only job we have on Earth.

Flexercise: Find Your Bliss

Every morning, commit to doing activities and taking action that reinforces bliss. Can be as small as making coffee, walking, chatting to close friends. Five minutes, ten minutes, an hour, it’s all good. Fill your day with mini blissful moments. My friend keeps a spreadsheet of things she enjoys and refers to that for inspiration when in a low mood. You can do that . . . or just list three things that give you life:



1.

2.

3.



Do It for Someone Else

The ultimate value to aspire to: altruism.

Social scientists have proven that we’re more likely to commit to a new behaviour if we’re doing it for someone else.

In the UK, the government knew if they asked the whole population to stay at home during COVID-19 lockdown, it would be a tall order. They found out they’d get better compliance if they pitched quarantine as a selfless act to protect other people and our national health service over just ‘protect yourself’. The research showed that citizens were 10 per cent more likely to change their behaviour if they knew it was for the benefit of someone else.

I thought it was fascinating to find out that we’re not wired to be wholly selfish. I assumed the opposite. The human brain is actually wired for altruism. We are more likely to stick to habit changes if we do it for the benefit of someone we really care about.

If this works for you, explore taking an altruistic approach for self-change: think of a loved one you’d do anything for, to make them happier. Commit to flexible thinking for them. The benefits are endless for you, less stress, more patience, better health and increased energy, and the change in you will undoubtedly have a positive impact on them simultaneously.

For me, committing to walk away from fear for the people I love has been a strong motivator. When I started Flexing, my self-esteem was so low, I wasn’t sure I was worthy of thinking in a different way. I didn’t have the courage to challenge my brain or even consider that the messages in my mind were BS. The only thing that gave me energy to change was the thought of doing it for others. I thought of my parents and best friends and how much stress I’d put them through over the years. The late-night tears were even less fun for them than for me. After I unloaded, I felt better (temporarily), and they were left to worry. Anxiety is contagious and I was a superspreader. They didn’t deserve to be infected. I realised that if I can think differently to improve my own health, I can also boost their immunity.

If we don’t feel worthy enough to believe we deserve to be at peace, accepted and happy, think of the people we love most in the world and commit to a life of compassion for them.

Make better decisions for them. As a result, we all enjoy the benefits. Choosing a life of self-acceptance and compassion is the least selfish path we can take. It’s not easy. We are fighting against decades of learned habits and biases. But if we know we’re fighting to the betterment of someone else, we will discover that our strength is limitless.

Commitment is about CONSISTENCY OVER TIME. Healing is not linear. Think ‘progress not perfection’. Flexing for a week and then blowing it off isn’t going to have a long-term impact. It’s like eating broccoli once and thinking you’ve had all the greens you’ll ever need. Sometimes we’ll feel empowered, grateful, filled with positive momentum when we start and then slack off. Remember the metaphor about touching your toes! Do it daily, and you’ll always be able to. So practise Commitment strategies every day – with a determined focus for three days or more to really ‘set’ them into place – to liberate the mind of anxiety.

Make a note of what’s bothering you to free it from your mind. Use Flexi-Mentors and/or your instinctual Wild Self for guidance and inspiration to take considered action for better outcomes and wholeness.

Search for pearls in the ocean because they’re waiting to be found.

Celebrate your wins and revel in the small joys of life because you deserve it!

Be altruistic because life is richer and happier when we do it for others.

Sometimes, despite Flexing daily, we might feel stuck again, like we’re not making any progress at all. In those moments we might want to hit the ‘Fuck it!’ button and unravel. But that’s when we have to allow for fuck-ups and accept that this work is full of surprises. I have to constantly check myself as my perfectionism creeps back in. I can become a perfectionist about being flexible, beating myself up when I do something stiff. But I tell myself, ‘Poppy, Flexing is the opposite of perfectionism: there is no right or wrong, just learning!’ and then throw a pound of red meat to the Wolf of Love, and surrender to the stretch I’m in.

No one is born knowing how to play soccer or to be a flexible thinker. We need to acquire the skill with lots and lots of practice. The only raw skill you need is desire. Desire sparks action. Soccer pros love the game and then practise all the time to be great. Our emotional health is the same. Use your desire for a joy-filled life and then notice how the more you practise Flexing, the healthier and happier you become.

Each Flex step is helpful in and of itself. Sometimes using just one step singularly might be enough to get through a crisis. But together they guide us into a freedom to embrace our whole selves, warts and wonder. My great friend, Human Design expert and spiritual teacher Jenna Zoë, once said to me, ‘I want to achieve all my big dreams, but only if I’m creating a self and a life that is goofy, carefree and spontaneous with all the lightness we had as children before it was trained out of us.’ The Flex was my way to do exactly that. It has been my method to create a playful, inspiration-filled, curious life.

When I interviewed Daniel Ryan, a hypnotherapist in New York, he explained to me that we spend most of our life in a trance, an autopilot idling mode that our brain likes because it doesn’t need much energy. Flexing takes energy. We’re asking our minds to stay conscious, to blaze new pathways and create new solutions, and our lazy brains would stick to autopilot if they were left in control. Intervention is necessary. No one manifests their dream life while sleepwalking and if you want to build a future that has meaning, this rests in waking up and committing to living life with conscious thought flexibility.

In the next section of the book, I’ll dig deeper into how rigidity and entrenched patterns limit us in big areas of life, and how we can use the Flex to overcome problems, affect outcomes and change our futures for the better.

I once read this great quote on Instagram: ‘In a society that profits from your self-doubt, liking yourself is a rebellious act.’

Flexing is my rebellion and my activism. Hopefully, it’ll be yours, too.

‘A person who has good thoughts cannot ever be ugly. You can have a wonky nose and a crooked mouth and a double chin and stick-out teeth, but if you have good thoughts they will shine out of your face like sunbeams and you will always look lovely.’

—Roald Dahl





Chapter eleven

Flex Confidence

The word ‘confidence’ comes from fidere, Latin for ‘to trust’. When we have trust/belief in ourselves to meet life’s challenges, we have confidence. For example, I’m confident that I can start a company. (For that matter, I’m confident that I will never be a professional chef, as I can barely fry an egg without burning it.)

In terms of the Flex, confidence means quieting our bitchy inner critic and raising the volume of our inner guidance system. It seems doable enough, and yet so many of us really struggle with believing in ourselves. My self-help books on confidence could fill a wee library. Lack of confidence is epidemic and unsurprising due to our negative bias and a culture that erodes self-trust by telling us we can buy confidence. It doesn’t encourage us to grow it within. But, through Flexing, we can do that for ourselves.

The odd thing about confidence is that we all started out with it at 100 per cent. As babies, we didn’t worry about whether we deserved to be heard or care about how silly our first steps looked when we face-planted in front of the family. We were born with total curiosity, no fear of judgement, and zero hesitancy to scream for what we needed, be it food, sleep, cuddles, or a clean nappy. A baby is born knowing they are good enough, and they can cry if they want to!

So what happened? We were conditioned to have fears and doubts. Our baby selves’ blissful confidence – ‘Hello! Look at me! Listen to me! I’m here!’ – was quickly overturned in the sponge years when we started building a model about the world and our place in it. We developed opinions, tastes, beliefs, values, boundaries (or not) and behaviours. We learned how others perceived us, and what our strengths and weaknesses were. We learned how to get attention and love, and what got us into trouble. Parents, siblings, teachers, friends are all co-builders of our self-model, for good or ill. But if our co-builders said things like . . .

‘You don’t deserve that!’

‘You’re naughty.’

‘You’re lazy.’

‘You’re ugly.’

‘No one likes you.’

‘Don’t shout! Don’t cry! Be a good girl.’

‘You can’t do that.’

. . . then that is what became our concept of self. We learned, from our co-builders, to criticise and doubt ourselves.

‘The way we talk to our children becomes their inner voice.’

—Peggy O’Mara

Children take the word of authority figures as fact. They don’t have the capacity to challenge yet. So the messages we absorb in the sponge years turn into the programmed core beliefs we spend the rest of our lives playing out and looking for evidence to confirm. Instead of doubting the messenger and the message, we learn to doubt ourselves.

In the adulting process, questions like ‘Will I succeed?’ ‘Do they like me?’ ‘Am I good enough?’ ‘Will others approve?’ or ‘Will things go horribly, horribly wrong?’ took prominence, and overshadowed our natural-born confidence like a cloud on a sunny day.

For a lot of the Anxious Generation, the cloud just won’t go away. In part, we can find cause in our well-meaning parents who hovered and swooped in to save the day whenever we faced the slightest hint of trouble. ‘Don’t worry about screwing that up, darling. I’ll make your science project for you!’ they said. ‘You don’t have to go on the school trip if you feel anxious. I’ll have a word with the teachers.’ Sound familiar?

We were conditioned to be intolerant of hard feelings, and never developed the skills to move through them. Helicopter parents lifted the weight for many of us and our muscles stayed weak. The truth is, we would have been fine without so much loving intervention, but we were never given the opportunity to learn that. Confidence grows through doing, sometimes failing, learning that facing failure is how we grow, and trying again until we get it right.

Confidence lies on the other side of conditioned fear.

I have yet to meet someone with no fears, but I have met many confident souls who are better than others at managing their unpleasant feelings.

If I’d understood that my lack of confidence came from my overbearing fear of feeling less-than, perhaps I wouldn’t have beaten myself up so much and assumed something was wrong with me. I fell into the trap of believing in the ‘illusion of confidence’ our culture propagates. Social media, as we all know, fosters the illusion. We’re exposed to countless #girlsnightout pics of happy people who look like life is a piece of cake. But how many posts do we ever see that say, ‘So nervous about going to this party! Will anyone talk to me?’

My giveaway sign that I’m anxious AF and suffering severe droughts in confidence is when I talk so much, you might think I was on drugs. The thought of a conversation silence fills me with such dread that I defensively ramble. The person usually squirms away, leaving me with even less confidence as I turn the squirm into evidence that I’m not worthy of their time. I’ve begun to see I’m less alone in thinking this than I once thought. I’ve met celebrities, business leaders, frontline workers, and all sorts of people I assumed were successful because of their overflowing, innate buckets of confidence. But when I scratched lightly to get below the surface, I found a vulnerable, insecure soul who’s faking it like the rest of us.

Stiff thinkers are trapped in ‘I can’t . . . what if I screw up or embarrass myself? . . . People will think less of me.’ Underneath, it’s all about being afraid of rejection, not enough, or unlovable.

Flexible thinkers challenge the faulty beliefs and brain biases that hold us back, so we can move forward and say, ‘Perhaps I can . . . only one way to find out . . . I trust myself.’

It’s not our fault we have low self-esteem, but it is our responsibility to stretch out of that mindset by choosing trust over doubt, and love over fear. Becoming aware of faulty programming is the first step to freedom and the debugging/upgrading process.

About those fears . . . per my tea party of experts, I discovered we all carry the Big Three to varying degrees:


1.Fear of failure

2.Fear of rejection

3.Fear of not being enough.


For example, the dream of writing a book might be snuffed out by the fear of failure, so the pages remain blank.

The desire to apply for a dream job might be clouded over by the fear of rejection, so we never send in our CV.

The yearning to get up and dance might be squashed by the fear that we’ll look like a wiggly, jiggly socially awkward banana, so we stay seated in the corner.

We can stop letting fear hold us back, since all of these situations can be Flexed, freeing us to start writing, go for the job, and dance like an oblong yellow fruit.

I’ve added two niche fears that I’ve noticed among my peers: fear of other people’s opinions (FOPO) and the fear of bad outcomes (FOBO). One could argue they are shades of the Big Three fears, but I think they’re unique roadblocks, so I’m keeping them separate. (It’s my book and I’ll subhead if I want to �.)

When we Flex our fears and come through them in one piece, confidence is waiting with wide-open arms on the other side.

Failure doesn’t really exist.

Outcomes are just opportunities.

Rejection isn’t about us.

The opinions of others are not our problem.

We ARE enough.

Confidence is available to us when we are unapologetically ourselves. When we embody acceptance and detach from certain ideas of how things should be, we become irresistible to the world, and our future breaks wide open. We all contain a Wild Self inside who has unbridled confidence and is waiting to connect.

Failure Does Not Exist

The brain doesn’t lose, it learns

My sage on the elasticity of the mind, Dr Leonard Mlodinow, believes that flexible thoughts are made possible when we look for new ways to think about old things. Instead of staying stiff, we can challenge ourselves to reframe ideas, thoughts and events, and stretch how we see them. He has said that every human mind is innately flexible, we just need to practise stretching it into the shape that best works for us. Hurrah for us, fellow Flexers!

A useful Flex reframe of ‘failure’ is ‘the brain never fails, it learns.’ In Dr Mlodinow’s collaboration with Deepak Chopra, War of the Worldviews: Where Science and Spirituality Meet – and Do Not, he described the intelligence feedback loop of learning to ski. When beginners start the sport, they fall down. Great. That’s an essential part of the learning process. Every time we fall, the body figures out something new about how to balance with two planks of wood attached to our feet, and it makes adjustments. Falls aren’t failures. They take us, one bruise at a time, towards mastery. When Mlodinow himself learned to ski, he actually forced himself to fall. Otherwise, he found himself skiing in a really stiff way. By purposely falling, he took away his fear of it and, therefore, had more confidence to try out new things and allow his muscles and mind to learn even quicker.

Thomas Edison, another legendary Flexer, once said of his many dashed experiments when inventing the lightbulb, ‘I have not failed. I’ve just found 10,000 ways that won’t work.’ Edison probably didn’t know he was practising ‘exposure therapy’ to minimise the fear of failure by doing so much of it that it no longer affected him. ‘Our greatest weakness lies in giving up,’ he also said. ‘The most certain way to succeed is always to try just one more time.’

Fear of failure is what keeps us from having the confidence to try again – or to try AT ALL.

But fear is just a signal from the WFML station, a burst of static that only lasts ninety seconds. If we can breathe through it, and remind ourselves of the huge dangling carrot, the Bigger Better Offer of learning something new, we can overcome the fear.

If we can be like Edison, and make Learn Something New our North Star, the meaning we’ve attached to ‘failure’ can be rewritten. We didn’t face-plant on the slopes; we learned a new skill. We didn’t make a worthless lightbulb; we got one step closer to changing the world.

And then when we commit to trying again, we can CELEBRATE our efforts. Dr Judson Brewer wrote that the brain will not create new habits unless it’s incentivised to. It is extremely hard to break through fear if we don’t reward ourselves every step of the way. I tested this out again when I was trying to get into a daily exercise routine during quarantine. No gyms were open, so I had to think of other ways I could move my body and stay fit. I decided to build a habit around running daily but it was going to be a challenging task as I’ve always hated running. I decided to reward myself by listening to my favourite music only when I was running, so if I wanted to enjoy some great tunes, I would have to get my running shoes on. I surprised myself with how quickly I began to look forward to my runs because my brain craved that burst of feel-good vibes from the music. Learning this habit turned into a Step #1 practice, as while I was running, I felt like it was a practice to upgrade my energy and connect with my body.

Flexercise: The Failure Flex

It’s really all about CHOICE here, in choosing to adopt a Growth Mindset where failure equals advancement.

Expect growth pains. Swap the terror of failing with the power of growth, even if it’s a tad uncomfy. As psychologist Jessamy Hibberd told me, ‘Because growth is a good thing, we think it’s going to feel good, and be easy and straightforward. But growth comes from stepping outside of your comfort zone, out of autopilot mode, and it does feel a bit daunting.’ But only at first, she assured me. The first time you fall down and realise you can get back up, you’re less afraid to fall again. Choose to lean into the discomfort of fear.

Don’t expect instant improvement. Growth isn’t always as fast as we’d like it to be. But if you feel like you’re not progressing, keep asking, ‘What can I learn from this experience?’ and let go of old statements like ‘Why does this happen to me!?’ The growth area might not be what you anticipated. You might learn practical information to change and get better. You might gain self-knowledge or the self-trust you needed to do something even more awesome. Your Wild Self doesn’t waste energy feeling frustrated about not getting exactly what he or she hoped for and anticipated. It keeps going with both eyes open, endlessly curious, searching for whatever is out there in the world to learn. It goes bravely into every new adventure, knowing that gaining experience itself is the point and gift, and the outcome doesn’t even matter.

 

Outcomes Are Opportunities

Being successful is a state of mind

FOBO is the fear of bad outcomes (not fear of body odour, which is legit, too!). FOBO kills confidence like bad breath kills a date. This fear is a critical driver behind most anxieties, like the social anxiety of knowing you should go to the party but being terrified you’ll find no one to talk to. FOMO scares you into going out, FOBO scares you into staying home.

This fortune-telling automatic negative thought (ANT) inspires what Dr Joan Rosenberg calls ‘bad emotional math’. We attach a meaning to one shitty time at a party and create the equation: parties = misery + embarrassment. One bad outcome = the same bad outcome for eternity. This is simply not true, and a terrible miscalculation that causes severe FOBO.

One bad experience does NOT mean they’ll all be bad. Nor does an anxiety-riddled past mean we are stuck in a lifetime of worry. This is very stiff thinking. I’m reminded of a talk I gave in Boston at a corporate event about the science of neuroplasticity and the possibility of change, and a young woman came up to me in tears after. It was the first time anyone had told her that anxiety was malleable and didn’t have to be a life sentence. ‘I was born an anxious person. I always have been and thought I always woud be.’ I asked her how she came to have this idea that a life of anxiety was inevitable. She said, ‘My mother told me that she passed on the anxious gene to me.’ Although there is a genetic link to anxiety, genes are not destiny. Childhood influences do have an enormous impact on the way our belief systems are first formulated. But beliefs are 100 per cent changeable. They are not destiny.

With curiosity, we can disprove what we are convinced are immutable facts. To Flex, we have to embrace our power to see a multitude of potential outcomes, not a single, scary, sad ONE and ONLY.

Just yesterday, I sent an email to a group that, in the past, has been deeply ambivalent about my work, to ask for their support on a new project. I had put off sending it for weeks. Since they’d rejected me before, I was afraid/expecting that they might do it again #FOBO. I was tired (a key factor in my slipping back into stiff thinking), and so before I hit send, I called a friend to process my fear. ‘I need them or the project will never get off the ground. But I’m just so worried they’re going to be dicks about it and not support me!’

She said, ‘You have no idea how they are going to react. Your negative bias and fearful inner critic are doing all the talking right now.’

I started laughing. I TAUGHT HER ABOUT NEGATIVE BIAS, and she was throwing my own words back at me. And she was right: my past experience was colouring my feelings and I really didn’t know how this request would be received, since it was entirely different from the last time. I took a few deep breaths and committed to being my brave instinctual Wild Self. What would she do in this situation? She’d move forward with no fear, accept any outcome, and then move on. So I worked hard to send a very professional, enticing email that presented the facts sans emotion, and hit send. Then I did my best to detach as I waited for a reply. I didn’t wait long! Within two hours, everyone had responded positively. Shocked would be an understatement!! Had I not Flexed, I’d have been a victim to FOBO and not put myself forward.

Science has proven the power of expectations via the Placebo Effect: if a patient expects a pill to work, it does, even if the pill contains no actual medicine. A recent study46 testing migraine medication found the placebo to be 50 per cent as effective as the real drug after a migraine attack. The lead researcher, Ted Kaptchuk, a professor at Harvard-affiliated Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center, said about the study, ‘Even if they know it’s not medicine, the action itself can stimulate the brain into thinking the body is being healed.’47

The other side of the same coin is expecting something bad to happen, and it’s more likely to. This is called ‘a self-fulfilling prophecy’, a phrase attributed to sociologist Robert Merton. In 1948 he defined it as: ‘a false definition of the situation evoking a new behavior which makes the originally false conception come true.’48

The ‘law of attraction’ manifesting crowd said that we attract our greatest fears. The scientific crowd agrees.

The more we fear something, the more activated our unconscious is to look out for it and find confirmation for our faulty beliefs. What we focus on gets louder and the more we rumble through our fears, the more vigilant our mind is at spotting them.

Physiologically, fear of pain (a bad outcome to be sure) increases it. Neuroscientists at the University of Colorado at Boulder hooked up their subjects to an MRI brain imaging machine and told them that they’d be subjected to a high or low heat stimulation that was going to hurt. The subjects who expected the high heat experienced more intense brain activity regardless of how much pain they were subjected to. Actual pain didn’t matter. The key factor was expectation.49 We suffer far more by thinking than by doing.

The other danger of FOBO is our power in ensuring bad outcomes just to prove to ourselves that our fears were right (even when they need not be!). Harvard Medical School professor and clinical psychiatrist John Sharp, MD, wrote in The Insight Cure, ‘Your unconscious loves to be right. One way we can be right is to make sure things go wrong, as in, “I knew this was a mistake!” or “I knew I’d blow it!” ’ In a sick way, our ego wants us to fuck up just so it can say ‘I told you so.’ Sharp wrote, ‘It’s human nature to confirm your beliefs, even if they are wrong and hurtful.’50

Dr Sharp mapped out the progression of how fear of bad outcomes turns into reality. It starts with the ASSUMPTION, such as, ‘No one is going to talk to me at the party.’ That flows into PERCEPTION, walking in there and seeing people in tight circles, engaged in their conversations and believing it’s impossible to break in. That flows into ACTION, standing at the far end of the bar, putting up walls, not even trying to engage. Finally, that turns into EVIDENCE, as in, ‘I knew no one would talk to me! I was right!’, which sets us up nicely for the next Assumption-Perception-Action-Evidence flow. Each time we take this vicious cycle, it wires more deeply into our brain.

When Dr Sharp works with patients to flex FOBO, he asks them to imagine different outcomes in any given situation. Man walks into a bar . . . woman speaks up in the classroom . . . candidate has a job interview . . . and then what? After the patient offers the first, autopilot response, Dr Sharp urges them to come up with another outcome, and another, from the banal to the outlandish. When we practise visualising a positive outcome, we are training our unconscious brain in the right way to spot the good things in a future situation. Olympic teams have been taking advantage of the science behind positive visualisation for years and imagining playing their best game to enhance their future performance.

After setting positive intentions, to Flex FOBO further, we have to practise fully detaching from the certainty of stiff expectations.

‘If you expect the battle to be insurmountable, you’ve met the enemy. It’s you.’

—Khang Kijarro Nguyen

Burn the security blanket of FOBO to a crisp. Just eradicate it and venture out into the world bare-assed naked where anything positive can happen, and it probably will! As Deepak Chopra says, allow yourself to experience infinite potential. #ExpectTheUnexpected

Per Dr Sharp, the map out of FOBO starts by setting an INTENTION, an attainable goal, as in, ‘I intend to talk to two people at this party.’ That flows into PREPARATION, or whatever we can do to achieve the goal, say, buy a bottle of wine and give it to the host (convo #1) and ask to fix someone else a drink (convo #2). Within five minutes of being there, we’ve already realised our intention. We could just go home happy at that point. Or, we could live in the moment and EXPERIENCE what is actually happening, not what we fear is going to happen. Challenge yourself to stay for another five minutes and see if anything opens up. And finish up with EVALUATION, the party postmortem. How’d it go with the wine giving and challenging yourself to stay a little longer? What different Intentions and Preparations could alter future Experiences? And then, by doing an Evaluation, we learn that the outcome is always up for interpretation. It’s our call how we perceive situations.

The same Intention-Preparation-Experience-Evaluation movement works in just about any context, like, say, a job interview. Set the Intention of expressing yourself well. Prepare the night before by visualising that you nailed the experience, rehearse answers to likely questions, do some breathing exercises to calm nerves and keep WCHL playing, write a list of values you appreciate about the company and how you would fit in. Experience the interview in the moment by actively listening and not letting your mind wander. Evaluation is a mental replay of what worked and what to improve on next time, as well as following up with the interviewer to ask for feedback. This is the secret to any success: stretching your amazing, plastic brain to continually learn, grow, grab opportunities, and find those growth nuggets!

I had a bad case of FOBO about public speaking. It related to my perfectionism. One flub was like falling through the floor in my mind. I was more afraid of how I’d beat myself up afterwards than making a mistake itself. I started to nearly hyperventilate before any public speaking gig, and I would have stopped doing them if I hadn’t Flexed daily to release myself from the fear of expectations.

When I was interviewing Britteny Floyd-Mayo of Trap Yoga, she shared a great technique she uses with her children to teach them about building confidence and Flexing out of FOBO. When they are nervous about school, she’ll ask them to say, ‘Wouldn’t it be nice . . .’ and list all the things it would be lovely to experience that day. ‘Wouldn’t it be nice if break time was twice as long’ and ‘Wouldn’t it be nice if I aced my test.’ Voicing their desires immediately switched their focus to what they wanted to happen that day and moved them away from focusing on any fears they were having. I have since adopted this strategy for myself to defuse FOBO. ‘Wouldn’t it be nice if my presentation today went well!’ The ‘wouldn’t it be nice’ approach is a gentler way, I find, to place positivity into intention, without putting on pressure, and less intense than an affirmation my brain might reject as a full-on lie.

A lifelong habit of FOBO won’t go away with the snap of our fingers like on Sabrina the Teenage Witch (if only). It takes a lot of Flexing to stretch the brain away from negative expectations and/or debilitating high expectations towards no expectations and just positive intentions. But as Flexing becomes second nature, we learn to embrace and appreciate the glorious mystery of endless
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