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Foreword by Danny Rubin

It still delights and amazes me that Groundhog Day (1993) is still enjoying such a great, long life. Over the years people have developed what I can only describe as a personal relationship with this movie about a weatherman stuck in an endlessly repeating day.

I know this about people because they tell me so, and the letters and stories have been remarkable. The first fan mail I ever got was from a monk in Germany. 

A monk. 

In Germany. 

After that came a note from a young couple who studied the Kabbalah, a practice of Jewish mysticism, and there was one from a professor of philosophy in Pennsylvania who had a bet with his students that I had based the movie on Nietzsche’s theory of eternal recurrence. I’ve gotten mail from psychologists who prescribed the movie to their patients; from Buddhists, who voted it the best Buddhist movie ever; from cancer patients who told me they watched the movie and found inspiration and healing. 

Director Harold Ramis was receiving the same kind of mail and the two of us were sheepishly giddy about it, yet delighted. Our movie was being seen and talked about. People were getting from the film a lot of what we had intended, and that alone was gratifying; but beyond that we were being sent serious scholarly works, articles from professional journals, and even sermons. This was not your usual fan mail. 

It seems that something about the movie had tapped into a common human experience that had finally found a common language. In fact, ‘Groundhog Day’ is now so commonly used as an expression that it has literally entered the lexicon. 

Let me be clear: none of this was intentional. I was writing a movie that I thought would be clever, funny, fun and interesting – the kind of movie I most enjoy both writing and watching. It would have comedy and tragedy, romance and excitement, and with luck I would be able to sell it. I was not trying to tell a morality tale or a religious parable, not trying to teach, preach or educate. Harold and I had some great conversations about reincarnation and rebirth, the moral responsibility of being Superman, the psychology of dying and similar subjects – we were clearly aware that there were resonances with these things – but our focus in making the movie was just to tell Phil’s story, and tell it as truthfully as we could. 

That being said, the original inspiration for the movie was more than a ‘man-repeats-day’ comedy concept. It began, in fact, with a musing about immortality. I was wondering: would a person stuck in his adolescence ever grow out of it, even if he lived for ever, or would he always remain stuck no matter how long he lived? This thought intrigued me, but ‘eternity’ felt like an awfully long time for a ninety-minute movie. Plus they’d have to build a lot of sets.

Then I had a thought: what if this epic journey took place on one single repeating day? 

In the next split second I knew that this was a good idea. By combining eternity with repetition I had stumbled onto a very strong vehicle for comic ideas, characters, themes and storyline. And what we all discovered on the other side of this process was Groundhog Day. 

It is a little bit intimidating to be introducing a book that includes ‘wisdom’ in the title. The way I think about wisdom is that it isn’t wise unless you’ve found some use for it – so it’s always about the relationship between the so-called ‘wisdom’ and your own life. For example, you might think that ‘Look before you leap’ is a wise thing to live by when your kid is chasing a ball into the street; but ‘He who hesitates is lost’ might be the thing that gets the kid through the deer in-the-headlights situation that almost follows. My point is, first of all, the kid is fine. The other point is that even though I’m honestly humbled by any association with the goodness found in this movie, it’s always going to be up to you to figure out what to do with it. And this book, The Wisdom of Groundhog Day, may help give you some ideas on how to do just that.

Paul Hannam is a wonderful teacher and business entrepreneur who has succeeded in connecting people with fulfilling work, big ideas and big causes. And if anyone can help you see this movie from new angles and find even deeper connections, it’s him. I hope you enjoy the process. 

Danny Rubin 

DANNY RUBIN continues to teach and speak about screenwriting, most recently as the Briggs Copland lecturer on screenwriting at Harvard (2008–13). He is currently working on several new screenplays; on a paperback version of his popular eBook How to Write Groundhog Day and on a musical production of Groundhog Day scheduled to open in London in 2016 and on Broadway in March 2017. 


INTRODUCTION

the time of your life

No matter what happens tomorrow, or for the rest of my life, I’m happy now … 

Phil Connors, Groundhog Day

What if I were to tell you that you already have everything you need to be happy today, tomorrow and for the rest of your life? That you can improve the quality of your moment-to-moment experience significantly, whenever you want, wherever you are, whoever you are with and whatever you are doing. And that you don’t need more money, status or achievements to do this. All you need is to unlock the natural resources that you already possess.

And what if I were to tell you that you can find the key in an unexpected place: in the film Groundhog Day? This deceptively simple comedy delivers a life-changing lesson in how to turn a terrible day into a wonderful one. I call this the wisdom of Groundhog Day, and it will help you to lead a life full of joy and fulfilment whatever your circumstances. 

With its intense focus on one day in a small town, Groundhog Day celebrates the extraordinary gift of ordinary life: it helps you to appreciate simple pleasures that you may have previously taken for granted; it affirms your amazing, innate capacity for happiness, which you may have lost sight of; and it highlights those remarkable natural resources such as resilience and resourcefulness, which you may formerly have ignored. Above all, it lays out a clear path for making better choices, getting out of a rut and creating a brighter future. 

On the one hand, Groundhog Day is science fiction – a fantasy about being trapped for ever in the same recurring day. Yet at a deeper level, it presents a compelling, timeless vision of how to live in the real world. It offers powerful strategies for the same universal challenges that we all face: how to deal with setbacks, rejection and loss; how to handle boredom, uncertainty and disappointment; and how to manage change, power and intimacy. Whether they are negative or positive experiences, we all manage them differently and it is clear that some people do so better than others. The question is whether there is an ideal approach to working through life’s great challenges – one that is available to all of us. 

Groundhog Day suggests that there might well be, through understanding the transformation of the main character, Phil Connors, a cynical, ambitious TV weatherman. Over the course of the film, Phil has the opportunity to test and evaluate a limitless number of different approaches to managing universal challenges. He shows us the way forward by proving that if you are agile, resourceful and tough you will succeed. He demonstrates that if you keep on experimenting, you will eventually find the most rewarding way to live each day to the full. And we can all do the same. We can discover a practical wisdom that will help us expertly navigate the hazards, detours and wrong turns we all experience, and also ensure that we enjoy and appreciate every moment of the journey. 

This is the exciting promise of Groundhog Day, and watching the film again and again over the years has changed my life in many positive ways. I have attained two degrees, read innumerable books, notched up over thirty years’ experience in applied psychology, attended and run over two hundred personal-development workshops, trained many thousands of people, built large businesses and taught at Oxford University, and yet I still turn to Groundhog Day for inspiration and guidance on how to be happy and fulfilled. In my view, it is the greatest story ever told, and I want to share its wisdom with you – because I know that understanding and applying this wisdom can help you change your life for the better too. 

Groundhog Day is a tale about how Phil Connors becomes trapped in the small town of Punxsutawney, reliving the exact same day, 2 February, over and over again. Eventually, he escapes the time loop, but only after he has completed a life-changing journey of self-discovery and transformation. 

While he is stuck in the loop for years, maybe decades, Phil has to struggle with what seems like a devastating fate. He is stuck in time. Nothing changes – not the town, its inhabitants or events; not even time. The same people perform the same activities and speak the same words. Everything is static except Phil. Only he has the ability to change. 

At first, he is in shock and denial. Then he manipulates the situation to serve his own interests, seducing women and committing crimes for fun. He is playing at life, but when the novelty wears off, he sinks into despair as he relives his nightmare over and over again until, on this never-ending freezing February day, Phil loses all hope and hits rock bottom. He wakes at 6 a.m., smashes his alarm clock on the floor and drags himself to work. Unshaven and unkempt, he delivers his despondent report to the camera, concluding: ‘There is no way this winter is ever going to end.’

With dead eyes and a resigned voice, Phil tells his producer, Rita, ‘I’ve come to the end of me,’ and, with death seemingly the only way to stop his suffering, he tries to kill himself. He drives off a cliff, electrocutes himself with a toaster in his bath, walks in front of a truck and throws himself off a building. Yet he cannot die. He still wakes up the following morning to repeat the same day. 

Then, slowly, something begins to change. He accepts that he cannot escape and prepares to face the reality of his predicament. After incalculable days of trying, he starts to turn his life around.

Phil learns – through perseverance, resilience and resourcefulness – to gradually adapt, cope, grow and, ultimately, triumph over adversity. He turns a bitter February day, when all hope seems lost, into a perfect day. He ends the film smartly dressed and cheerful. He delivers a heartfelt report to the camera, this time concluding with: ‘… standing here among the people of Punxsutawney and basking in the warmth of their hearths and hearts, I couldn’t imagine a better fate than a long and lustrous winter.’

He is a reformed character, spending his day performing acts of kindness. He catches a boy who is falling from a tree, changes a tyre for some old ladies and saves an important local official from choking. That evening, at a town party, he entertains the crowds with his piano playing and is praised by the same people he used to despise. Rita says to him, ‘You seem like the most popular person in town,’ and, after she has outbid everyone at the auction to win a date with him, he sculpts her face in ice and they wake up together on a new day, 3 February. Phil has escaped the time trap and is free at last! 

make every day amazing

There is a life-changing secret at the heart of the film: you can make every day amazing if you choose to. Phil learns how to transform the exact same day from the worst of his life into the best. And so can you! You don’t need to be stuck in time like Phil. Nor do you need to move to a tropical paradise, win the lottery, become a celebrity or make any dramatic changes to your life. You can create your perfect day at home, in the office or wherever you are now. 

The key is understanding exactly what alters between the worst day of Phil’s life, when he tries to kill himself, and the best, when he is in a state of bliss and enlightenment, falling head over heels in love. This one unchanging day is both frustrating and fun, depressing and hopeful, dull and exciting. Time stands still, but Phil learns how to move forward.

Over time, through trial and error, Phil learns how to master the art of living this one day, his only day, to the full. By making small, ongoing advances each day in his thinking, attitudes and behaviour, he dramatically enhances the quality of his experience until he creates a perfect day. He improves by comparing different versions of himself from day to day, and experimenting with different ways of dealing with his predicament.

You can follow Phil’s lead. You can learn and apply the exact process of self-improvement that he discovered in Punxsutawney. You also have the power to create the day you want, whenever you want. You can make today bright or gloomy, inspiring or dull. So why not choose to feel joy rather than boredom, hope rather than emptiness and love rather than self-absorption? The way you approach life and the way you interpret what happens to you have a profound effect. Every time you choose a bright day, you lay the foundations for a magnificent life. 

No story better delivers the greatest lesson in life – that only you can make yourself happy and fulfilled. As Phil discovers, no one and nothing else is going to do that for you. Each scene contains clues, tools and practices that emphasise this critical point. Phil Connors learns that he has all the resources, and all the resourcefulness, he needs to survive and flourish. And while he has to relive the same day countless times to reach this realisation, you can get there in normal time. 

I know this is true from my own experience. From my teens, I struggled to be happy. For many years, I suffered from anxiety and, at times, depression. I tried to deal with this by continually changing my circumstances in the hope that this would fix my problems. My strategies included starting new businesses, moving home, living abroad and relentlessly distracting myself from a pervasive feeling of emptiness. I was always searching for something or someone to fix me. I was looking outside of myself when the answers were always within.

I tried every possible treatment and tactic in my search for relief and, after years of false starts and wrong turnings, I discovered a way of life that has made me far happier. As I watched Groundhog Day again and again, I immersed myself in it, detecting a deeper meaning and significance in each scene. And I had an epiphany: I realised that this story about timelessness reveals timeless wisdom. It has taught me life-changing lessons that I want to share with you.

how to get the most from this book

When you have read this book and applied its insights and practices to your own life, you too will enjoy a greater sense of wellbeing, purpose and fulfilment. By fully engaging with the extraordinary quality of ordinary life, you will notice that each minute, each hour and each day feels better than before. And, as you become better able to handle whatever challenges life throws at you, you will be more resilient.

I have structured the book so as to provide a step-by-step process through which you can explore, understand and simulate Phil’s progress towards a fully engaged life. In Chapter One you will discover why Groundhog Day is such an extraordinary film, with a potentially life-changing message. Chapters Two and Three describe the Groundhog Day Condition that keeps you stuck in your ‘Conditioned Self’, determining your experience and enjoyment of life. You will see how you can accept and understand the limitations of your Conditioned Self, so that you can break free and prepare the ground for unconditional happiness.

In Chapters Four and Five, you will learn how to transcend and move beyond your Conditioned Self by living in the present and engaging with life directly. When he arrives in Punxsutawney Phil lives in his own head, and only becomes engaged when he begins to pay attention to what’s happening around him. Once he became aware of the present moment and appreciates what he has, he is able to lay the foundations for genuine progress towards lasting joy. 

Next, in Chapters Six and Seven, you will discover the power of engaging with yourself. Phil becomes self-aware, and finds meaning, purpose and his core values. He achieves this by activating the same capabilities, or natural resources, that all of us have, including the ability to experience joy and love at all times, to feel calm and to find meaning in everything we do and to be passionate, fulfilled, optimistic and resilient each and every day. Phil discovers these, as well as his own innate wisdom and sense of wellbeing. He engages with the best version of who he is, or his ‘Authentic Self’. You have an Authentic Self too that you will uncover when you embark on your own voyage of self-discovery and self-improvement, and learn how to engage with your values and purpose. 

The final stage of engagement is engaging with others. Phil overcomes his habitual cynicism and self-centeredness, and connects with the townspeople and the world around him. He learns how to be a member of the community, to build relationships and be a loving person. In so doing, he attains a level of joy and fulfilment that previously seemed unimaginable. Chapter Eight will show you how you can do the same when you focus on putting other people first, and finding a purpose greater than your own self-interest.

I will then help you to integrate the wisdom of Groundhog Day into your daily life by introducing the concept of practice in Chapter Nine – because to bring about a significant change and lead an authentic life, you will need to practise. Phil practises the art of living every day until he gets it right. There are thousands of self-help books, and many of them repeat the same ideas and messages – you may well have read some yourself, and have a good understanding of psychology and personal development. But my challenge to you is this: have you used that knowledge? Have you done the work? Have you improved your day-to-day experience through consistent practice?

My purpose is to help you adopt an experimental mindset, and to discover innovative ways to more successfully navigate the peaks and valleys of everyday life. Like Phil, you have the power to create your perfect day, each and every day. So, join me on a voyage of discovery. Follow the clear, proven route that is in front of you, and I will support you every step of the way. You can take this journey whoever you are, wherever you live and whatever life you are leading. You can enhance the quality of your everyday experience in days, weeks and months, rather than the decades it took Phil. February the second was Phil’s time. Today is yours. You can become the best version of yourself today. And you can be happy now and for the rest of your life. 


CHAPTER ONE

time for a change

What would you do if you were stuck in one place and every day was exactly the same and nothing that you did mattered? 

Phil Connors, Groundhog Day 

‘Groundhog Day’ has become a popular idiom to describe a feeling of déjà vu and repetition. But it also has a far deeper meaning. In the film, Phil is imprisoned in time. He is literally ‘serving time’ and this can describe life for many of us. We may be free in the literal sense of the word, but we don’t live as though we are. Our lives are determined by routine, schedule, habit and the demands of others. Many of us are slaves to a lifestyle we have unwittingly created.

The film highlights how the repetitive nature of our everyday existence can imprison us, and it also reveals how we can escape. The time loop is a powerful catalyst for change, as it forces Phil to find answers to the great questions we all face: how do we find meaning? How do we find love? And how do we deal with fear and loss? Over the course of a lifetime, we will have to come up with our own answers, and the process is often complex, unclear and unsatisfying. Phil develops his own process by trial and error. He begins to observe his thoughts and feelings, and tries something new each day until he finds answers. 

You too will find answers by learning from your direct experience, and observing the regular patterns of your own life. You develop in response to different people, different situations and events. Sometimes you look directly for answers in books, with mentors or even in therapy. But most of the time, your character is forged in an indirect, complex and dynamic interplay of relationships and influences that is largely outside your awareness until you pay attention to it. Phil unlocks his potential for joy and fulfilment by paying attention to every detail of his experience. So can you.

At first, you may find it hard to observe the subtle shifts in your inner life, as they occur almost imperceptibly, day by day. The ingenuity of the film is that everything is static. Nothing changes in the outside world, so we are able to focus on exactly what is happening to Phil, highlighting adjustments that are normally unnoticeable. We are compelled to see his life in sharp focus and in slow motion, so we can gain a much richer understanding. Phil is like a participant in a controlled scientific experiment. You can examine how he brings about change and see its effects close up. In his sealed-off world, his life is compressed into a single slice of time and place. 

Over time, Phil begins to realise that change can only come from within. And the implications of this shift in mindset are both fascinating and significant. How will he develop and grow without normal external influences? Is there a growth pattern that unfolds naturally? Does he possess an innate wisdom that he will eventually discover and be guided by? 

There is nowhere to hide in the time trap. Everything Phil thinks, says and does is held up to scrutiny repeatedly, and with scientific rigour. Every minute detail of his life is tested and evaluated, as each day is testament to either his success or failure at making progress. If you observed each day in such detail, you would become aware of what you actually do, not what you think you do. You would discern the governing patterns of your life and, perhaps, begin to appreciate the wisdom of Groundhog Day.

If you are ready to pay close attention to your daily experience, and evaluate your thoughts, feelings and behaviour, you too can achieve your own personal transformation, just like Phil. You should also be prepared for some surprising results. Once you shine a light on your character, lifestyle, beliefs, fears and aspirations, your strengths and your weaknesses will all be exposed. You will be able to experiment with, and measure, the effectiveness of new attitudes and behaviours just like Phil does. It will be demanding but exhilarating – and it will be life-changing.

a life in a day

Groundhog Day distils a lifetime into one recurring day, providing a unique frame of reference for understanding the whole span of a life in only twenty-four hours. You can see every emotion on display, from the depths of despair to ecstatic bliss. 

You can also see Phil’s character develop in the way he handles each repetitive day. As he changes his inner life, he changes his outer life. As he alters his mindset, his perception of Punxsutawney alters too. The town and its people reflect and affirm his level of progress, on his journey of personal growth. As he seeks to exploit people, he suffers. As he becomes more enlightened, he gets immediate, positive feedback from the town. He learns to deal with ‘Instant Karma’, to quote John Lennon.1 Groundhog Day is instant karma in action: it magnifies the impact of everything Phil does by giving direct and immediate feedback, so he can evaluate the results of his actions. At first, his bad thoughts and deeds lead to anguish. By the end, his good, loving thoughts and deeds lead to joy.

In many ways, our outer lives are a reflection of our inner lives, but because we are so busy we rarely see how our moods and feelings create our own experience. We think we are happy because something good has happened, and sad because of something bad. We believe that the perfect outer life will give us the inner life we want – that owning the ‘right’ car or home will generate the feelings we desire. But the opposite is true: we need to create a positive inner life to attain the outer life we want. And this process becomes visible in Groundhog Day. Punxsutawney is a projection of Phil’s state of mind: as he changes his inner life and warms to the town, the townspeople change and warm to him too.

Consider to what extent the state of your life is a projection of your state of mind. Does the quality of your relationships or your career reflect how you feel inside? If you want to feel different, then focus on changing your inner life rather than your outer life. 

Write down how you would like to change your inner life? What would you like to feeling right now?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

from here to eternity

The genius of Groundhog Day is that Phil not only has to confront the same dilemmas we all have to face, such as how to overcome loneliness, fear and loss, but that he has to face them again and again. Yet, through practice, he discovers a way in which he does not just cope with adversity, he genuinely flourishes. He learns something valuable from each failure. Every perceived loss leads to an unexpected gain as he learns to bounce back from each setback. The time loop proves to be the ultimate class in mastering the art of living.

You can follow Phil’s example by thinking about how you would answer these questions:


	What would you change if you could only change yourself?

	How would you live if you could live for ever?

	Is there a way to be happy and fulfilled that works for everyone?



If you want to join this class, you can start by putting yourself in Phil’s shoes and imagining how you would deal with immortality. As you do this, you may reconsider how you want to live the rest of your life. You may evaluate how you fill your time currently? What is the structure of your days?

The familiar routines and schedules of Phil’s days are torn apart as time stands still. This begs some interesting questions. Who are you when this structure is removed, and you have no roles or responsibilities? How do you cope if you have no goals, no plans, no career or dreams? Do you feel this way sometimes? If so, then you should know that there is always hope, as Phil discovers when the familiar signposts of everyday life disappear and he has to find his way with no map or compass. 

As you consider the nature of your inner self, you will hopefully become clearer about how you want to spend your invaluable time. You may re-evaluate how you spend it at home, and in your career, with greater awareness, respect and urgency. You might become more serious about being happy. You might even think anew about the point of your life and the legacy you want to leave behind. 

Phil begins to understand what most of us already know in our hearts: a happy and fulfilling life is built on love not fear, on helping others not ourselves, on gratitude not craving, on being fully present and discovering purpose and meaning. The crucial question is why we fail to follow our hearts so much of the time. 

You may intuitively sense that there is a better way to live. I am sure that you would rather be like Phil at the end of the film, than at the beginning. And deep down, you may realise that your challenge is not so much knowing what to do but actually doing it. Leading a good life is really quite simple. The skill is getting rid of all the obstacles that are in the way, and accepting that most of them were put there by you. 

This is the essence of Groundhog Day. We keep on making the same mistakes day after day, and risk becoming trapped in an endless cycle that blocks our path to the bright future we yearn for. 

This cycle of repetitive behaviours remains largely out of your awareness. It may be so ingrained that you mistake it for reality. You tell yourself that this is just the way life is and you stay stuck. I remember a client who remained in a loveless, stagnant marriage, but was in denial. Her parents’ marriage was also unsatisfying, and she acted as though this was the inevitable fate of all couples. For years she justified her predicament and created a story of stoical perseverance that kept her stuck. She had surrendered her power of choice. She could not admit that she should get out, and instead did nothing. The cycle that she had unwittingly created was too strong. 

The wisdom of Groundhog Day helps to make these invisible patterns more visible. Its fictional world projects and exposes the nature of the real world. By applying to your own life the original and creative perspective of rewinding time, you can better understand yourself and what will make you happy. Here are some examples of patterns that keep us stuck. Do any of them resonate with you? 


	You want to start your own business, but don’t want to take the risk of leaving a secure job.

	You want to end a relationship, but are anxious about the potential upheaval and how your friends might judge you.

	You want to live more simply and downsize, but you are worried about a loss of status, and that others will think you have financial troubles.

	You want to stop spending time with a group of old friends who are always negative and critical, but you don’t want to upset them.

	You want to write a book, but you feel people will make fun of you and that you probably don’t have the ability. 



In identifying these or similar patterns you will gain a deeper understanding of what motivates you and how you may be creating your own version of Groundhog Day.
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