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Introduction
On my desk as I write are a small bowl of snowdrops and a vase filled with sprigs of daphne, a delicate flowering shrub. Both are bursting with life, the sap flowing freely, straining to fill every bud, stretching every leaf, saturating the air with scent, each its own unique blooming self. They are flourishing. Each of us too has the same instinctive urge to grow and thrive, to feel our life energy stretch and fill every corner of our selves, to reach some high point of self-realization. When we manage to do that, we feel happy. We are able to love more fully, do good work and leave the world a better place than we found it. We are flourishing.

For the last hundred years, psychological science has steadily accumulated a great wealth of insight into the human condition. Over the past decade, much of the focus of psychology has changed in a radical way. Instead of the traditional concentration on disorders and dysfunctions, frailties and weaknesses, psychologists have begun to pay much more attention to what helps us to flourish.

What makes us happy?

What enables us to love and to work in a more successful and fulfilling way?

What helps us to cope with the inevitable problems and frustrations we face, and to bounce back from adversity?

The result has been an outpouring of research on the positive aspects of human functioning, a positivity that is deeply rooted in the science of how the brain works, in how we think and interpret things, in how emotion affects us and how we interact with each other.

While we are beginning to understand what makes us flourish, we are developing a greater understanding of the power of the negative. A sobering body of evidence is showing that negative emotions, and the patterns of thoughts and behaviour they trigger, are far more powerful, contaminating and contagious, and their long-term effects considerably more troublesome, than we once suspected. Of course, we know that anger, personal attack, betrayal, contempt and destructive behaviour hurt. But we routinely underestimate their negative impact on ourselves, on relationships and on organizations. We think that these unpleasant effects will disappear.

Sometimes they do.

But not nearly as quickly and completely as we think.

In many ways, our current attitude to negativity is rather like our attitude to pollution before the green revolution. Not so long ago, we thought we could chuck any old rubbish into the air, the ground and the rivers and oceans, and that somehow it would just disappear. Now we know differently. We know that every bit of pollution counts and it comes right back to us. And when the levels become toxic, pollution can destroy whole ecosystems.

So too with negativity.

It counts.

Like pollution, it can undermine or even destroy the delicate psychological ecosystems in our selves, in our relationships, in the organizations we work in and the communities where we live.

That is not to say that we can, or should, eliminate all negativity from our lives. Unless we feel fear, we can’t protect ourselves from harm. Unless we feel anger, we won’t fight injustice or protect what we value. Without the capacity for sadness and longing, we can’t know the power of love. So how do we find the right balance between the positive and negative in our lives? Is there even such a thing as the right balance?

The answer is yes, and that balance is astonishingly precise.

Moreover, the positive–negative ratio in the way we feel, think and behave is what determines whether we flourish or languish in life, and also whether our relationships and the organizations we work in flourish. When we achieve the right ratio, it initiates an upward virtuous spiral. When the ratio is wrong, we are tipped into a downward vicious cycle and we languish, unable to fulfil our potential. This is when we become depressed, when relationships begin to flounder, and when organizations become dysfunctional.

The discovery of this ratio is one of the most important and far-reaching developments in the social sciences for decades. It has implications for how we live our lives, for how we manage our relationships, for how we work in teams and organizations and, indeed, for how we run our society. It means we need to develop a whole new way of thinking about negativity. Far from dismissing it or wishing it away, we have to do the opposite – accord it its full respect. Only then can we see how vital it is to keep our level of positivity so high, in order to balance the much stronger force of negativity. But even when the negative increases exponentially in our lives – when we are faced with great adversity, when we are angry, disappointed, worried and afraid of the future – once we ramp up the positivity so that we maintain the right ratio between the two, we can still flourish.

Learning how to actively build the positive and contain the negative has real and practical results. It can help us flourish while facing the ordinary challenges in life – finding somebody to love, managing our personal relationships, getting on with our career, leading an organization. It can help us deal with adversity – a relationship hitting a bad patch, a new project proving unexpectedly stressful, all the other hidden hurts and disappointments, minor betrayals and secret worries that beset us from time to time. As we try to navigate our way through the fallout of the global financial crisis, it can guide us as we try to deal with the fear – and reality – of losing our jobs, of struggling to shore up troubled organizations, and it can help us cope with the fact that many of us are finding ourselves where we don’t want, and never expected, to be.

But that’s not all.

When real adversity strikes – if we become ill or disabled, lose our job or our business, suffer the break-up of a relationship, or tragedy strikes somebody we love – it provides a template not just for surviving, or recovering, but for flourishing under fire. As long as we succeed in keeping the right ratio between positive and negative, we can turn the lead of adversity into gold. This capacity to transform a potentially deadly setback into an opportunity to grow, to reach a higher level of functioning than before the crisis, is what we now know as ‘post-traumatic growth’ or ‘transformational coping’.

Out of all this accumulating psychological research comes a central and hopeful message: while we all long for ease and security in our lives, overcoming challenge of one kind or another is at the heart of flourishing. We all have some part of us that is potentially equal to meeting the hard challenges of life, as well as embracing its bright promise. But we also know that this is a potential that we often fail to realize. Learning how better to connect to that potential – to find what the poet Wallace Stevens calls ‘our spiritual height and depth’ – is what enables us to flourish.

Understanding how the flourishing ratio works, and how we can achieve it in our lives, is the main theme of this book – which aims to serve as a route map through that accumulated store of wisdom.

At our disposal, as we start the journey to flourishing, is that rich body of scientific knowledge and insight – about how our brain and mind work and, in particular, how much of our emotional functioning is automatic and below the radar of the conscious mind. I will show how, without any conscious awareness on your part, you are constantly monitoring threats and potential negatives in your life, as well as clocking up positives. These automatic processes can profoundly affect your moods and feelings and have the potential to prevent you from flourishing and developing your full potential. My aim is to demonstrate not only how you can become aware of these processes, but also how you can deliberately intervene in their operation and manage their impact on your well-being.

Ideally, as you listen to the story unfold, as you dip in and out of different parts of the book, you will gradually begin to reflect in a more personal way on key issues in your own background and psychology. By linking these insights with the psychological information in this book, you should be able to identify the factors that may have prevented you from flourishing emotionally and socially in the past. Armed with this personal analysis, and the specific strategies for flourishing which I outline later, I hope you will be able to develop your own individual agenda for flourishing and renewal.

Part One of the book will tease out the dynamics of flourishing, explaining how we are subject to the push and pull of positivity and negativity and how that plays out at different levels in our selves and in our lives.

Part Two builds on that detailed picture and outlines ten strategies to build the positive and reduce the negative in the way we function.

These ten strategies will help you to:


	build your capacity for happiness

	accomplish important life projects

	take control of one of your most precious resources – your attention

	stay connected to your positive purpose as you go about your life

	learn to manage your mood

	build a life of vital engagement

	live a life that is full of personal meaning

	build your resilience and, if adversity strikes, flourish under fire

	better manage self-defeating behaviour

	face the future with strength and optimism.




This, then, is not a quick-fix book. Instead, its basic premise, and promise, is that a deep understanding of how the human brain and mind work, and an appreciation of the complexity of each individual life, is not just a fascinating enterprise in itself – it pays rich dividends in creating a flourishing life.



PART ONE

What is flourishing?


1. Your instinct to be your best self

We all have a dream-place, a high place we are journeying towards in our lives. The purpose and direction of travel for each of us, says Aristotle, is to achieve a unique form of excellence distinct to our individual nature, the highest stage of development possible.1 That is our high place, where we are at our best, where we flourish.

So the goal and goodness of life depend on discovering what the Ancient Greeks called your ‘daimon’ or true spirit. The good news is that you are not yearning for some abstract ‘ideal self’. Your destination is much closer to hand, already present in your inherent capacity to be your ‘best self’. You have been to your high-place before – many times. And you can go there again.

When you manage to do that you feel vitally alive because you feel that you are doing what you were put into the world to do. When you feel blocked and frustrated in your efforts, when your spirit is trapped, you are correspondingly unhappy, robbed of your place and purpose in life. That is the anguished cry of the boxer Terry Malloy in Elia Kazan’s classic 1954 film On the Waterfront: ‘You don’t understand. I coulda had class. I coulda been a contender. I coulda been somebody.’

Intuitively you always know where you are on your journey to flourishing. Suppose I ask you to tell me about yourself. You will almost certainly start by telling me about the different roles you play in life: in your family, in your work and in the social networks with which you are involved. You will describe your most defining characteristics, your strengths and weaknesses. You will refer to the big events and the major figures in your life to date. Soon, your account will turn into the story of yourself and where you are in your journey. In fact, you will tell me many stories about many ‘selves’. But, as you recount your life, three related but quite distinct ‘selves’ or modes of being in the world will dominate your account.



The ‘good but not great’ self

This is your ordinary, everyday self, the way you are most days: reasonably competent, fairly happy, managing things. A kind of ‘getting-on-with-things’ mode. You feel you are doing an OK job as a parent, or in your work, or in some bigger project you are involved in, but not in a way that is stretching you. Maybe one important area of your life is blocked. You are working but not loving to full capacity, or vice versa. You know in your heart that you are capable of more. Either way, while your direction of travel is generally right, you wonder: What if I could really get going? If only I could do what I know I could do so well. You sense that you have settled for too long in one place and your destination seems a long way off, sometimes out of sight altogether.





The ‘you at your best’ self

There are times when you manage to break out of that ordinary mode, when you connect to what is great in you. You find the energy to cross some threshold in yourself and your life quickens and picks up pace. You sweep past the ‘what ifs’ and ‘if onlys’ and you connect to some elemental capacity within yourself. There are lots of informal ways of describing that experience: coming into your own; being ‘in the zone’; finding your ‘mojo’; finding your own voice; being at your best. I call it flourishing.





The ‘you at your worst’ self


Finally, there are the times when you feel at your worst, disorganized and shaken by too much stress, or lost and without direction. You feel wounded, all your vulnerabilities on show and your strengths transformed into weaknesses. Your efficiency becomes tyrannical, your conscientiousness becomes obsessive, your capacity to care is wearing you down. Everything you touch seems to go wrong. You make stupid mistakes and mismanage relationships. The harder you try to dig yourself out, the deeper the hole gets.




Most of us are aware of these different selves. Over the past decade, in the course of my work, I have asked hundreds of people to describe themselves in these terms.



Kate

Most of the time, I manage my life fairly well. I am regarded as successful at what I do. I always want to get things exactly right, including trying to please everybody. As a consequence, I often feel over-burdened. And negative feedback really bothers me. There are days when I am very stressed, like I am pushing a big load up a steep hill that keeps slipping back. But, occasionally, I get it right. I stay connected with people but I also stay connected with myself. When I get that connection thing right, it’s like I am plugged into an energy source. I just go! I get stuff done, and done really well. That’s when I am at my best.





Joe

New things really interest me – new ideas, new projects. I love being involved in making something new happen. I am at my happiest then, operating on all four cylinders. That’s when I work best myself and work best with other people, when we are all sharing ideas, nobody being territorial. Most of the time, I have to content myself with the more routine aspects but if I don’t get enough of the creative side, I just don’t feel I am using my strengths. When I am constrained by too many rules and have to deal with too many ‘nay-sayers’, I just wither. I can’t get my energy up. I feel lethargic and irritable. I am very difficult to live with then!





Patrick

I am a practical person, a ‘do-er’. I like to fix things and solve problems. No big deal but satisfying enough. That’s what I do most days. But, sometimes, I get too involved in doing that. I get impatient and I land like a meteor. I make a big impact but I leave a trail of destruction. But other times, I get it just right. I bring all my skills to bear on whatever the problem is – not just my technical skills, but my teaching skills. I get such a kick from showing people what the cause of the problem is and the way to fix it. I really love that. I am not an extrovert, but I really open up then. I am in great humour after a session like that and there is a nice feeling of camaraderie.





Anne

Most of the time I would describe myself as OK, but a bit held back. I know I could do more. But I hesitate about committing myself fully to things. I like to tread on safe ground. Yet, at the same time I am envious of people who throw themselves into things. As a child I was painfully shy, always hanging around the edge of the group. But there are occasions now and then when I really give things my all. I manage to steady my nerve and I go out on a limb. I get over my ambivalence and go for it. I just step up and do it, but I manage to do it in a way that makes other people feel safe. It’s as if I find the perfect balance between risk and opportunity. I wish I could do it more.




Same person, different selves. When we are at our worst, we have not lost any IQ points, nor mislaid any competencies. At our best we haven’t become any smarter or suddenly acquired new talents. Our ‘worst self’ is not some stranger that rises from the depths. It is the mirror image, the shadow of our ‘best self’. But, much as we want to be at our best, we are often at a loss to explain why or how we move from one mode to another or what elements need to be in place in our lives so that we can flourish and be at our best.


The four elements of flourishing

Although it is clear from the examples above that being at your best is expressed in unique and individual ways, I have found that in all the accounts I have studied, there are four essential elements.


	Challenge – some call or demand to you to do something, to get over an obstacle, to engage with some life task, to make something happen.

	Connectivity – being attuned to what is happening inside you and outside you. Connectivity orients you to the challenge and gets you ready to deal with it.

	Autonomy – feeling free to move and to act in pursuit of the challenge. This gives you the energy to get going and sets the direction of travel.

	Using your valued competencies – the experience of using your talents, especially the strengths you most value in yourself, to the full.



When all four work together, they build the upward positive spiral that ends in flourishing. Each is important, but rising to a challenge is the driving element.2


Challenge

We mobilize our best self in response to challenge. Sometimes the challenge is positive – an exciting new opportunity, a sudden good turn in our fortunes that opens up new possibilities. But it is remarkable how often our best self is mobilized not in a situation of plenty or ease but in response to a crisis of one kind or another – a health setback, a failed relationship, a family emergency, the loss of a job, or a business crisis. Now, we have to rise to that challenge, to find a way to keep going, to turn things around.

While you have to deal with challenges of one kind or another all the time, you only thrive when you own the challenge in a personal way. A crisis may be brewing for a long time or it can come as a bolt from the blue. It may take a while for you to fully appreciate what is happening. But there is always a particular moment when you decide to take it on and to see it through. That is the ‘kairos’ moment.

The Ancient Greeks had two words for time: ‘chronos’ and ‘kairos’. Chronos is ordinary time – the time of the day, the stage you are at in life, the way you measure how events unfold. Kairos is a deeply personal sense of time, a realization that this is the right time, the opportune moment to respond to something. It is the moment when, as philosopher Viktor Frankl describes it, you stop asking why life has thrown this particular challenge your way, and instead ask yourself: What is life now expecting of me?3 That is a very profound change of perspective.

Sometimes you take on a challenge because you believe it has a real meaning and purpose. But sometimes, you take on a challenge initially because you have to, but then, once you engage with it, you come to understand that there is something of real substance at stake. You may have started out trying to deal with a family crisis, or trying to turn an ailing organization around – a school that is failing, a business that is in trouble, a junior sports team that is languishing. You may have reluctantly agreed to support some campaign or other. But as you get more involved, what was once just a practical task becomes gradually transformed in your mind into something greater, an expression of a deeper, personal value. Lorna, a young woman who chose to take care of her grandmother with Alzheimer’s disease, described such an experience.


I had always been very close to Granny and when she got Alzheimer’s it was awful. She went to live with my mother, and I could see that was really hard on Mum, though she tried to shield me from what was going on. Initially, I just wanted to help my mum out. She resisted fiercely because she wanted to protect me. But I knew she was exhausted and I insisted.

So I started taking over some of the caring duties. I helped Granny get dressed and undressed and I even changed her ‘nappies’. Gradually, I began to feel that this was a lot more than just taking care of my grandmother because I loved her or wanted to help my mother. I had always been a caring person, but now I realized this ran very deep in me. I followed my gut instinct and took more control and I found a new strength in myself. Surprisingly, in this awful situation, I also felt content and positive. Even now, as I recall this, I have tears in my eyes. It’s an experience I relive in my memory a few times a year when I am in a bad space, when I am trying to remember that I am a strong person and that I need to be at my best.

And this has helped me in the most unexpected ways. At work, it was totally foreign to me to put myself forward for any leadership position. I dreaded any criticism. But after the experience of caring for my grandmother, I felt different about myself. And obviously it showed. I was able to take on difficult projects and do very difficult things but in a caring way. It was funny. My boss apparently noticed this and he once asked somebody: ‘What’s happened to Lorna? She is so much more assertive and positive!’



Connectivity

Flourishing requires connectivity, or what is called psychological ‘attunement’. Attunement means having a sensitivity to what is going on inside yourself; to being on the same emotional wavelength as other people and accurately sensing how things are unfolding around you. When you are fully attuned in this way, you are like a skilled actor, performing at his or her best, fully in command of the stage. You need that kind of connectivity to flourish because every challenge requires it.

When you feel in tune with yourself, aware of what you are feeling and thinking, and what is motivating you, it is easier to take possession of yourself, to compose yourself, so that all the different bits of you are marching to the same beat. Your desire (‘I want to do this’) is not pulling against your reluctance (‘But I don’t feel like doing it’), or against anxiety (‘I am too afraid to do it’). The psychologist Carl Rogers believed that such un-conflicted energy is the basis of optimum functioning. When you feel this free-flowing energy, like a car at full throttle on an open road, or a runner in full stride, you are flourishing, every part of you working in concert.

When you are internally attuned, it is easier to be attuned to others and you engage with them in a more effective and creative way. You find better solutions to problems. Because you are more attuned to what is changing – in yourself, in others, in your environment – you are readier to work positively with that change. Being correctly attuned to another is at the heart of all flourishing relationships, whether it is establishing a secure attachment between a child and its parent, or between partners in a personal relationship, or establishing effective relationships at work.

You know instinctively when somebody is attuned to you. In psychological terms, you ‘feel felt’. When you feel that way, it gives you that fundamental trust that the other person is psychologically available to you and will respond, especially when you feel upset or vulnerable. Equally, you are unconsciously aware when somebody is ‘out of tune’ with you. Most unhappiness in personal relationships is caused by one (or sometimes both) partner’s inability to form that kind of connectivity. Many crises and difficulties in a work environment are also rooted in breakdowns in connectivity – when crucial players can’t get attuned to each other.

Teams and organizations also have a ‘mental life’. Most leaders work hard to get alignment – getting everybody on the same thinking wavelength. But to help organizations and teams to flourish, leaders must also work equally hard on getting attunement – getting people on the same feeling wavelength, getting the purpose of the organization and the meaning of the work to resonate with people in a felt way.4 ‘Felt’ is the important word here. It is relatively easy to explain the purpose and goals of an organization in a cognitive way. But to function at our best, we have to feel the connection between what we are being asked to do and some larger purpose of the group. Leaders of flourishing organizations succeed in making strong feeling connections between the personal goals and values of the people working there and those of the organization, or even the larger society. The tighter the links in the chain, the happier the people and the better the results.

Denis Dempsey, a senior manager in Intel Ireland, describes this process well.*


I think of the different major start-ups, the introduction of each new wave of technology in Intel Ireland, and each time I felt that I was part of something much bigger, not just in Intel Ireland, but in the sense that we were sitting on the crest of a wave that was getting bigger and moving faster. There was a huge buzz about that and it was coupled with an incredible growth of share price which made us all paper millionaires for a few years. We felt a huge excitement being part of Intel Ireland. We all worked very hard but you could see the clear link between working hard, earning money, learning and mastering the new technology and seeing the success in Intel Ireland and in Ireland as a whole.



A teacher in a school described her experience in similarly ‘feeling’ terms.


I think it is vital for a good teacher to be really on top of their subject; to be passionate; to enthuse their students. I am lucky because that is exactly what this school also believes in. Every one of us, individually and collectively, works for these same values: academic excellence; enthusiastic, engaged students. Just a great atmosphere. All pulling together. That is why I am very happy here.





Autonomy

To flourish, you need to have a feeling of autonomy in your life. That means feeling that you can use your free will to set the direction of your life; that you have sufficient elbow room to act; that your opinions count for something. So autonomy is closely connected to feeling that you matter and that what you do matters. Unless you feel like that, there is no real sense of ownership over what you do, no felt responsibility for what happens – good or bad. If you don’t feel you are autonomous, you won’t be happy in your relationships or satisfied in your work.

Autonomy does not mean having no constraints, or being totally in control and independent of other people. That is rarely possible and hardly ever desirable. Being rigidly self-sufficient, or exerting untrammelled control, exacts a heavy price on yourself and the people around you. Autonomy means having sufficient control and choice over the things that are important to you, and using whatever power you do have to change things in a positive way.

When you take on a challenge, by definition you submit yourself to the demands of that responsibility. But, paradoxically, once you do that you experience a surge of inner freedom. That’s because the act of making the choice, of going for something, releases you to direct all your energy towards the target and frees you from ambivalence and anxiety. With the die cast, you feel more in charge of your own destiny, better able to manage yourself and to resist pressures from others, and more likely to judge yourself by your own personal standards.

The result is that you feel you are moving forward in a way that feels right, that you are operating out of your real and true self, that you are living your life, not some version of somebody else’s life. Hardly surprising, then, that when you experience this kind of autonomy you feel very happy.5



Using your valued competencies

Flourishing means feeling that you are using your valued competencies, and so doing what you were put into the world to do. You may be good at lots of things that other people value in you, but there is always a special subset of those competencies that you really value in yourself: an ability to communicate; a facility for resolving conflicts; a knack for fixing difficult problems; an ability to pinpoint the essentials of an issue; a strong capacity to care for others; a way of crafting words; a drive for excellence; a capacity to inspire. Very often, these special competencies are ones that emerged in late childhood or early adolescence, so they are connected in your mind to finding your own personal identity and becoming your own person.

Using your valued competencies is not just about using some aspect of your intelligence or your talents, it also means using the important lessons you have learned in your life, including what you learned from your mistakes, or from your experiences during bad times. In fact, part of the experience of being at your best is the realization that there is as much to be learned – and sometimes more – from the setbacks in your life as from the successes.

When all four elements – challenge, connectivity, autonomy and using your valued competencies – are working together in balance, you will flourish. Together, they initiate a positive upward spiral. You feel more positive about yourself and what you are doing. You have a more open and coherent perspective on things. Because you are performing at your best, it makes it easier for others involved to be at their best, to realize, as Martin Luther King described it, that: ‘I can never be what I ought to be until you are what you ought to be, and you can never be what you ought to be until I am what I ought to be.’6

When all four elements work together, it is the beginning of wisdom. Cathy is someone who is flourishing in her life and who has developed that kind of wisdom.


Every time I overcome a challenge well, I feel I have learned something invaluable. And God knows, I have had enough challenges in my life. My mother never had any time for me. I had a serious accident in my twenties. My first marriage broke up. All probably connected in some way. But I eventually managed to pull my life together. I am now, finally, in a very good relationship. I run my own business and I love what I do. I have fantastic friends. I feel very lucky and very loved. But I am my own woman. Every challenge taught me a lesson and I have put those lessons to use in every area of my life. I have learned a lot from my own mistakes, so I understand much better why people act the way they do, and what you need to do to help them be better. I know how hard life can be, but I also know that you can always make it better. I am, I guess, a wiser woman. Sadder? Only sometimes! Wiser, definitely!



Cathy’s description chimes almost exactly with how psychologist Paul Baltes at the Max Planck Institute for Human Development in Berlin defines it.7 Wisdom, he says, is about understanding the ‘fundamental pragmatics of life’, being able to link the lessons you have learned from very different domains in life; knowing something about the essence of the human condition and the ways to best manage it. It is a rich mix of practical experience; of insight about how people behave; of tolerance of other people and their opinions (mainly as a result of learning from your own mistakes); of recognizing the inherent complexity and uncertainty in life. It is recognizing the limits of your ability to understand and predict things and still being able to positively manage that uncertainty.




Remembering your own experiences of flourishing

All of us have had experiences of being at our best. But, in the rush and pressure of daily life, it is all too easy to forget them – unless you are asked about them. This amnesia is particularly marked if your self-esteem is temporarily battered or you feel disappointed with how your life is turning out. Overwhelmed by your current mood and predicaments, earlier experiences of flourishing can fade from active memory. You become psychologically disconnected from your best self. But these experiences are still there, like buried treasure, waiting to be discovered.

So start your journey to flourishing by setting aside fifteen minutes in which to recall your own experiences of flourishing. Better still, write them down and find somebody with whom to share them. Let your memory roam over experiences in childhood, in adolescence, in your adult life; in your personal relationships and in your work or community life. If you are like most people, you will be able to recall at least five significant experiences of being at your best.

The important thing about this exercise is to try to recall specific examples of being at your best because specific incidents are stored in memory in a much richer and more elaborate way. If, for example, you recall a specific event, such as ‘Once, when I was sixteen years old, I remember …’ this will reveal a rich cache of useful information about how being at your best was expressed. Ask yourself:


	What were the circumstances?

	How were you thinking, feeling and reacting?

	What strengths did you discover in yourself?

	How did you manage your usual vulnerabilities or weaknesses?

	What did you learn about yourself from the experience?

	What did you learn about other people?

	What did you learn about life more generally?



On the other hand, if you stick to general descriptions, such as ‘I am at my best as a mother’ or ‘I was at my best when I first qualified’, your brain will only generate a list of generalities to explain the experience (‘I am at my best as a mother because I always wanted that, and it is the most important job in the world’ ‘When you are newly qualified you have more energy’) that won’t give you much insight about the unique nature of your best self.

Also, bear in mind that the experiences of being at your best do not need to have attracted great interest from others or received any formal recognition. On the outside, they may look ordinary and routine: you get a place on a team; you find the courage to declare your love, tell your secret, have a baby, confront a bully or learn to ski. But these moments assume a huge significance if what you are doing is mastering some private fear in yourself, trying out some new talent, or succeeding against some private odds – and the consequences can be surprisingly far-reaching. I recall one such transformative experience in my own life.


When I was at secondary school, I was good at debating. But when I went from my small town school to university, I found myself surrounded by people who were immeasurably more sophisticated than I was, and my confidence suddenly dried up. Week after week, I went to the Philosophy Club, the college debating society. Each week I determined to say something. Each week I baulked. I left university without ever opening my mouth in public, apart from joining in class discussions. I thought then: ‘Well, that’s the end of that.’

But a year or so after I started my first job, I went to a crowded public meeting in Liberty Hall in Dublin. I don’t even recall what the discussion was about, but at one point I just knew that I had to make some point so I sprung to my feet and put my hand up. The person chairing the meeting signalled to me to make my point. Only then did the full horror of the moment strike me. With terror mounting by the millisecond I thought, ‘What have I done?’ In that split second, I imagined the silence in the room and my own silence stretching endlessly into the future. I tried to say something. All that emerged was a strangled croak. But I persisted and eventually something resembling a full sentence emerged. As I continued I felt my heart thudding violently in my chest, but I kept going. Eventually, my voice got stronger, my heart quietened and I sat down.

The whole episode lasted only a few minutes but it was a transforming experience for me. Most of all, I had re-found my voice. And I never lost it again.



The act of recalling these often half-forgotten experiences provides real and unique data, perfectly tailored to your own self-learning. As you think about them, you can begin to answer important questions.

	What are my most important strengths?

	Where do my strengths come from?

	What kind of people and what kind of situations bring out the best in me?

	Am I happiest around people who are supportive and low key, or intense and competitive?

	Do I thrive in a highly structured or more free-wheeling environment?

	Do I enjoy working closely with others or independently?



You will begin to see patterns, a particular interplay of family influences, personality and social influences on the way you operate. You will begin to get a sense of what made you the person you are – as did these people, when they carried out this exercise.


Jenny

I discovered the key thing for me was someone who believes in me. Every single experience of being at my best that I recalled included somebody who singled me out and who saw things in me that I did not see in myself. My history teacher in school, my first boss, and now, one of the more senior women at work who acts like a mentor to me. All very different people, but all had that same attitude towards me. I have been given lots of opportunities in my life but no matter how good the opportunity, I never flourish if I don’t feel I have the confidence of the person in charge. I suppose it goes back to my father. I never got the impression he thought much of my talents. Maybe he did, but he never expressed it. But I always wanted him to. When I feel somebody’s confidence, it releases something in me. I just take off.




Alan

It’s funny. I normally like people who are like myself, intensely interested in ideas, always ready to debate issues. But the people who bring out the best in me are the opposite. They are detail people, almost boringly practical. They are only interested in getting things done. I like to have time to develop a concept properly. But they force me to get my thoughts in order quickly. I resent it at the time. But as I look back on things, I realize these are actually the times I am at my best and do the best work.




Brian

What I have learned about myself is that I can’t flourish unless I am given a definite and clear task to do. Some people thrive on ambiguity. I don’t. It disorganizes me. I like to know exactly what my role is in anything I do. Once I know what is expected of me, I feel I can handle anything. Maybe it’s a competitive thing. In our family, there were four boys. I was in the middle and it was a bit of a free-for-all. I didn’t like that. I don’t like being forced to compete for my position. I like structure. Definite rules and reasonably predictable outcomes. I feel safer, I suppose. What’s interesting is that in this kind of environment, I can do my most creative work.



Recalling and analysing your experiences of flourishing helps you to identify the conditions you need to look out for and create – internally and externally – so that you can flourish. But it does more than that. Bringing your actual experiences of flourishing into clear awareness makes them more accessible to your working memory, so you are automatically primed to notice opportunities, to repeat the pattern of flourishing in the present. Recalling those experiences also evokes all of the feelings of flourishing again – the surge of energy and vitality, the confidence that you can make things happen. These heightened positive feelings now become available for whatever current challenge you are facing.

Only you have access to that rich seam of information about yourself and only you can mine it. When you do, other people can help you understand and shape it. They can help you fill out the picture by offering their experiences of you at your best. But the journey starts with you.



The urge to live your one and only life in a way that counts

The desire to grow and develop fully as a person is deep within our nature. But that need has been greatly amplified by two powerful and related movements shaping the world we live in.

First, there is pressure like never before to take individual responsibility for our lives, to define for ourselves who we are, and what we want to do with our lives. We don’t ‘inherit’ a life any more: we are expected to make it for ourselves. Second, the growing understanding of the importance of emotional intelligence is redefining what we mean by being at our best at work. This is important because work has assumed a much greater significance in our lives. Correspondingly, in a fast-changing and competitive world, organizations of all kinds are depending more than ever on the quality of the people who work in them.

How are we doing in both respects?

How many of us are flourishing as individuals?

How many of us are at our best at work?

Let’s look at each in turn.


The desire to purse a personal dream

The growth of individualism is often presented as a negative development, taken to mean selfish self-interest and an egocentric ‘me too’ attitude. But individualism is a phenomenon much deeper than that. Ever since the Enlightenment in the eighteenth century, and with increasing intensity, we – in the Western world, at least – have pursued a dream. The dream is best captured in the American Declaration of Independence: that all of us are created equal, endowed with unalienable rights to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.

I say ‘dream’ because despite the intensity of our desire, we have not yet managed to create a society that fully delivers it. But the desire continues to exert a powerful hold on our imaginations and has created a culture, however imperfect, of fostering individual rights, placing value on freedom of choice, self-expression and personal growth.8 We internalize that culture by increasingly defining our personal worth as taking individual responsibility for our lives. Unlike previous generations, just ‘being’ in a particular role – a parent, a wife, a husband, a teacher, a manager, a leader – is no longer enough to secure our self-esteem or garner the respect of others. Rather, it is how we personally define and perform that role that counts.

What was previously decided and dealt with by tradition and powerful institutions – family, Church, companies offering lifelong jobs – is now being displaced on to the individual. For the first time in history, says the eminent German sociologist Ulrich Beck, the individual is becoming the basic unit of choice and change, with individuals shaping society as much as society is forming them.9 The choices we make as individuals about how to live – when, or if, to marry and have children; the decision to stay in a marriage or divorce; when to enter and exit the workforce; the way we define and assert our individual rights – cumulatively make for rapid and often unpredictable social changes, which in turn change individual lives. As Beck observes, neither partner in this endless loop – individuals and the larger society – stays still for long.

While these new freedoms open up opportunities, they also create a new psychological urgency – and a new set of anxieties – about being responsible for doing the best we can with our lives. In traditional societies, we could explain away setbacks and failures as God’s will, or fate, or bad luck. Now, there is no hiding place for failure. There is an assumption that if we don’t make the most of ourselves and deal with the challenges we face, then it must be because we made the wrong decisions, or failed to make the right ones. That is why we are so ambivalent about tradition. We long for the security it used to bring but also long for a life of our own.

So, for example, when a highly educated woman is considering giving up a successful career and returning to the more traditional role of being a full-time mother, she feels the need to present this as a personal choice, freely made – and a choice that has to be defended against other choices (not least, to herself). Now, any tradition – real or invented – has meaning only through being chosen. So there is no escape from choice and responsibility.

The upshot of all this is that the freedom, and burden, of being the author of our own lives is raising in an ever more urgent way the fundamental questions of life:

	Who am I?

	What is really important to me?

	What do I want to do with my one and only life?

	How can I live in a personally authentic way?

	How can I flourish?



Shakespeare’s great injunction ‘To thine own self be true’ is now written deeply in every heart.


Nobody comes into work in the morning to do a bad day’s work

Not only do we want to flourish in our individual lives, we need to flourish at work. Over the last fifteen years, the evidence has mounted steadily: success at work is increasingly less to do with traditional IQ or technical expertise and much more to do with self-development in a more general way, or what we now know as ‘emotional intelligence’.10 The overwhelming evidence from hundreds of studies by Daniel Goleman, the best-known expert on emotional intelligence, and his colleagues, is that self-awareness – the ability to understand and manage your own feelings and to motivate yourself, and the ability to understand and motivate others and to build good relationships – is a key component of success at work. We know this to be true from our own experience. We remember fellow students in school and in university who were top of the class, yet to most people’s surprise did not achieve the success in life that was expected of them. We also remember the opposite – those who were average or even struggled academically but who went on to build highly successful careers.

This is not to say that IQ is not important. The ability to understand abstract concepts, to think rationally and to solve problems is more important than ever in this scientific-technological era. Being an effective doctor, a good salesman, a competent teacher, lawyer or manager all require mastery of different bodies of information and the acquisition of technical skill. But increasingly, IQ combined with technical skill is seen as a threshold competency needed to get you over the entry-barrier of examinations, qualifying and getting a job. But once you’re over the threshold, other factors come into play in making you successful in your career. When IQ is compared with how well people actually perform at work, IQ in combination with technical expertise accounts for only somewhere between a quarter and a third of work success, with emotional intelligence accounting for the rest. For example, in a major study of all the competencies listed by employers as essential for any given job or role in 121 companies, two thirds were emotional and only a third related to IQ and technical expertise.11

The more senior the job the more important emotional intelligence is. A study of hundreds of top executives at fifteen global companies found that just one cognitive ability distinguished ‘star’ performers from average performers – ‘big-picture thinking’. This refers to the ability to select the most important trends from the mass of information around them and to think strategically far into the future. Other than that, IQ and technical expertise played no role in leadership success. Instead, close to 90 per cent of the leaders’ success was due to emotional competencies: their self-confidence and drive to meet challenges, and their ability to lead a team effectively, to influence people and to understand group dynamics.12

Even in highly specialist areas like science, emotional intelligence is critical to life success. For example, Goleman cites one longitudinal study which followed 80 scientists for over 40 years.13 At the beginning of the study, when the scientists were in their early thirties, they were assessed by psychologists, who measured their IQ and evaluated their personality and emotional competencies in tests and extensive interviews. Forty years later, they followed up the scientists. The success of each scientist was calculated, based on a combination of actual achievements, assessment by fellow experts in their own fields and other forms of professional recognition. The study found that emotional intelligence was about four times more important than IQ in determining professional success and prestige in their field.

To be at our best at work, then, we have to get our head and our heart to cooperate and work together as a team.

Every organization, like every individual, wants to thrive. Every business sets out to be profitable. Every hospital sets out to make people better. Every school wants to teach students in the best way possible. All want to be productive, to do high-quality work and to feel that the people who receive their services or buy their products are satisfied.

New research is showing that there is a remarkable similarity between the dynamics of individual and organizational flourishing.14 I will describe just two such similarities.

First, to flourish, people need to make a connection between the practical things they are doing and some deeper value that motivates them. So too with organizations. Organizational values such as compassion, gratitude, forgiveness, internal trust and optimism may seem remote from profitability, productivity, quality, customer retention. Yet, studies of organizations across a number of sectors have shown that those which score higher on such values perform significantly better than other organizations on precisely those practical things.15 Having a sense of goodness is just as important for organizations as for individuals.

For example, organizations that pay a lot of attention to being compassionate – particularly in response to the kind of personal and organizational distress that accompanies downsizing and redundancies – are able to repair a lot of the organization-wide problems that can follow such distress. Such compassion builds resilience in the organization and allows it to bounce back faster from downturns. These flourishing organizations practise their values in a systematic way – they don’t just talk about them but incorporate them in day-to-day practices and routines.16 The results are impressive, especially in organizations that are under pressure, resulting in positive spirals of high organizational learning, strong employee commitment and higher productivity.

Second, just as the key to individuals flourishing is having an understanding of what we are like at our best, so it is with organizations. The traditional focus of organizations has always been on rooting out weakness, on identifying the people or the departments that are not performing. That is important, of course. But, to flourish, this must be accompanied, or even preceded, by focusing on the people and parts of the organization that are doing really well, that are ‘deviating’ in a positive way from the normal way of functioning, and then finding out why they can excel in the same environment and conditions as everybody else.

How are they able to avoid the mistakes and failures that the rest of the organization is prone to?

How do they stay flexible and resilient during crises, when other parts of the organization are floundering?17

Just as an individual’s personal experiences of being at their best reveals their potential, so the careful study of ‘positive deviance’ in an organization reveals the highest potential of the whole organization. Excellence always exists – even in the most dysfunctional organization. When an organization taps into that positive core, it releases a surge of positive energy and positive improvement.18 People become more engaged, more motivated, and more productive.

When organizations focus on building on their strengths, and most especially on the unique strengths of every employee, they achieve significantly better performance than when they focus their efforts on overcoming weaknesses. A survey by Marcus Buckingham and Donald Clifton from the Gallup organization of 80,000 managers, followed up by an in-depth analysis of top-performing managers, found the one quality that sets truly great leaders apart from the rest: their ability and willingness to discover what is unique about each person in the organization and then capitalize on it. Average managers see their employees as workers who fill roles. Exceptional managers see them as individuals around whom they build the roles. As Buckingham puts it: ‘Average managers play checkers. Great managers play chess. The difference? In checkers, all the pieces are uniform and move in the same way; they are interchangeable. You need to plan and coordinate their movements, certainly, but they all move at the same pace, on parallel paths. In chess, each type of piece moves in a different way, and you can’t play if you don’t know how each piece moves.’19

We all want to be at our best at work, and the organizations that we work for flourish when we can do that. Yet another study by Buckingham and Clifton of 198,000 employees across nearly 8,000 organizations globally found that only 20 per cent of people felt that they had the opportunity to do what they do best every day. This was despite the fact that people who strongly agreed that they had this opportunity were found to be 50 per cent more likely to work in a business with lower employee turnover, 38 per cent more likely to work in a more productive department or team, and 44 per cent more likely to work in an organization with higher customer satisfaction.

So, many organizations fall short of being the best they can be, of achieving their full potential. This is a source of huge frustration for the people who work and invest in them – the 80 per cent of employees whose jobs do not allow them to use their best talents as often as they could. This is an extraordinary loss of happiness and a waste of human potential, not just for the individuals themselves, but for society at large. Organizations, whether in the realm of business, education, health or other public services, are where the most important goals of a society are met. Finding ways to allow people to flourish in such settings has the potential to deliver a huge boost in human well-being, and in productivity for society at large.

We all want to flourish and be at our best but the reality is that, at any one time, just barely over 20 per cent of us are succeeding. A further 20 per cent are languishing, and the majority of people, nearly 60 per cent, are in between, stuck in ‘ordinary mode’ – living fairly happy and productive lives but lacking the emotional vitality that comes with flourishing. Psychologist Corey Keyes of Emory University first identified this continuum of well-being.20 Languishing is a broad category. It includes people who may be holding down good jobs, running a busy family life, and outwardly be living ‘the good life’. But, inside, they feel stranded, empty, lost, lacking in purpose. They have a painful awareness of not using their full potential, feeling blocked, frustrated, despondent, ‘running on empty’. But it also includes people who are floundering in their lives, who are psychologically distressed and having difficulty managing the ordinary challenges of life.

The fact that so many people are languishing is particularly disturbing. Languishing puts you at risk of depression. While only a small minority (about 5 per cent) of those who are flourishing suffer depressive episodes, well over a quarter (28 per cent) of those who are languishing do. If you are languishing in life, you are five times more likely to have a depressive episode – so, flourishing, apart from its other benefits, is a protection against depression.

The case for learning how to flourish is convincing.

When we are at our best, we are fulfilling a deep human need and in tune with the tenor of the times. We are happier and more productive, we live more satisfying lives, and we help create flourishing organizations. We are more likely to be interested in how our community and society are developing, and to believe that collectively we have the power to change things for the better.

Here, then, is a conundrum: if individuals have such a deep human instinct for fulfilling their potential, if there is such a compelling case for flourishing in organizations and society, if all of us are striving so hard to be at our best, how come so few of us are flourishing?

What prevents us from being at our best?

Unusually for such a complex psychological question, the answer turns out to be stunningly clear.

That is the subject of the next chapter.




2. The magic ratio of positive to negative for a flourishing life

We all know flourishing when we see it. We see people around us who are ‘at their best’ – but in a bewildering variety of ways. Yet, we know intuitively that ‘me at my best’ is very different from somebody else at their best. So, we may be prompted to ask a fundamental question: Is there some basic underlying dynamic, some ‘master recipe’, that distinguishes flourishing from ‘normal’ functioning, and normal functioning from languishing?

The answer is yes. These three states – flourishing, normal and languishing – may take very different forms in different people and in different settings, but the underlying dynamic that drives all three is the same. It is achieving a precise balance between the positive and the negative – in the way you feel, the way you think, and the way you behave.

It turns out that you need a very particular ratio of positive to negative just to function normally. If you ramp up that ratio above a certain threshold, a state of flourishing is established. But there is another invisible threshold that is equally precise. When the ratio of positive to negative falls below that threshold, you are tipped from ‘normal mode’ into languishing. It is the moment when someone becomes depressed; when a relationship is over or enters a new, dysfunctional state; when a team or an organization is tipped into a downward vicious cycle. I will explain these exact ratios further on in this chapter.

The tipping points at which you are either flourishing or languishing are astonishingly precise and have emerged from many different fields of enquiry. Psychologists who were studying personal relationships, clinical psychologists treating people suffering from depression, researchers studying teams at work have all identified the same positive–negative ratios. However, I will start with the story of marriage because that is where this journey of discovery started (I say ‘marriage’ because most of these studies involved married people, but the findings apply to any intimate relationship). I will describe this research in some detail because it gives such a clear account of what ‘positivity’ and ‘negativity’ – notoriously vague terms – actually mean in the context of human interaction.


The magic ratio of positive to negative

For decades, psychologists have wrestled with fundamental questions about marriage.


	How exactly do some couples manage to build happy and long-lasting marriages?

	Why do other couples languish unhappily or drive each other to distraction and divorce?

	What is the basic dynamic that maintains cycles of flourishing in some relationships or tips others into seemingly irreversible cycles of unhappiness?



Psychologists tried closely observing couples’ day-to-day interactions. They asked the couples to explain what they thought was good or bad about their marriage. They studied personality differences. But the key factor that distinguished happy from distressed couples continued to evade them.

A more promising line of enquiry was looking at how couples handled conflict and problem-solving. Unsurprisingly, multiple careful studies showed that unhappy couples, compared to happy couples, were generally more negative in how they dealt with conflict. From these studies, a real understanding about the dynamics of happy and unhappy marriages began to emerge and finally, in the late 1980s, John Gottman of the University of Washington – the world’s leading researcher in marriage – cracked the problem.1 What distinguished couples who were flourishing from those who were not was the precise balance of positive to negative in their interactions with each other. And that magic ratio was 5:1. In other words, for every burst of irritability, every tense exchange, every negative thought and feeling of disappointment, there had to be not double, but five times as many positives – an affectionate exchange, a conflict solved, a feeling of being appreciated and understood.

Gottman made this remarkable discovery by recruiting couples for his study who represented the full continuum of marital satisfaction – those who were extremely happy, those who were very unhappy, and everything in between. They were asked about their lives: how they met, how the relationship developed, how they handled the bad times between them and what the good times were like. They were asked about their philosophy of marriage, what their parents’ marriages had been like when they were growing up, and how their own marriages compared.

The most ingenious research method Gottman used was what he called the ‘talk table’. Each couple sat facing each other at this table and was asked to have three 15-minute conversations. First, they were asked to discuss the events of the day (a neutral topic). Then they were to discuss a problem area of continuing disagreement in their marriage (a negative topic). Finally, they were to select and discuss a pleasant topic.

Unobtrusive sensors were attached to participants’ bodies to measure heart rate, blood pressure, sweating and general muscular agitation – all indicators of stress. Two high-resolution cameras (again, placed unobtrusively) recorded their faces and upper bodies as they talked. The images of each partner were shown as a single split-screen image so that speaker and listener could be viewed simultaneously.

The videotapes of the couple were analysed using coding systems that allowed each interaction between the couple – verbal and non-verbal – to be categorized as positive, negative or neutral. So, for example, when a couple described a problem in neutral or positive terms (‘We are usually pretty good about compromising with each other but we do have a bit of difficulty agreeing about when my mother can come to stay, don’t we?’), when they agreed with each other (‘You are right about that’), validated what the other person said (‘I think that’s a good description of what happened’), expressed affection or love (‘Now, my little honey, what have you to say for yourself?’ ‘I love you. You know that’), expressed empathy (‘That was an awful time for you. I know that’), and when they used humour or laughed together or used good-natured teasing – these were coded as ‘positive’ verbal behaviours.

When they complained (‘I think you spend too much money’), disagreed (‘You are completely wrong about that’), criticized each other (‘You don’t pull your weight around the house’), expressed contempt (‘You don’t know what you’re talking about’) or disgust (‘It makes me sick when I hear you say that’), issued orders (‘Drop it!’), stubbornly refused to go along with the other (‘No, I’m not going to try that’), put each other down (‘The trouble with you is …’) or expressed sadness (‘I just don’t know what to do any more’) – all these behaviours were coded as negative.

So too were defensive behaviours – making excuses (‘Yes, but …’), denying responsibility (‘No, I did not. It was all your fault’), negative ‘mindreading’ of the partner (‘I don’t care what you say. I know what you’re thinking’). Withdrawal from interaction was also coded as negative – physical turning away, giving up on the discussion by descending into talk that was incoherent and made no sense (‘Blah, blah’) or not listening, as evidenced by the absence of little murmurs of interest and disagreement, known as ‘back-channelling’ (‘Mmm’ ‘Hmm’ ‘I know’).

Each instance of positivity and negativity was not just counted, but rated for its intensity – from minus four (the most negative) to plus four (the most positive) – and the scores totted up at the end. Intensity depended not just on what somebody said but on their non-verbal behaviour – tone of voice, facial expression, gestures and movements.2 A remark such as, ‘Well, if you say so, it must be right!’ can be affectionate or bitingly sarcastic – depending on the tone of voice or the facial expression that accompanies it. ‘Whining’ was also coded as negative – using a high-pitched, sing-song ‘poor me’ tone, with one or more words or syllables stressed (‘I told you to remember to come home early’ ‘You never take the kids anywhere’). Gestures of contempt (rolling the eyes, or lifting one corner
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The magic ratio in the workplace
















The magic ratio in individual lives









	Why do we need so much positivity?

	Why is double the amount of positivity to negativity not enough?

	Why do we need five times as much positivity as negativity in order to flourish?
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