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You’re on lockdown. Your shelves are bursting with baked beans, bread and beer, and enough toilet roll to last you till Halloween! You’ve just cooked your first lockdown lunch. Now what do you do?

As you shut the door on the world, you try to keep a lid on your anxiety. Work is going crazy, as everyone stumbles through the fog and fury of a world turned upside down; and you try to adjust to working from home. Your work-life balance is teetering on the edge of extinction. You bounce between teaching, caring, cooking and entertaining. Your children need you, your partner needs you, everyone needs you! Despite endless cleaning, the house remains resolutely chaotic. Your thoughts pirouette in worry. You have elderly, vulnerable parents; friends who are isolated and lonely; family who are key-workers, and at risk. The virus scares you, but so does the uncertainty. You don’t know where this crisis will go, when it will end, and what all this means for your finances. While income stalls, the bills keep arriving. You’re tired of the rows over money that end in anger, not answers. You’re exhausted by the endless mediation between fractious siblings. You’re already feeling claustrophobic, and the confinement has just started. As the day spins away from you, you just don’t know when you’ll have the time to work; and when you’ll have the time to breathe.

You know you should see this as a special time with the family. A chance to be a perfect parent. To teach, talk and play tag together. But if you hear “I’m bored” once more, or another Disney song, you’ll scream. You should feel positive, but all you want to do is cry and run away. Of course you can’t. You’ve got a report to write, children to entertain and the kitchen to clean, and now it’s time to cook dinner again.

If all this sounds familiar . . . read on!


Preface

On Friday 13th March, my wife Dulcie, our three children and I went into isolation. Spain closed its schools and the country went into full lockdown. Since that day, we have been grappling with the unprecedented and unexpected challenges of our corona confinement. Navigating the uncertainties of self-employment, while trying to deliver great work from a home too full of noise. Trying to support our children in their schooling, as they figure out virtual lessons, distant friendships and wobbly wifi. Working out ways to care for those we love, who we can no longer visit or hug. Dealing with our anxiety about health in a family full of asthmatics and worries about income when many of my events have been cancelled – all while keeping positive and playful for the kids.

It was while we were facing all this, that I got an email from my editor asking whether I might consider revising my book Busy, reworking it for the covid crisis. “Hell no”, I thought, “I’ve got enough on!” (Of course, I’m not allowed to say “I’m busy”!)

The idea, however, stuck with me. As a psychologist, the place I go to make sense of challenges I face – both professionally and personally – is to the research. It occurred to me that taking a psychological perspective on the problems of this period might not only help me and my family, but it might also help others. More than that, as the idea sat with me overnight, it felt like something I could do, a contribution I could make from my isolation.

The intention had been to edit Busy. To cut out the content that wasn’t relevant and to refocus the rest in a corona context. It didn’t work out that way. As I dived into chapter 1, it soon became clear that, if I wanted to write something relevant, I was going to have to rewrite the whole thing. So, I did. In two weeks! Of course, no one writes a psychology book in two weeks. It takes years of research. So, I have used research, and even content, from Busy where I can; reframing it for the current situation. I have also added new research to address new challenges and fresh stories that are more relevant.

This project was unplanned, and like the crisis, unexpected. The urgency to publish it has driven an intensity to my writing that I have never experienced before; and, quite frankly, hope to never experience again! In the end, though completely knackering, the process has helped me, and my family, to make sense of this period. I hope it helps you and your family too.

The core idea

In 1997, Edward Tory Higgins, a professor of psychology at Columbia University, identified that motivation and the way we control our behaviour varies according to which needs are being served. The first set of needs are those of safety and minimising risk; the second set involves growth and opportunity. Higgins suggested that each set was driven by different forms of behavioural control, which he called a prevention focus and promotion focus, respectively.

A prevention focus is about staying safe and avoiding negative outcomes. It is hand washing for twenty seconds and staying isolated so that you don’t catch or spread the virus. It’s also about ensuring you don’t drop the ball at work and that your children’s education continues while you maintain your mortgage payments.

A promotion focus is all about positive outcomes: striving to achieve goals that are important to us, seeing this difficult time also as a great opportunity. In 2012, researchers at Michigan State University thoroughly reviewed studies into self-regulation, studies that collectively involved 25,000 people.1 They found that a promotion focus was strongly related to performance and satisfaction, as well as innovation and helpfulness. Prevention, on the other hand, was not related to any of these. There are two important lessons from this in today’s crisis: firstly, pursuing your goals does not stop you from staying safe; secondly, if we want to enjoy our collective confinement, and be effective, we need to aim higher than surviving.

This is not a book about surviving. We must all do what we can to stay safe, and all my best wishes go out to you in the hope that you, and your community of loved ones, survive this virus unscathed. The question to ask ourselves is whether that is enough. What if we could look this horror in the face, without blinking, and smile? What if we could embrace the covid chaos of houses over-full, and yet still manage to do the best work of our lives? What if we could take the additional childcare demands and turn them into pearls of pleasure? If we are able to move beyond surviving to a focus on thriving, we open up the possibility of joy and connection; of memories to be passed to future generations. Stories of the time we spent together. When the world, in its isolation, came together.

Busyness at home

As our society struggles to escape the threat of covid-19, each of us faces the challenge of weeks and months confined to our homes. The evidence is starting to come in about the work-life impact of this. NordVPN can track how long people are working, not through self-reports but through actual behavioral data. Their initial findings are startling. Since the lockdown, their users in the US are averaging three hours more work each day! In the UK, France and Spain, the situation is not much better: people are working two hours more today than they did before the virus. Interviews reveal that many of us feel an additional pressure to prove we were working, since we can’t be seen. “At Constellation Software Inc., more than 100 employees got an email from a superior that said: ‘Don’t get distracted because you are on your own. It is easy to get into bad habits . . . You know we will be watching closely.’ We have also lost our boundaries. As one employee explained, having your workstation at home makes it harder to switch off. “You walk by 20 times a day ... Every time you pass there, you’re not escaping work.” For some, being unavailable suddenly feels off-limits. Since everybody knows that no-one is going anywhere, none of us have good reasons to be unavailable. So we work longer.2

In addition to the challenges of performing and detaching from work, suddenly our busy lives have additional layers of demand and stress. Adapting to a life lived within four walls, in a house crammed with people, where anxiety and chaos stalk the halls. Learning to perform at work in a world that’s too noisy, too distracting and too tempting; while also teaching, feeding and entertaining the kids. We have a lot on our plates; it’s already taking its toll. In a survey of 1,001 people forced to work from home because of the crisis, 45 percent of them explained that they already felt burnt out.3 It is quite natural to approach all the demands you face by putting your head down and getting busy. I am here to remind you that this is not a smart approach.

Let me start by explaining what I mean by ‘busy’. It is that frenetic, racing, cramming and juggling that fills so much of our lives. It is being always ‘on’, and always doing. It involves jumping from task to task, pushing constantly to do more. It involves trying to do everything in a vain attempt to ‘get on top’ of work, the children’s education and the house; all at the same time! Busy is urgency, distraction, overwhelm and exhaustion. The opposite of busy is not escaping your confinement to relax on a beach. It is the ability (despite our covid chaos) to bring sustained, quality attention onto the conversations and the challenges that matter most in our lives. It is about embracing the possibilities of our situation and the people we love with a full-fat focus.

However, let’s not pretend we started this crisis with a clean slate. The truth is, we entered this confinement exhausted and overwhelmed. Work has been intruding on life for many years. Now, our busyness will be played out in the heart of our families; in the midst of a time when their needs from us are greater. Our ability to approach this period positively, to support those we love, will be determined by our ability to manage our busyness; and this is our opportunity. Busyness is an established pattern of behaviour across our lives and across society. It is a natural response to a world of too much demand; but it’s not the only response.

After years of supporting individuals as they grapple with the social norm of busyness, I have seen first-hand how difficult it is to break this habit. I’ve wondered when, if ever, we will be able to break the grip of habitual busyness. Yet as our patterns of behaviour are disrupted by quarantine, I’ve started to see this is a unique chance to replace busyness with better habits. To experiment with new routines in order to bring the unfiltered force of our attention onto the problems that matter. To try new rituals of togetherness, to immerse ourselves in the dance of shared attention that adds quality to our time. To explore how to make a greater impact, by deliberately doing less, and pausing more. After all, we can only sing if we can also breathe.

Busyness is a dumb approach to life, work and this period. It is about surviving through ceaseless activity, in virtuous victimhood. It will not help you to thrive today, or in the future. Instead I invite you to use the disruption of covid as a chance to disrupt your busyness. That as you navigate your journey through this crisis, you also guide your life onto a path of more colour, more impact and more joy. A path that is not just about getting beyond covid, but also beyond busyness.

Accept this is not easy

I wrote the original Busy because I struggled with busy. It was a true “selfhelp” book, researched and written to help myself, as well as to help others. The parallel with this book is not lost on me. The corona crisis is a real challenge for me and my family, as the virus disrupts my work, upturns our lives and threatens our wellbeing. Yet the first four weeks of our confinement have also been joy-filled, and we feel closer to our children than we have in years. We have also had moments that were decidedly un-close, or when the tension or workload has got too much. That has been a big learning too. As we try to adapt our way through this period, it stands to reason that we, and our children, will fail sometimes. We will get angry, we will do silly things, and we will be rubbish. We will not always be perfect parents or perfectly focused on our work. We might start the day with the aim to be productive and joyful; and end it in misery having achieved nothing. At moments of weakness, aspirational books like this can feel an additional burden. A mirror onto our flaws, highlighting how far short we are falling.

How do we stop our positivity from taking a nose-dive after days like that, after we fail? The answer is simple but profound: build your resilience around your ability to cope with whatever happens. A study by Joachim Stoeber and Dirk Janssen at the University of Kent found that the most effective strategies for coping with setbacks are acceptance, reappraisal and humor.4 So, when you or your family are rubbish, when you fail to connect, or get wrapped up in busy-but-pointless task-hopping, don’t beat yourself up about it. Accept it. We are flawed, we are weak and we are limited; but it is from our imperfections that our uniqueness, our courage and our creativity flow. We are far from perfect but we are enough. Strength and resilience flow not from getting everything right but from getting up from our failures and trying again. So, when you are rubbish, remind yourself in generous humility, “I can’t expect to be perfect all the time.” Or reappraise the situation as a chance for growth by asking “What can I learn from this?” or laugh about it, “What on earth was I thinking!!”.

These strategies of acceptance help in so many situations. I got called away from writing because Seren, our ten-year-old daughter, couldn’t sign in to her class. With Seren on one side (anxious) and Dulcie on the other (anxious) we tried to figure out how to get her back in class . . . and failed. The only person who could help was the teacher (who was teaching). Rather than persist in our anxiety, and still fail; we accepted. Seren was sent to play until the next class started. It often doesn’t come naturally to do anything other than stay in anxious futility. Everything is not going to go perfectly over these weeks of intense confinement and digital dependence. However, if we trust in our capacity to deal with whatever happens, we will be OK. If we go through this period confident that we are doing our best and that, no matter what goes wrong, we will be able to cope, we have developed the confidence we need to thrive.


Section One
LIVE@HOME

This section focuses on how to adjust to life at home as covid rages outside. It is about how to set up for a life of confinement in a positive way, with the aim to thrive through this crisis, rather than just survive. It explores how to re-establish routines in our family life because without rhythm there can be no music. It outlines how to make choices about what to do, and, possibly more importantly, what not to do during this period. Finally, it reflects on how to build more togetherness into your collective confinement. Whether you are entering confinement or you’ve been in lockdown for weeks, it will help you chart a course for a better journey through covid.


Chapter 1
Mindset@Home

Iyori Kashiwara is ten years old and lives in the Japanese alpine village of Hakuba. He was feeling a little sad since his school had closed. He was missing his friends but he was also disappointed that he would miss his graduation ceremony. So, he and his friends decided to do something about it.

On the 14th March, his father Shuhei entered Iyori’s room. What he found is a lesson to us all. He found Iyori in the middle of a graduation ceremony! Together, Iyori and his friends had built a truly sophisticated virtual graduation hall in Minecraft. It included seating, a stage and a banner which read ‘Summer’. To a musical backdrop, the children’s avatars enter the hall to take their seats. Then the teacher enters, solemnly bows to the children and climbs the stage. One by one, the children are called to the stage to receive their diplomas and celebrate together.

When SoraNews24 shared the story, one reader commented, “This will probably be an even better memory than a regular graduation for them.”

Coronavirus is restricting our lives and taking away opportunities. It is also placing extra challenges on our daily lives, such as the need to become full-time home-schoolers while continuing to manage demanding jobs. Yet Iyori and his friends remind us, that our current confinement is not an incarceration; it can also be an opportunity, if we approach it with the right mindset.

CHOOSE YOUR JOURNEY

1. Helplessness or control?

In 1967 Martin Seligman, the founder of the field of positive psychology, noticed something unexpected. At times, humans, as well as animals, seem to give up any attempt to change their situation. They accept their role as victims and their total inability to do anything about it. He called this learned helplessness.1

A sense of control is important. For example, neuroscientist Amy Arnsten showed that when we feel out of control, the limbic system fires up and we don’t think very well.2 However, when we feel a sense of control, irrespective of the demands, the prefrontal cortex continues to function as normal, and so we think well. In simple terms, people that focus more of their attention on what is within their control, feel more optimistic and resilient, and experience less stress.

At present, we face a global pandemic that we have no control over and yet it may harm or at least influence the lives of people we know and love, through illness, loss of income, or even cancelled exams. Our choice is how we respond to this loss of control. Viktor Frankl, a psychiatrist, and a Holocaust survivor of Auschwitz said this better, and with more lived experience than I ever could:


Everything can be taken from a man but one thing:
the last of the human freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.3



The question you have to answer is this: Will I respond to the crisis as a helpless victim, coping with captivity until it’s

2. Your Covid Compass




The elements of the Covid Compass













































3. Your confinement to-don’t list












MASTERY





1. Making choices










2. Letting go
















3. Organisation does not mean immersion



PROTECT YOUR POSITIVITY

1. Get the balance right





2. Churning












3. Reverse your motivation





SUMMARY FOR MINDSET@HOME

Choose your journey




Mastery




Protect your positivity
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