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To Elvis, our son, all the evidence we need that uncertainty leads to opportunity and that hope is the antidote to fear.

Sam & Katherine
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Foreword(s)

Sam Conniff – Co-author

Welcome to The Uncertainty Toolkit: part book, part psychological intervention, part ongoing scientific experiment, and all designed to show you how to transform the exhaustion of uncertainty into remarkable opportunities. The book is based on a programme that was co-created by world-leading scientists alongside ex-gangsters, smugglers, refugees and prisoners of war. This unexpected cast of characters makes The Uncertainty Toolkit unique and highly effective.

If you engage fully with each chapter’s remarkable stories, interactive experiments, and guided reflections, if you complete the pre- and post-assessments, then we’re confident that you will join the 96.5% of previous participants in our early iterations of this toolkit who experienced a measurable, tangible, statistically significant increase in their ability to turn Uncertainty into Opportunity.1

Or, in their words, prepare yourself for a ‘life-changing’ reframe of our ever-changing world and your ability to navigate it. Your new relationship with the unknown is the difference between anxiety and creativity, being close-minded or open-minded and between breakdown or breakthrough. As one audience member said, this will help you ‘worry less and do more’.

The combination of storytelling and science you’re about to read is the result of my journey through an intense period of uncertainty. After leaving the multi-award-winning and identity-defining social enterprise I’d founded and run for twenty years, I launched a very different and far more stressful new career based on most people’s greatest fear: public speaking. I experienced the implosion of an unhappy marriage, the untangling of complex patterns of control and the shift into co-parenting. All of which was followed by the collapse of a new career in the pandemic, then very near-bankruptcy, debt, a depression diagnosis followed by total burnout. It was not a great few years.

It was peak uncertainty – or peak mid-life crisis. Either way, I felt adrift, an utter failure and like I had no power left in my batteries. But I also couldn’t stop, give up or not deliver on my responsibilities and significant outgoings. In search of new inspiration beyond politicians’ narratives that forever looked to be pedalling backwards, I discovered new and genuine experts in uncertainty hidden in plain sight across society. For years, I worked as a mentor with young people who had figured out how to thrive in chaotic and challenging conditions. Then, I noticed that some of them were coping much better than I was with lockdown’s destabilizing changes and threats.

As the motivation they fed me began to recharge me, I started to seek out more of them; and as I felt the benefit, I tried to share the lessons I’d learned, telling their stories in webinars and essays. I uncovered individuals who had faced their uncertainties and emerged more robust because of them. These ‘unusual suspects’, whose starting points meant they were routinely overlooked or misunderstood, included ex-addicts who became activists, ex-gang leaders who became business leaders, and ex-refugees who became CEOs.

I began to think of this group as ‘Uncertainty Experts’. Their practical insights and advice on navigating uncertainty felt more valuable and powerful than any of the cliches of conventional leadership or the inspo-aphorisms of social media. But I wanted to be sure they really could provide fundamental learning points for other people beyond their value to me. I knew that tales of inspiration without a plan for action could lead to frustration. Or worse, I might just be uncovering stories rooted in survivor bias about people who had succeeded in spite of uncertainty, not because of it.

I went in search of a scientifically robust framework to back up the tools I was learning about from the Uncertainty Experts. I wanted to understand why their strategies were successful by digging into the psychology and neuroscience that shed light on their behaviour. I got lost in the quagmire of studies that range from things like Anti-Fragility to Complexity Science, which are just as complex, academic and as impenetrable as they sound. I wanted something accessible, tangible and, ideally, fun.

This was the recipe that led me to Katherine, my co-author, and one of the most remarkable human beings and incredible science communicators you’ll ever meet. Katherine patiently educated me on neuroscience and behavioural psychology that explained why the Uncertainty Experts had succeeded by using tools that others could use too.

Together, we took my preliminary ideas and eventually turned them into ‘a novel intervention proven to increase Uncertainty Tolerance in individuals and teams’,2 in the words of our first peer-reviewed and published research paper, which we presented at the Royal Society (only the most venerable and longest-standing scientific institution on Earth). Not bad considering I got a D for Science after my teacher told me my ‘atoms would amount to nothing’.

We gathered research from labs worldwide. We found evidence everywhere, from studies of uncertainty’s effects on relationships (it reduces trust, impedes communication and can even make us see our partners as less attractive) to a survey showing that across one hundred economies, people’s capacity to be comfortable with uncertainty is linked to innovation and growth. We also conducted our own research by presenting Uncertainty Experts as an online interactive documentary; we were able to gather data from more than 30,000 participants.

Our goal was to develop tools that anyone could use at a macro or micro level, whether they’re facing a significant life transition, financial struggles, or a more day-to-day challenge. So, whether you want to change the world or get through the week, this book has been written to guide you to become an Uncertainty Expert in your own life.

I believe that transforming uncertainty into opportunity is the essential skill of the post-certainty world we now live in. If it changes your life half as much as it has mine, you’re in for one hell of a ride. With the global forecast set to uncertainty for the long term, if we can increase our Uncertainty Tolerance, we will have more chance of a future rich in possibility.

Sam

Katherine Templar Lewis – Co-author

Our ability to deal with the unknown has been fundamental to the survival of our species. The human brain is like a powerful machine; the only problem is that it evolved for a world long gone. In the freefall of modern life, navigating uncertainty seems like an endangered skill. But with my love for the human species, fuelled by my work in science, I am determined to prove it’s not too late to remember just how adaptable we are and upskill for the century ahead.

You see, long before I met Sam, I had been trying to tackle the challenge of updating our brains’ operating system to better navigate the world we live in for the sake of society, but if I’m honest, for the sake of myself, too. School reports that continually talked about my latent potential led me to a career in cognitive and human science, trying to work out where the key to all my trapped potential lay.

My research, alongside the brilliant research of many others, is now drawing up a map of how to really thrive in the modern world. Exciting research is opening up at the intersections of neuroscience, psychology, biology, and social and creative realms. As different perspectives come together, we uncover more mechanisms to ‘hack our brains’, game our cognitive systems, and unlock even more of our potential – individually and collectively.

My research has taken me through the corridors of many esteemed academic institutions, from Oxford to UCL, and a few scientific field trips, the jungles of Borneo and the backwaters of the Solomon Islands, to co-founding the world’s first (and women-led!) creative neuroscience studio and lab, Kinda Studios, based in London. My mission has constantly been to accelerate insights from outside the labs, coaxing scientists to engage in the complex, messy, and often confounding real world. Because of our world’s interconnected challenges, we need these interdisciplinary answers. It’s time for creatives and scientists to be friends.

That conviction meant I was keen to talk to Sam when he first contacted me. What interested me most was that he had been interviewing a highly unusual range of characters, displaying impressive behaviours in deeply uncertain circumstances – behaviours I had been looking for in the real world – but in the wrong places. I had been looking at the more visible leaders, you know, the ones on TV and in the papers. Few showed the skills or behaviours I was looking for and from which we could learn.

Sam had actually realized this long before me. As a solution, he sought out stories about people from the edges of society who, fighting through life’s challenges, had updated their mental operating systems in just the way I had been seeking. Sam was looking for the science behind those stories. It was the perfect opportunity for creative collaboration.

Two phone calls later, Sam and I were sold on bringing science and story together. Within weeks, we had assembled an interdisciplinary team of scientists to help us decode modern uncertainty and the stories of the Uncertainty Experts, and turn them into the insight and tools you will learn in the pages of this book.

The starting point was a niche but fortuitously found department at University College London: the Centre for Study of Decision-Making in Uncertainty (CSDU).3 The lab’s director, David Tuckett, has a radical new approach to the academic study of uncertainty. Like us, his belief is that uncertainty can be an opportunity to be embraced and that research must be rooted in the real and applicable and must include an active conversation about the role of emotions in human decision-making and recognize the costs of ignoring them.4

He had challenged brilliant behavioural scientist Dr Avri Bilovich, honorary research fellow at University College London and CSDU lead researcher, to find a ‘real-world project’. He most likely wasn’t expecting Dr Bilovich to return with a file full of ex-gangsters, smugglers and refugees, but I’m certainly glad he did.

Dr Bilovich became our guiding light, carefully creating a set of scores that would allow us to measure our ability to help people ‘turn uncertainty into opportunity’, all with his infectious charm, good humour and an incredible can-do attitude. Since then he’s been by our side, helping us troubleshoot our way out of data overwhelm, and endlessly finding ways to help make sure the scientific underpinning is robust, whilst allowing us to operate at pace, and in the real world.

As our work has unfolded we have been joined by digital artists, coders, creative directors, sound designers, the band Morcheeba and even an empathy designer that we borrowed from the Finnish government. All of us working together to turn the Uncertainty Experts’ stories and the scientific insight into your doorway to navigating the world in increasingly creative ways. It has been quite a ride.

And so here we are. A project that started as a great uncertainty is now a groundbreaking online interactive documentary, a book, a proven psychological intervention and published scientific research – the profound impact of which you are about to find out for yourself . . .

Katherine

Sam & Katherine

While we have very different approaches, experiences and voices, we wrote this book in one voice, as ‘we’. Sam’s job is to narrate the stories and facilitate your reflection. Katherine’s role is to curate the reams of scientific research and evidence and create a set of experiments and experiences that will allow you to integrate the knowledge. But switching between our voices, styles and sense of humour became distracting. So we’ve created a blended narrative so that you can focus on the most crucial aspect of this book: you.

We’re always excited to hear from our audience, and you’re always welcome to contact us. We promise to reply in our own individual voices!

Love and Uncertainty,

Sam & Katherine

Hello@theuncertaintytoolkit.com




INTRODUCTION

Your Journey Through Uncertainty

‘People ask me, what’s the one skill my child should learn, given that the world is so uncertain? They expect me to talk about AI or STEM skills. What I actually say is this: they need to cultivate the ability to explore the unknown and deal creatively with uncertainty. For all of humanity’s history, the predictor of life outcomes has been our ability to deal with the unknown.’

That quote is from Dr Vivienne Ming, the world’s leading theoretical computational neuroscientist, a transgender woman, and one of the top-flight Uncertainty Experts you’re going to meet as The Uncertainty Toolkit transforms your relationship with the unknown.

Greater ease with uncertainty means more agility, confidence, creativity, connection with others, and community. It means seizing and seeking opportunities, correcting when things go wrong, and trusting your instincts. It means that flourishing rather than merely surviving becomes a realistic aspiration.

A significant promise? Well, yes. But you’ve got some of the best teachers to learn from – the Uncertainty Experts – and the heft of cutting-edge science carried out in collaboration with University College London to reassure and inform you.

We have led over 30,000 people through this journey, all under the watchful eyes of researchers and scientists. The results have been, and continue to be, remarkable. The stories, science and provocations that you will encounter in this book have transformed people’s responses to uncertainty in a measurable and scientifically significant way.1

Over 90% of participants, from all over the globe and ranging in age from fifteen to eighty-three, showed a measurable change in their relationship with uncertainty. They reported discovering their strengths and gaining the courage to try new things. They described personal empowerment, increased motivation and the realization of their capabilities. We saw participants express a clearer vision for their future and a more strategic approach to their personal and professional lives. Feelings of ‘overwhelm and being out of control’ turned into ‘actually feeling excited about the possibilities ahead’. In short, people found they could ‘worry less and do more’. We have finished every chapter with one of their ‘real-life’ testimonials to signpost where you are headed if, like them, you engage with the Uncertainty Experts’ stories, the science, experiments and reflections along the way.

Who Are the Uncertainty Experts?

From Rez Gardi, whose childhood in refugee camps paved the way to becoming a human rights lawyer, to Mark Dempster, who served time for drug smuggling and is now one of the most respected trauma specialists on London’s Harley Street, we’ve brought together insights from a group of people whose stories show us with memorable clarity how to build more comfort with uncertainty. They learned their ability to embrace complexity, ambiguity and randomness not in the boardroom or at college but on the streets or in a prison cell. Most of them first used their strategies unconsciously, having developed them through trial and error.

They are of different races, ages, nationalities, class backgrounds, gender identities and degrees of neurodivergence. This inclusivity was deliberate as it’s crucial to building collective intelligence. Diverse brains and diverse points of view built up from varying life experiences are essential to avoid narrow opinions and echo chambers.

When we were selecting the Uncertainty Experts we looked for people who had been ordinary to begin with (not already exceptional), so we could be sure that it was their exposure to uncertainty that had updated their approach to the world. Their new tools for uncertainty also had to be adaptable, applicable in a mainstream setting as well as the shadows where they learned them.

Stories are undoubtedly powerful vehicles for learning, but we didn’t just want to tell you tales of triumph against the odds, or gritty survival. Those stories can be moving and inspiring but there’s a danger that so-called ‘survivor bias’ kicks in, and you confuse cause and effect. Your admiration for people who have survived great difficulty means that you assume they got through because they’re special. You over-attribute unique qualities to them rather than looking for behaviours you can copy or use to figure out what might work for you. Our Uncertainty Experts were chosen precisely because we can all learn from them.

Three Steps to Transforming Your Uncertainty

The Uncertainty Toolkit is divided into three parts, each focusing on one of a trinity of adverse psychological effects caused by uncertainty: fear, fog and stasis. Together, they accurately represent the human experience of uncertainty and provide an excellent and relatable acronym in FFS to summarize its impact.

This framework for change is based on our research with thousands of study participants who were asked how uncertainty makes them feel. Approximately 85% of the responses described negative emotions.

The responses fell into three broad categories, the first and most significant of which we summed up as Fear. People said, ‘Uncertainty makes me feel scared, anxious, sleepless, worried, nervous, alarmed, angsty, apprehensive, doubtful, uneasy,’ etc. These are the emotional responses to uncertainty. And as fear is the first response for almost everyone, it is also our starting point.

Part One of the book will show you how to turn fear into action by focusing on the biological and chemical changes in your body that take place when you encounter uncertainty. You’ll meet three Uncertainty Experts who will provide a range of tactics and tools for tapping into your emotions and learning to regulate them. Emotional regulation is the underlying skill that you will have mastered by the end of Part One, and will provide a solid foundation for the skills you’ll develop in Parts Two and Three.

The second cluster of emotions came from phrases like, ‘Uncertainty makes me feel confused, indecisive, circular, disorientated, stumped, unsure, unclear,’ etc. These make up our cognitive responses to uncertainty. We named this set Fog to illustrate how uncertainty affects our perception, analysis, decision-making, and other aspects of our mental processing.

Part Two of the book shifts its focus away from the body to the brain’s reaction to uncertainty, and will show you how to transform fog into greater mental agility. You’ll meet three more Uncertainty Experts and discover tools to develop adaptability and creativity, essential skills for navigating an unpredictable world. You’ll take away one overriding concept called Metacognition, which is now seen as the cornerstone of nearly all mental health diagnoses and a gateway to control and be at peace with our thoughts.

The final grouping of emotions was summed up by people who said, ‘Uncertainty makes me feel stuck, purposeless, listless, apathetic, blocked, going in circles, like I’ve lost my motivation, or (our personal favourite) Meh!’ These words and phrases describe behavioural responses to uncertainty. We named this section Stasis, that horrible feeling of not being able to, or even wanting to, move forward.

Part Three brings together the brain and body and demonstrates how to escape the stasis trap through connection, which leads to trust, empathy, intuition and self-belief. We’ll touch on connection to self, connection to others, and higher ideals like purpose and meaning. You’ll meet three final Uncertainty Experts and benefit from learning their techniques in this area, adding to a complete grounding in the book’s final critical skill: embodied cognition. The thinking we can do when we combine the information from our body with more cerebral decision-making. Many neuroscientists consider this the most radical idea in cognitive science and it is a game-changing approach to flourishing in an uncertain world.

NEGATIVE EMOTIONAL RESPONSE vs POSITIVE COGNITIVE RESPONSE

These visuals illustrate the results from a survey where 3,500 respondents were asked questions before and after engaging with the Uncertainty Toolkit. The visuals show that the barrier to uncertainty, and reason it’s problematic, is triggered by an unconscious emotional response, which is overwhelmingly negative, in comparison to our cognitive response.



BEFORE ENGAGING WITH THE UNCERTAINTY TOOLKIT:

What does uncertainty make you think?

[image: A donut chart shows two equal segments: positive that makes up 50 per cent and negative that makes up the remaining 50 per cent.]
How does uncertainty make you feel?

[image: A donut chart is segmented as follows: 85 per cent negative, 10 per cent mixed, and 5 per cent positive. Negative feelings include being afraid but wanting to turn the fear into strength, and feeling stressed and worried.]


AFTER ENGAGING WITH THE UNCERTAINTY TOOLKIT:

How does the uncertainty toolkit make you feel?

[image: A donut chart is made up of 85 per cent positive, 10 per cent mixed and 5 per cent negative. Positive feelings include feeling alive, excited and curious.]


Putting You at the Heart of the Story

In every chapter you’ll find mini experiments that help reveal the impact of uncertainty and the tool you’re being introduced to. At the end of each chapter are guided reflections shaped by behavioural psychologists, to help you think differently about uncertainty and integrate the learnings. Stories, science, reflection. Entertaining, informative, interactive. And as our research has proved, transformative.

You might recognize the format from cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), with a little bit of acceptance commitment therapy (ACT) thrown in for good measure. But we have updated these models with the help of empathy designers and behavioural psychologists, and it’s been demonstrated in published research2 that these carefully prepared interactions will make the difference in increasing your Uncertainty Tolerance.

The end result will be nothing less than an upgrade on your cognitive and emotional operating systems. You’ll be more able to tackle your day with increased confidence and clarity and less avoidance and distraction. Life’s rich uncertainties will appear as opportunities.

Once you’ve discovered the experts’ remarkable stories and learned from the stellar scientists’ work that contextualizes them, you’ll realize that in fact you are the most important piece of the puzzle. You are the hero of this adventure and the star of the book. Your evolving desire for reflections and participation in the experiments is a personal journey in growth and transformation.

What Is Your Uncertainty Tolerance?

By the book’s end, you will call Uncertainty Tolerance your new superpower, but first we need to measure your baseline score so you can see how it improves by the time you’ve finished.

Uncertainty Tolerance is one of those rare silver bullets that can shoot through many challenges and provide multiple benefits.

Whilst we’ll come back to the in-depth research around this Uncertainty Tolerance, it’s worth noting as you find out yours that it has been shown to affect everything from creativity to anxiety, from decision-making to problem-solving, and from self-doubt to self-confidence, not to mention its impact on everything from tackling the climate crisis to the demise of democracy.

But, before we get into all its many benefits, we need to find out yours to begin proving how you can improve and preserve your tolerance for uncertainty.

Below is a simple test that combines a series of robust scales designed by Dr Bilovich that has been tested against a research group and a control group during the editing stage of this book, where we saw positive and statistically significant shifts on all scores.

All you have to do is take the first assessment now using the details below, then enjoy and engage with the ebook, its stories, experiments and reflections, and then there will be a second assessment using almost the same questions again at the end.

If you choose to use the QR code, your anonymized data will be treated confidentially, as it adds to our growing research, and you will be emailed a summary of your scores, an overview of any shifts and some advice and insights about how to use your scores.

You will have also contributed to the world’s most extensive-ever study on the human impact of uncertainty. Whilst your details will never be shared, we will make the anonymous data available to researchers, policy makers, designers and others who are part of the global awakening of the importance of uncertainty to help address many of the world’s most pressing problems.

In which case, thank you for being part of our ambitions for what this book-based scientific experiment can do to help people on the sharp edge of uncertainty.

The test is not complicated and takes about ten minutes. It’s predominantly multiple-choice questions and we often hear how much participants enjoy it. The more honestly you answer the more accurate your assessment and the more precise your personalized profile will be.

If you choose to use the QR code you’ll be directed to the assessment online and when you complete that, you’ll be automatically sent an email, with a link personalized to you, to complete when you finish the book and which will automatically match your scores and send you the results.

The email will have ‘Your Uncertainty Toolkit Second Assessment’ in the ‘Subject’ line, to make it easy to find and to save until you need to complete it.

Please do not complete the second assessment until you finish the book, and all the reflections and experiments. Don’t worry, the links and emails will explain all of this again, so for now please just use the QR code or URL below and enjoy taking your Uncertainty Toolkit First Assessment.

And, just in case you don’t want to do it digitally, you can also take a shorter version of the test manually using a pen and paper. You’ll find the questions and the formula for calculating your scores at the back of the book.

[image: ]

Real-Life Lessons in Uncertainty: Paul Lambert

Paul Lambert was at a career crossroads. Feeling trapped in a career he needed to escape, he wrestled with worries about his financial responsibilities for his family, and the natural anxiety of moving jobs. All the uncertainty led him to a crisis of self-doubt.

Paul was far from unusual in this predicament. Our research shows that people’s career worries are the most cited uncertainties keeping them awake at night. The science and stories you’re about to discover can help you break free from the middle-of-the-night doom loops, just as they did for Paul.

‘I’d been in my job for nine years and knew I had to step away,’ Paul told us. ‘It just wasn’t the right place for me any more. I was trying to figure out what to do next and saw nothing but roadblocks down the line. Every job description was a list of things I couldn’t do. But slowly, as I learned from the Uncertainty Experts, I felt my mindset being elevated and my emotions tapped into. Usually I either discount my emotions or let them take over. Instead, I felt lifted in my spirit. I started going to interviews and seeing potential. I began to speak up more. Previously I would have been afraid to say what I needed, but recently I’ve been saying, I need at least one day working from home, I need time with my children. It was almost like a new superpower: the confidence that came from the toolkit meant that I was able to move forward.’

We’ll hear more from Paul in future chapters when he shares how he applied some of the specific tools you will be reading about, but we wanted to include this snippet from him at the outset because, firstly, his predicament is relatable, and secondly, the 180-degree turnaround he experienced is precisely why we wanted to create this book.

‘I’ve always believed I needed to be in control of everything,’ Paul told us. ‘But now I’ve got this knowledge, I’m able to approach things in a completely different way. I take more time over decisions. Rather than worrying about what will happen, I’m confident and excited about finding the right role.’

It would be easy to mistake Paul’s experience as a minor moment of uncertainty and a small victory. We could have opted to tell you about one of the grander success stories we’ve heard from people who’ve gone through the Uncertainty Experts’ training, but it feels right to begin as we mean to go on, by emphasizing that experiences of uncertainty are subjective and personal. We’re proud of Paul. For someone who felt trapped and diminished to feel liberated and confident, for someone who wouldn’t previously have spoken up to be putting their family and wellbeing first, even in the scary setting of a job interview, well, this is the vindication that we and the Uncertainty Experts always hoped for. We’re excited for you to develop the same ‘superpowers’ that Paul did.






CHAPTER ONE

A Brief History of Uncertainty

‘We were just kids, kicking a ball around the estate. A group of older guys nearby would kick the ball back every time it rolled over. They were laughing among themselves, they seemed like nice guys. Then a silver Jeep pulled in, hoodies went up, bandanas came out, swear words were exchanged, and guns appeared. The driver tried to accelerate to escape, shots were fired, and the car hit a lamppost. As everyone fled the scene, the group leader approached us, hid the firearm in a wall nearby, added his hoodie to one of our makeshift goalposts and told me to pass him the ball. That was my introduction to gangland London. I played footy with him until the police came and went.’

Karl Lokko is a charismatic, articulate, intelligent young man with a laugh that fills a room, who, a few years after this incident, was labelled ‘London’s Number One Gang Leader’. He grew up in one of the most violent parts of inner-city South London, the fear of uncertainty constantly around him. ‘I weirdly fell in love,’ he said of his first encounter with gangs. ‘It was traumatic but also romantic. There was something about the bravado, the brutality, that was almost an antidote to the feeling of powerlessness. I thought, wow, the audacity; I want to be able to handle myself like that.’

We’ll be coming back to Karl’s remarkable story in depth when we learn his tools for overcoming the fear of uncertainty. But for now, Karl, like all the Uncertainty Experts, delivers a singular truth: uncertainty is part of life; try as we might, we cannot erase it. In fact, we need to stop trying. It only wastes time and reduces our ability to innovate, adapt and grow. Instead, we need to change the way we interact with and respond to uncertainty. Karl proves that while uncertainty is beyond our control, our relationship with uncertainty is not.

From Tigers to To-Do Lists

What are you worrying about right now? Katherine is worried about a talk she has to give in the morning that she feels unprepared for, the fact that once again she forgot to set up a direct debit or call her parents, whether she is going to be a good mother, whether in fact she is a good daughter. Sam is worried about her losing focus and reminds her of their most imminent worry, the looming deadline for this book.

Our research showed that we’re awake worrying about the same four things at 3 a.m., which are work challenges or our career prospects, the money we do or don’t have, our relationships (both the good and the bad ones), our health and the health of people we love. If there’s any time left after all that, we worry about war, AI or the climate crisis.

But here’s the thing: the essence that makes all our worries problematic is uncertainty. ‘Uncertainty is the fuel of worry’, as renowned psychologist and uncertainty researcher Michael Dugas puts it. From lost passwords, ageing parents, new children, career pivots or things you wish you had, or hadn’t, said, all these are micro-moments of uncertainty and are part of our daily existence, driving our subsequent worries. It’s just that we rarely realize that uncertainty is at the root of them all. And fair enough – it’s a somewhat abstract concept compared to the concrete dread of having to apply for an emergency passport before your holiday.

Our human brains are hardwired to seriously dislike uncertainty. We fear it more than we do clowns and trust it less than politicians. But it doesn’t always feel like fear; worry is how uncertainty insidiously shows up for most people, most of the time.

And, whilst a sprinkling of worry in its pure form is a relatively harmless part of the pre-ordained primal survival package that comes with being a human,1 uncertainty turns normal worry into what’s known as meta-worry, which is when you start to worry about what you’re worrying about. Its effects can be debilitating. Meta-worry might be a wonky term but if you’ve ever woken up at 3 a.m. worrying about something when there is nothing you can do about it and witnessed yourself spiral down into a place where denial and avoidance seem like the only way out; then, while you might not have heard of it, you’ve definitely felt it.

Worry is an inescapable human activity. We learned to worry in the wild 300,000 years ago, but back then threats were less ambiguous. Sabre-tooth tigers didn’t have unspoken agendas and choosing hunting over gathering wouldn’t get you cancelled online.

But since your worries are about non-mortal, everyday uncertainties, such as getting up late, mounting bills, or that nagging ache or pain, many will never get resolved. The chemicals flooding your body simply churn around in a whirlpool of unspent adrenaline and cortisol. It’s no wonder we think of uncertainty as an uncomfortable place.

That is why most of us do all we can to create certainty – a drive that has taken us away from the threat of tigers and into a world where we can check how many minutes there are to go before our food arrives at the door.

Driven by this primal instinct to overcome uncertainty, human beings have always created systems of order and structure. Uncertainty isn’t the only motivating force behind humanity’s improbable evolutionary journey. Still, if you were to isolate one factor that has been present at every significant point – not just of our survival but also our success – it’s undoubtedly uncertainty.

We can’t solve uncertainty. Instead, we have to learn to think and feel our way through it, with body and brain working in harmony. That’s how to unlock the very best of what it means to be human. The process starts with a reframe because, throughout human history and our own lives, every one of us has been successful precisely because of uncertainty. The irony is that something that feels so bad for us can, in fact, be incredibly good for us.

This is the perpetual paradox: uncertainty drives our creativity. Studies have shown that the greater the level of uncertainty, the more optimized the human brain can become for learning and adaptation.2 There are so many moments in life when we decide to play safe, play small, avoid, distract, and remain stuck. Until we shift our attitude to uncertainty, we will struggle to rise to its challenge. And unprocessed uncertainty contributes to all sorts of distress. It transforms into those worry loops or other unwelcome mental guests: anxiety, imposter syndrome, self-sabotage, feeling out of your depth, procrastination, people pleasing, analysis paralysis, and many more well-known nasties that press the pause button on life.

We appreciate that’s a long list of the many manifestations of uncertainty, but it’s well evidenced. In fact, uncertainty is considered possibly the most significant driver of anxiety disorders.3 It is what’s known as ‘a transdiagnostic driver’, that sits under multiple disorders triggering all those ailments, sometimes all at once.

Uncertainty can feel like the end-of-level baddie waiting for us all at the end of the game, pulling all the strings that trip us up. But if we can reframe it from ultimate foe to unexpected ally, it transforms into the pathway by which we can all level up. It’s not uncertainty that’s the problem; that would in fact be our flawed and frustrating relationship with uncertainty.

Now we’ve identified the real villain in all this, it’s time for the heroes. Except we don’t need characters in capes because the real hero is you, or at least it will be by the time you finish the book.

Resilience Redefined

The psychological trait we all need in order to thrive in the midst of the unknown is what scientists call Uncertainty Tolerance.4 People with low Uncertainty Tolerance (UT) tend to be more risk-averse, cautious and lacking in empathy and imagination than those with a higher score. They struggle to explore different ideas or mental models from their own. They also suffer more anxiety and stress. People who score highly for Uncertainty Tolerance, on the other hand, are not only more resilient and less stressed but crucially are also more creative, more innovative problem-solvers and more effective decision-makers.5, 6

An individual’s Uncertainty Tolerance even correlates with political and societal beliefs. One study found that people with a low capacity to tolerate uncertainty are more likely to be swayed by populist propaganda or extremist agendas and are more susceptible to fake news, conspiracy theories and even radicalization. Another study shows tolerance for uncertainty correlates significantly with a greater tendency to accept or reject the reality of man-made climate change.7 The crucial thing is that, wherever you start, your degree of comfort with uncertainty is flexible and stable. We aim to move your everyday baseline upwards. To provide increased resilience in the face of life’s uncertainties.

UNCERTAINTY TOLERANCE IN HIGH-STRESS ENVIRONMENTS

The tools in the Uncertainty Toolkit are particularly powerful when applied to high-stress environments, such as working for the NHS. Out of 3,500 respondents, NHS staff members – who already had significantly higher bravery scores than participants within other careers – showed the biggest percentage increase in their bravery scores after engaging with the Uncertainty Toolkit.



[image: A line graph compares the bravery scores, as measured by the BART (Balloon Analogue Risk Test) scale, of NHS staff and other participants. Other participants had a BART score of around 13 before applying the Uncertainty Toolkit and around 15 after applying the Uncertainty Toolkit, which was a 13.73 per cent improvement. NHS staff who had a significantly higher ‘before’ score of 20 had an 18.62 per cent improvement after applying the Uncertainty Toolkit, resulting in an ‘after’ score of 25.]
Bravery score as measured by the BART (Baloon Analogue Risk Test) scale



Research, including our own, has shown that anyone can learn how to improve Uncertainty Tolerance and unlock the greater clarity, creativity and calm it brings. So whether it’s helping you overcome your imposter syndrome, feel more motivated to vote, or decrease the drivers of anxiety, if there’s one thing we can do to make it all a little more possible, it’s to increase our Uncertainty Tolerance.


UNLOCKING YOUR UNCERTAINTY TOLERANCE:
Experiment #1: The Q Test8

Welcome to the first of a dozen practical, interactive experiments that we will guide you through to help illustrate how this learning process will work, what Uncertainty Tolerance means and how to activate it.

The first is a fun one to get us started. It’s more illustrative than entirely academic, although if you end up in the footnotes you will find a valid scientific source. It’s here to make a point about how Uncertainty Tolerance is a psychological trait, and how these traits influence more decisions than you’d think.

Please put your index finger in the air. Now use it to ‘draw’ a capital letter Q on your forehead. Go ahead; no one is watching.

Done it?

Which side of your forehead did you draw the tail of the letter Q towards? Did you draw it with the tail pointing towards your left eye or your right eye?

If you drew the tail towards the left side of your forehead (as if being read by someone facing you), you most likely have a personality skewed towards an awareness of how other people perceive you, high on empathy, but also statistically more likely to be good at lying!

If you drew the tail on the right side of your forehead, you drew it from your perspective. This tends to correlate with personality dimensions such as introversion, and statistically, you may struggle to see other people’s perspectives, especially in an argument. Sorry. However, you are more likely to be passionate and clear about your own path and be able to acknowledge your own needs first.

We wanted to show you how unconscious traits drive our thinking and behaviour. Like many such traits, Uncertainty Tolerance tends to sit quietly, unnoticed. But, when we become consciously aware of our behaviours we can reprogramme them to work in our favour, turning reactions into responses. Like many innate traits, Uncertainty Tolerance is malleable, once we realize it. Let’s start now.




Reflection Section 1: Open Your Mind

It’s time to start your integration of the concepts and ideas you’re reading about. We’ll begin with a straightforward but essential and enlightening set of reflections that will help you access a fundamental tool for navigating uncertainty: your ability to open your mind.

If you’re wondering why open-mindedness is our starting point, consider Professor Philip Tetlock’s seminal study into what made people good at making successful predictions, which found that the number-one factor across thousands of decisions and which accounted for whether they were accurate or not, was not (as he’d assumed) the age, seniority, experience or even financial success of the person taking them. It was, very simply, that person’s level of open-mindedness.

If you want to make a reasonable forecast of the unknown, which, let’s face it, is crucial to evaluating what to do about absolutely anything in life, then being open-minded is all-important. And we’re all open-minded, right? Or at least we probably like to think we are.

Take some time now to pause. The following page has been laid out with the questions and some space for doodling. Feel free to use it. We suggest you tackle each question and give yourself a few minutes. You can do the reflection a couple of times if you wish, once as you read through the following explanation and then again, using the blank spaces to jot down further thoughts.

First question, coming up. How open-minded are you if 0 is completely close-minded and 10 is very open-minded? Try to recall moments when you’ve been open-minded in your evaluations or decision-making despite time pressures or tricky constraints. What were the circumstances? Who were you with? What did you feel in those moments? What about some occasions when you weren’t so open-minded, when in hindsight you can see that you jumped to a conclusion or fell back on what you suspected wasn’t quite the right course of action? Let the thoughts come up and see how they settle.

Are you back? What did you uncover?

It’s time to be really honest with ourselves and show a bit of self-compassion because, actually, we’re all a little less open-minded, a bit more short-sighted, and closed off to new ideas in moments of high stress. And yes, now we mention it, those moments do occur quite often. So perhaps it’s more true to say that while we’re generally open-minded, we aren’t always. That’s okay. We’re human.

Time for question number two. When are you at your most open-minded? Let your thoughts roam around. Do you think you’re open-minded on a daily or weekly basis? Is there a time of the day or a particular activity that fosters open-mindedness? Meditating, on a walk, at the weekend, in the shower . . . Is it linked to moments of relative calm, perhaps? Are you still open-minded when you’re late, stressed, under the weather, tired, or worried about the cracks in your life?

This question is quite telling for many people but also handy because once you’ve answered it (honestly), you’ll know when you’re best (and worst) at making open-minded predictions and can bear that in mind the next time you need to.

And so to the last question. If you needed to make the best prediction possible about a complex future problem, how would you most efficiently and effectively access an open-minded state right now? Is there the equivalent of an internal button you could press or anything you could do to help yourself access this positive state in moments of uncertainty? What could you start to do differently now to make it easier to move into open-mindedness when you need it?

The reflections are meant to stretch you just enough. The good news is that we both know you’ve got answers for each one, so now is your time to tap into them. But please do take the time because before you know it, you’ll be asked to weigh up the odds and decide about the future, and if you want to increase your chances of being right, this is where you start.

How open-minded are you if 0 is close-minded and 10 is very open-minded?

When are you at your most open-minded, and in what circumstances?

And how do you access or activate an open-minded state when you need to?




Real-Life Lessons in Uncertainty: Ria Phillips

Ria is an associate partner at global consulting firm EY, responsible for growth markets and innovation. It’s a big job at a big firm and comes with significant responsibility. While some of us get to face the uncertainty of work by sitting at home writing books in our underwear all day, Ria has to face it by staying as far ahead of her clients and the curve as she can. Since this makes her something of a professional uncertainty wrangler, we thought her perspective would be interesting to you. Over to Ria . . .

‘My job is to lead my clients through change, and that is getting harder and harder to do. It’s challenging to get people to take a leap and take action to work through what’s holding them back. I sought out the Uncertainty Toolkit because I knew I needed it to be more effective with my clients. I didn’t realize how much I, personally, was going to get out of it.

‘It’s given me the “why” behind my procrastinating or feeling a bit sick at the thought of a particular decision. It’s shown me the “why” that explains how I know something intuitively. It’s given me all these skills that I didn’t think I needed, but it’s also given me a language for things I’ve always known.

‘The work that has most challenged me but has also been the most helpful, is around becoming comfortable with the idea of doubt rather than trying to push it away. One of the Uncertainty Experts said that the only person who knows whether something will be the right decision for you ten years from now is you, ten years from now. That landed with me because it allowed me to relax with the idea of not always having an answer. Now I know it’s acceptable to say we’ll figure it out. I’ve learned it’s important to have a plan but not try too hard to predict how it will work out. That feels like a very different way of looking at things.’

We admire the way Ria makes the point that refiguring your relationship with uncertainty helps both in the office and at home. The Uncertainty Toolkit is holistic; if your main uncertainty is around work, it will also help with your family, or if your uncertainty is around health, it will also help with career choices.

But to enjoy the holistic benefits just as Ria did, relax a little as you go into it. Be aware that true uncertainty means letting go of needing to know all the answers, resisting the idea that doubt is always bad, and using the space created by leaving all that worry behind to see what emerges.






PART ONE

From Fear to Action: How Your Body Is Your Ally




‘Because we fear the unknown, we risk disregarding success stories if they do not come from somewhere familiar, and that’s a very limiting outlook. I see many bright spots, from climate change to racial justice to drug policy. There are bright spots everywhere if we choose to look for them. The tragedy is that people think, “We cannot dismantle what we currently have, no matter how unjust it is, because I fear what comes next.” Through overcoming my fears of the unknown, I now have faith that what comes next will be so much better than what we currently have. I look to the bright spots from outside of the knowns.’

This is the voice of Morgan Godvin, an ex-addict inmate and now human rights activist and legal campaigner, and the next of our Uncertainty Experts. Her ongoing wisdom and ability to find perspective have boosted our hopeful conviction that humanity can respond creatively to uncertainty and turn it into a force for good.

What makes this quote the perfect way to start Part One is Morgan’s frank acknowledgement of her fear, and clear-eyed assessment of how it limits her. We must all begin our journey to becoming Uncertainty Experts by facing the unknown and feeling fear.

Fear is one of the most universal human experiences. When we’re in a situation that feels unknowable, challenging and potentially threatening, some degree of anxiety is almost inevitable. And sure enough, it comes up as the first reaction to uncertainty for most of the participants in our research.

But if fear is universal, how we experience and describe it is highly personal. Fear expresses itself in ways as unique as we are. Our research captured multiple definitions. Some people felt that ‘fear’ was too intense a word for the sensations and feelings they experienced. Participants described everything from low-level worry to unease, trepidation and permanent panic.

Some of you may not have interpreted your initial reaction to uncertainty as anxiety or even nervousness. This is partly because fear can operate within our subconscious. We often don’t know why we have the thoughts we do or act the way we act. We find ourselves reacting rather than responding to events. By the time you’ve realized what’s going on, the original fear has already morphed into the evil trinity of anxiety, avoidance and worrying about worrying.

So we are here to help you build a new level of awareness. Regulating your fear is the foundation for building all your uncertainty superpowers. Transforming your relationship with fear from a headwind that holds you back to a tailwind that can drive you forward is your runway to increased Uncertainty Tolerance. So let’s start with a quick intravenous understanding of how fear works in your body, so that in each of the three following chapters you can focus on how to master it.

How Fear Works

Feeling fearful is unpleasant, but is a survival strategy that has evolved over hundreds of thousands of years
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