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Introduction

When I tell people I’ve taken up extreme sports in my retirement from professional cycling, they generally respond to me in one of two ways. Both options approach my hobbies as pathologies to be diagnosed, but they offer up different causes for my condition. It’s either nature or nurture, and the first group are certain that I must have simply been born this way. It’s clear to them that the career I had was a result of an innate willingness to push myself to extremes, and skydiving, surfing or competing in the Cheltenham Festival is really just a continuation of that disposition. I’m sure there’s some truth in this theory. My mum recently dug out a drawing I did as a ten-year-old, titled ‘what I want to be when I grow up’, and in it I’d painted myself as both a gold medallist and a professional jockey (as well as someone who would one day own not one, but two rabbits). This alone suggests that I’ve always had an appetite for risk and an openness to challenges (as well as some sort of clairvoyant ability to foresee the multiple medals and menagerie of animals that have been a feature of my life).

The second diagnosis – sorry, response – is that I was conditioned into this state by the pattern of my professional life as an Olympian. These analysts argue that the constant cycle of competition, elation and relief in which I lived somehow created an adrenaline-shaped hole that I simply had to fill afterwards with mountains and motorcycles. Again, this is plausible. There’s no direct substitute for the feeling of working towards a gold medal for four years and performing under intense stress to win the race that matters. It’s well documented that many sportspeople fall into patterns of addiction when their careers are over, and experts that work with them often point to a sort of dopamine dependency that develops through a lifetime in elite sport. Winning the Olympics or a World Championships offers a high that’s hard to match outside of the sporting arena, and when our bodies are no longer capable of competition, many ex-professionals turn to addictive and self-destructive alternatives. You will see throughout this book that I do not see equivalence between the challenges I take on and harmful addictive behaviours. I’m not really a fan of the term ‘adrenaline junkie’.

This is because I believe there is a third explanation for my desire to take on stressful challenges. Put simply, I think it is a good idea. I would argue that feeling, facing and utilizing fear is both rational and healthy. Yes, I understand how that sounds. Climbing Everest = rational. Racing at Cheltenham having hardly ridden a horse = healthy. It’s counterintuitive, and even though racing thoroughbred horses is unlikely to be prescribed by your GP any time soon, I cannot shake the sense that these challenges enrich our lives. Like many people who do difficult things for pleasure, I believe that there are opportunities in the things that frighten us and deeper long-term benefits to stepping outside of our comfort zones. I suspect that my peaceful moments are more so for the shocks that I have endured, that my sense of what is possible is expanded, and my ordinary stresses are somehow transformed by the experience of extraordinary ones. We are stronger and more confident when we feel fear and act; it is our guide and our energy source, and if we follow it, we have an opportunity to replace the anxiety in our life which is nothing but a drain.

This might be the point at which you are wondering whether my suggestion that you climb Everest is actually that practical, given you have a school run in fifteen minutes. You may agree that racing in the next Grand National would really put stressful work presentations into perspective, but that substituting one for the other isn’t really an option. So I should probably explain my view that comfort zones are relative. The challenges you pursue are entirely your own, defined by your circumstances, your stresses and your fear. Anything that gives you a sense of nervous energy, that you doubt you can overcome, and that fits within the possibilities of your schedule, will provide the benefits to your self-image, efficacy and wellbeing that I describe in this book.

We can each draw similar benefits from different challenges, because our comfort zones are as personal as our fears. You probably do things every day that I would find terrifying. Maybe you raise children. Maybe you work in an environment where you are regularly scrutinized. Perhaps you’re a teacher and have to speak in front of crowds of fourteen-year-olds on a daily basis. These experiences would be my Everest, much more so than . . . well, Everest.

So when I give specifics, I hope I’m able to draw out the generalities. If I discuss the wellbeing impacts of white-water kayaking, understand that similar forces are at play when you convince yourself to perform at Wednesday Karaoke. When I talk about the mental health of mountain climbers, I want to make it clear that you can choose your own mountain (or poetry night, or parkrun). The challenges change but the opportunities are the same, and they exist in the relationship between facing our fear and feeling stronger for it. In a sense, this can be boiled down to:


[image: Disc image] Feeling a stress response and putting it to use.

[image: Disc image] Growing more self-aware and confident by doing things you doubted you were capable of.

[image: Disc image] Learning to then see challenges as opportunities and adventures, and, by extension, experiencing your life more like the adventure that it is.

These features apply to the outer reaches of your comfort zone, so they could be anything from a surfing lesson to amateur dramatics or a conversation with an attractive barista. If something both scares and excites you, and if it in any way seems difficult, then there are good reasons to do it – and it need not require specialist equipment or a six-week trek to the Andes. What matters is the physical and mental impact of progressing from ‘I couldn’t do that’, through ‘I’m preparing to do that’, and on towards ‘I did that’.

You will see as we progress that there is a wealth of evidence regarding the benefits of doing difficult and frightening things. It won’t just be a series of platitudes from this heavily tattooed ex-cyclist or from Southern Californian men who jump off cliff faces dressed like flying squirrels (this is a thing). We will speak with neuroscientists, adventure psychologists and child psychologists. We will deconstruct the gender norms around risk-taking (it’s actually not a man’s game) as well as the epidemic of chronic illness that has occurred because we process stress using hardware developed for avoiding lions rather than awkward interactions, and we will look at both big pictures and small ones. I will hopefully go some way to understanding whether challenges are good for us, or whether the people that think I was either born this way or conditioned into it by my career are in fact correct.

Certain aspects will seem quite personal to me. For example, in terms of the fear of change that we all must confront, I completed my ‘life’s work’ (in other people’s eyes) by the time I was thirty-two, when I retired as a professional cyclist. This may seem relatively unique, but in truth I went through the same processes that we all do when some period of our life ends and we must choose to move forward. Whether we’re facing the end of a sporting career, an empty nest or the loss of a loved one, life continually requires us to feel our fear and step into the unknown. There are times when we all must fight or fly. These terrifying moments can be the most important of our lives. The times when we step into the unknown are often those we look back on most fondly and shine brightest in our memory. They have a certain energy and life force, and we have an opportunity to harness it, to reframe our fears and challenges into sources of momentum rather than the leaden, aimless weight of anxiety. Even better, we can do it every day, through small, surmountable challenges which prime us to see fear as the precursor to progress.

As we grow older, stepping into the unknown is something that needs practice. With age, our comfort zone can grow, and the distance to its edge can seem insurmountable as habit and routine settle us deeper within it. This is not always so much of an issue if we are entirely satisfied in our life. If you are perfectly happy, have great meaning in your life and have no issue with chronic (long-term) stress inside your comfort zone, then it should be obvious that you do not need to practise stepping out of it. If, like many others in developed nations, you still feel uncomfortably anxious amidst all this comfort, then there is an argument for making a change. This is the case for being afraid of something rather than worried about everything.

It’s unfortunately common that while the certainty in our lives increases with age, the sense of joy and ease does not. This journey from a childhood where we live in a constant state of becoming and changing, to a youth of greater competence but no less risk and change, through to the years where most aspects of our life start to find their place, does not always bring us greater happiness or security. Many things become more stable and yet we grow more anxious. In light of this, I think it’s worth considering whether calculated uncertainty (funny concept, I know) can be a useful antidote to the stresses of normality, and the normalization of stress, as well as a form of preparation for the seismic shifts that will at some point occur in our lives. If we give ourselves real things to be afraid of, we close out the space in which our anxiety and stress can fixate on hypothetical threats. I also believe that choosing to challenge ourselves offers us a chance to train for those moments when life really does challenge us. Controlling our stress response, planning effectively and believing in our ability to navigate hardship are all things we can, and should, practise.

For me to test these ideas, I will have to be quite open about my own life and my experiences. This feels like a risk to me. In fact, it’s just the thing I’ve avoided for a number of years. While the demands of racing itself weren’t a great issue for me, the attention and scrutiny that came with it was another matter, so in retirement I have mostly stepped back from public life. Now I am writing a book about facing fears which requires me to do just that. My hope is that I’ll discover that I’m stronger than I thought, and that the risk is worth taking. It’s often true that the stress of avoiding an imaginary threat is worse than the threat itself, and I believe that to be true today.

Which cuts to the root of the problem of how we deal with anxiety and stress in the twenty-first century. For all the time and money we’ve spent trying to control, limit and quash it, we don’t seem to be getting any closer to stopping its spread. Making ourselves less stressed seems to be quite stressful, which suggests we should try something different. Maybe it’s time we ask what happens when we pursue it, and try to own it. Maybe we have an opportunity to chase our fears, rather than let them chase us.

So let’s go.

Yours intrepidly,

Victoria Pendleton




1. First Fears

How Children Challenge Themselves and Learn Through Play 

At five years old, and three foot five, a high wall was for climbing. Where adults would see a barrier, my brother Alex and I saw a springboard, a toy or a teacher that could show us just what was possible. We would start with questions like ‘can we climb it?’, advance to ‘can we get across it?’, and usually arrive at ‘should we jump off it?’ This simple thing, this mass of bricks, could be a playground or a testing ground. It offered us a chance to figure out our capabilities, and gain confidence in them, to see our limitations and learn by pushing them. While the rest saw a wall, and two children jumping off it, we were discovering the world and ourselves. This study of physics (children fall with a velocity proportional to their starting height) was our introduction to biology (cuts heal) and experienced through the almost magical chemistry of two twins exploring the world.

As tiny scientists, our twinship made us ideal research subjects. To us, any differences in our outcomes could only be the result of differences in action, of willing, approach or execution. We could learn from one another because, in our eyes, we were exactly the same. This may not have been entirely true, but our parents went to great lengths to instil a sense of equality between us. They chose not to raise us as a little boy and girl, but a pair of twins (or twinnies, to us), unencumbered by the limitations of gender that society might later choose to impose on us.

I know that some twins struggle with the shared nature of their experience; they feel their individuality is compromised by their partnership, the comparison is a thief of their joy and they receive halves where most children receive wholes. But this was not the case for Alex and me. We simply thought we were special, even if it was more our circumstances than our selves that were unique. Growing up alongside my brother gave me a freedom to pick traits, habits and hobbies from the (supposedly) masculine side of the aisle, and that gave me a fuller range of opportunities than many girls can access. Being like each other meant that we could be more like ourselves, and we could do so safely in the knowledge that our best friend would always be there beside us.

So we saw ourselves as blessed, not by God, but by the stars which fated us to be born into a team. We felt lucky, so we took that luck and ran with it, jumped with it and rode it along home-made slalom courses down Stofold. These car-door chicanes and alleyway bottlenecks were taken at high speeds on small bikes and roller skates; they were time trials, but also tests of our will. We challenged ourselves, and each other, for fun. I don’t remember being scared, but I do remember being exhilarated at the possibility of scraped elbows or near misses. These were the sorts of challenges that we chose. There were risks, but they were a part of the course we designed, contributing to the joy we felt as much as the danger any adult might perceive. We felt in control, and when we were not, well, we had chosen not to be. Those slaloms were some of my first experiences of risk, and of the kind of proactive fear and challenge-seeking that this book advocates for.

I should be clear that I won’t be encouraging you to jump off a wall or ride through an alleyway in the Home Counties any time soon. I will, however, ask you to consider doing something that fills you with a similar nervous excitement. Something that you think you could do, that you might quite like to be able to do, but wouldn’t for reasons that you can seemingly justify. I hope that this book encourages you to challenge yourself, to do something a bit scary, that you might believe you could someday be capable of, if you can learn to think a bit more like a child.

I have no concern about encouraging you to do such things, whether it’s speaking up with a colleague you find intimidating or joining a sports team, because there really is no harm in trying and, as we will see, so much to gain. A challenge is very different from a threat, just as an adventure is a world away from a worry, but as individuals and as a society we have lost a sense of these distinctions. Many of us feel anxious, or threatened by things that may not happen; we see risk where there is none and doubt our ability to cope in the face of hardships. I want to encourage you, like the twinnies you just met, to learn what you are capable of by testing yourself. I want to show you how seeking adventure can loosen worry’s grip, how the pursuit of knowable fears can break our preoccupation with unknowable ones and demonstrate how strength, self-knowledge and confidence can be gained by putting your capabilities to the test. Simply put, I want to convince you that fear is an opportunity and worry a misuse of our imagination.

I want to do this, because I know life will test us all. The dependencies we create through love and connection leave us vulnerable, the things we gain can make us loss-averse and the passage of time can cause us to be preoccupied about possible pain rather than excited for life’s opportunities. We should all practise resilience, both to develop it and to access the joy of the experiences that teach it. This can make us happier, stronger and more secure in our self-belief, but at its core and at the deeper end of life, it can even prepare us for those fears and hardships that underpin all others. We will all face a time when we confront our own mortality, or that of the people we love, and I believe that challenging ourselves and seeing just how strong we can be, can teach us skills that will empower us when those days inevitably come.

I have only recently come to understand how chosen challenges can give us greater strength to face unchosen ones. I learned much earlier how different controlled and uncontrollable fear can be. While Alex and I found joy in our frights of fancy as children, we experienced a very different form of fear close to our fifth birthday. It started with a game, much like everything did at that point. We were in a bramble patch, creating a hidden den surrounded by the thorns on wild rose bushes, but as we passed between the hedgerows Alex scratched his ear. I didn’t notice and he thought nothing of it, so we continued playing until we heard ‘dinner’s ready!’.

My memory of what followed is not perfectly clear, but a few days later Alex became lethargic. Medical terms were discussed and doctors were consulted, my parents seemed worried and I vaguely sensed that I should be too. I didn’t understand what was going on until I heard the words ‘we could lose him’ at the kitchen table. Somehow it seemed that his scratched ear had triggered septicaemia, which had indicated to the doctors that he might in fact have the early stages of leukaemia. The beauty of that wild rose bush had hidden the harsh truth of our mortality, and just as roses and thorns grew amidst one another, so it seemed sickness had hovered close beneath our laughter. As if in some dark fairy tale, our charmed story and inseparability diverged on the tip of a thorn. This was my introduction to the stark reality that fear is entirely dependent on our ability to understand its cause and our belief that we can overcome it. With a clear mind and self-belief, our fear can marshal our resources and provide our energy source. Without clarity and without self-belief, it only serves as a looming threat. I was afraid of Alex’s illness, unable to understand it and aware on some level that I did not have the resources to help him overcome it. So I was powerless. 

‘We could lose him’. I understood that, even if I could not quite countenance it. The word ‘could’ seemed to me to be playing the role it did in phrases like ‘we could win the lottery’ or ‘humans could colonize Mars’. It referred to a possibility so small as to be almost impossible, but still I felt afraid. It was a new fear, distinct from the nervous excitement of backyard games or dizzying heights, but one where control and hope had to be ceded. We could not be together, Alex had to go away, and I did too. We had to do our best and try to be good, but there was no second go at this. This was a new powerlessness, and the moment we first confronted death, after only a few short years of being alive.

Thanks to a remarkably swift diagnosis from our local GP, Alex went off to Great Ormond Street and I went to live with my grandparents while our older sister Nicola stayed with our father at home. I’m sure it hurt them to keep us apart, but my mother could not keep watch over all of us and my dad had to work, so they thought it was best to keep little Victoria at a safe distance. I know they were right, but with that distance my knowledge of the situation was reduced to the positive things I heard and clung to, ‘he’s getting the best care possible’ or ‘he should be fine’. I didn’t have to see the fear in my parents’ eyes or the pallor of Alex’s skin. I didn’t see him on his bad days and if my parents wept, I could not hear it. I was hidden and I was protected.

It is only now, when I look back at photos, that my heart breaks. My brother, my twin, my other half, is so small and so weak. His hair is gone and a bandage hides his canula, but he smiles with a hopefulness that only a child can muster in such circumstances. I see his suffering. I am not ashamed that I did not understand it at the time, only sad for my brother, who could be so small and yet be asked to endure so much. His bravery and the bravery of my parents saved me from sharing in the pain.

Amidst those thorns, the care of my grandparents was a rose. I loved them, and I loved living with them, so much so that after a time I declined to go back home on weekends. They were masters of play, somehow able to elevate basic household chores and errands to the status of games. They clearly knew me well, and saw how invested I could be in any activity that was designated as a challenge. To this day I will try to play at the hard things that I have to do, introducing boundaries, limits and challenges to activities that would otherwise be called hard work. In a ‘turbo trainer sprint interval session’ (they are as bad as they sound), I would not struggle to ‘modulate output at thirty second intervals’, but race against the chorus of my favourite songs. Similarly, I won’t do a 10k run, but I will see how fast I can get from one tree to another in the distance. The playfulness I learned in childhood facilitated the professionalism of my adult life, and the new meaning I found in retirement.

I was lucky to live through such a difficult time with people who knew me in ways that I only understand now. I existed happily and optimistically at one step removed from Alex’s life at Great Ormond Street. I perceived the whole situation through rose-coloured binoculars, and I was lucky that my distant optimism wasn’t misplaced. After six months, my positive reading of the situation was proved to be correct. Alex was in remission; he was getting the best care possible; he did get better. He came home, and we became whole again.

How Children Learn About Risk Through Play

So the games began. Fortunately, we had not grown thorn-weary or cautious, and mortality did not cast its shadow over our risky play. We swung ropes over ditches, built improvised bike ramps and improved our times on the backyard slalom. We pushed our boundaries and we learned what we were capable of, well aware that scraped knees and lost teeth were a fair price to pay for freedom. 

I spoke recently with an education researcher from Utrecht about these kinds of play. His name is Dr Martin van Rooijen, and in addition to his role as a government advisor and advocate, he has the quite wonderful title of ‘play facilitator’. He watches children at play, and instead of trying to advise, simply learns from them and speaks up for their right to do so in the ways that they desire. To Martin, our improvised and somewhat ramshackle games were just the sort of thing he encourages. Martin pioneered something called ‘loose parts’ play, which is where children are offered objects rather than toys to play with as they choose. This has its origins in the experiences of children in the Second World War, when toys were limited and parental oversight was too, so urban children made their own games amidst the wreckage of their towns and cities. The landscape architect Carl Theodor Sørensen saw this and pioneered the idea of ‘Adventure Playgrounds’ in Denmark, which soon came to the UK in 1948. Unlike many modern adventure playgrounds, these were filled with what appears to the adult eye as, well, junk, and it was a visit to a British junkyard playground in the eighties that inspired Martin to take the idea back to the Netherlands.

Martin gives the children in his play sessions opportunities to play in the ways that they want to. He may give them barrels or office chairs and allow them to design their own games around them. What he finds is that while children engage in risky play, they consistently prove themselves to be very capable risk-assessors. They will spin an office chair as fast as they are comfortable to, or roll the barrel towards one another with a force that the recipient can tolerate. If they go too fast, or too hard, they may take a minor bump, but that is okay for them.1 He has found that loose parts play also frees children from the gender- and age-coding they are confronted with by formal toys. These are not ‘products for girls’ or ‘8+’, they are wooden planks, and as such they can be anything children want them to be. The result is that children choose who they want to be more freely. Play across gender and age groups is more common, with smaller children often ending up at play with others a few years older than them because they are both drawn to the same object. This encourages creativity, and ingenuity, but it also means younger children are able to learn from the older ones and see what they may be capable of in the future. Through play, they can see what they can grow into and what they could experience.

When I described the makeshift ramps and rope swings of my youth, Martin was supportive. He believes that we underestimate children, much like how many of us underestimate our adult selves. He believes that risky, free play offers an opportunity for children to understand their capabilities and their boundaries and thus develop a sense of autonomy and capability – which is an important developmental experience, especially when we consider how many of us struggle with feedback and criticism. A lot of play now is evaluated and overseen by adults, judged even, and to Martin this denies children a crucial learning opportunity. If we teach that there is a right or wrong way to play, or suggest to children that they are incapable of developing safe (or dangerous) ways to move their bodies through the world, they are held back from developing their own ways of evaluating what feels right to them, and believing in that. When Alex and I built ramps over ditches, we were exploring some basic principles of engineering, but we were also learning about ourselves, what we enjoyed, what we could manage and how capable we were of bouncing back when we ended up in the mud. This may seem like child’s play to most adults, but to someone like Martin, it is a pivotal moment in which children develop a sense of autonomy and resilience that will positively impact them across their entire lives.

The Relationship Between Challenge, Risk and Reward

There are, of course, still ample opportunities for children to develop such skills in the company of their caregivers, and we did that too. Soon after Alex returned home, we began cycling with our dad. We were desperate to join him on the bikes, as we could tell that cycling was his happy place, and we wanted to be in it with him and share in his adventures. My father had a hard childhood, and in many aspects he could seem distant or severe, but when we cycled with him we saw that this was the one place he had always felt he belonged, and we could see the joy that was within him. So our holidays took place on wheels, from a camper-van’s four to our neat sets of two, travelling the country to ride up hills and race down passes. It was an adventure. On some trips I would spend my nights in shared dorms with women I had never met, and I see now how this too was a moment to learn genuine life skills. I would have to share many rooms, in many places, with other women throughout my life, and I was fortunate to practise it with these hikers, ramblers and cyclists before there were medals on the line.

We learned how to prepare for expeditions, how to pack small bags with only the essentials, to set up camps and clear them away. We saw how adventure takes thought and preparation, that flying down hills on mountain bikes is as much an exercise in planning as it is in carefree abandon. Certainly, some elements of our trip would seem like hard work, but I see now that, like all good work, there were rewards. We were learning to confront new situations, prepare for them and grow, and we got to do so with our parents in parts of the natural world that make people feel grounded and connected.

Just as I have come to see our adventurous holidays as formative experiences which taught me the mindsets and skills that I’ve relied on throughout my career and in retirement, so too do I now see other ways in which Alex and I learned lifelong lessons through play. Most of all, we developed a clear and healthy relationship between challenge and reward. I spoke to the brilliant Dr Eirini Flouri, a professor of development psychology at University College London, about why children engage in risky play, and the value of it, and she really helped me to understand just what we twins were learning from our games, as well as what we adults might learn from how children tackle risk and fear.

In her eyes, the way we played established an understandable connection between the difficulty of a task and the sense of reward we would feel, on an internal level, in completing it. This would prove invaluable to me as a competitor, but also as a woman who moves through a world that is sometimes challenging and unknowable. I was free to learn early that challenges and hardship are often a conduit to self-knowledge and joy, and she argues that childhood experiences of play can be formative for how we approach hardship through our adult lives. Her description of anxiety as loss-aversion, or a fear of unknown (and essentially unknowable) consequences, put this in clearer terms for me. She argues that an inability to engage with risk is consistent with fearfulness and anxiety. If we do not learn about the relationships between challenges and outcomes, we have a tendency to imagine the worst-case scenarios around any potential challenge, whether it is social, professional or physical. Even though the games Alex and I played were broadly physical, it seems they offered us an education that we could apply to social and professional situations too.

Eirini described a risk-tolerance spectrum on which the happy medium is a point where young people are capable of confronting, evaluating and even enjoying risk, but also understanding the point at which it presents harm. At one end she talked about a harmful relationship to risk, which we see in many young people who have experienced trauma in early life. This can often involve problematic relationships with drugs and alcohol, a tendency to engage in risky sexual behaviour and a disregard for their own wellbeing. This, naturally, constitutes a problematic relationship to risk, and a growing field of research is trying to understand the psychology and neurobiology that underpins it. One argument is that the experience of trauma is clearly painful, difficult and a source of sadness, so risk-taking behaviours become a strategy to overcome these negative feelings. Others point to the ways in which trauma can change our brains, limiting the function of our amygdala (the part that regulates our responses to threats) and resulting in an impaired ability to make decisions in risky situations.

At the other end of the spectrum, she described extreme risk-aversion, which she believes is prevalent across our society and which leads to timidity, anxiety and the potential to be crushed by any disappointing life event. A discussion of this society-wide shift could fill a book, and although she clarified it was beyond her professional expertise, Eirini offered potential suggestions for why it had come about.

I think all kinds of risks – participating in sport, trying to find a romantic partner, starting a business – feel better when one invests in a society that applauds you for living according to the motivating values. But people no longer trust that there’s any community or society that matters, or is invested in them – so all these risks now appear to be at higher cost.

She believes there has been an ‘evaporation of a sense that my risks are valued socially. By my community.’ 

When one looks at gender differences and similarities in these trends, then one frequently sees arguments that men have lost the peer structures that rewarded failure, i.e. that would still recognize effort and offer consolation in failure. And then the kinds of risks we expect women to take were mostly based on risking abusive or oppressive family situations, and they’ve wised up to this.

By extension, we might argue that we have grown less tolerant of risky play for children because we lack the communities that guarantee their safety and support if they are hurt, and children themselves are denied access to the peer community which applauds them for taking on challenges and learning how to evaluate risk.

In the middle of our risk spectrum, we see people who have a willingness to engage with evaluated risk, based on both the riskiness of the action we are taking and the potential benefits that may come with taking it on. What we see here is that the extreme ends of the risk–tolerance spectrum involve an inability to appreciate risk, good or bad. In the case of someone who engages with harmful risk regularly, there is an inability to connect the damage they may do to their mind and body with the action they may want to complete, and as such they underestimate risk. Here, a greater understanding of the relationship between risk, harm and reward would be beneficial. In the opposite case, of our society-wide risk-aversion, we see that people tend to overestimate the problems that might arise from challenging situations. Here, too, a reappraisal of both risk, harm and reward would be beneficial.

If we take the example of being honest with a colleague we find intimidating, our risk-aversion may be based on an imagined outcome in which that colleague publicly shames us, our team inexplicably turns on us and we experience terrible career outcomes as a result of doing the thing that we want to do, but fear. We cannot properly connect the thing we need to do (speak up for ourselves) with the risk (which is an evaluation of the likely outcomes) and rewards. If we have not learned to connect challenge, risk and reward, we will tend to overstate the losses and understate the rewards, and as a result imagine worst-case outcomes and terrible disappointments from acting in support of our needs.

It was something of a surprise to be told that my experience building ramps in my garden could somehow prepare me for office politics, but it felt intuitively correct. As children, we were practising and testing the relationships between actions and outcomes. The only catastrophe we experienced (Alex’s leukaemia) was nothing to do with risks we took (if anything, the rose, and the risk, only exposed the illness), but the rewards we gained were always to do with establishing a challenge for ourselves. Like scientists, we changed our inputs, from the level of challenge to the ways in which we took it on, and we learned from the consequences. Sometimes the jump was too great, but it was only from the pain that we experienced that we learned about our capabilities – and better still, we learned about discomfort and what we could tolerate.

I had to grow comfortable with discomfort in my life. As a professional athlete, there were simply no two ways about it. Any desirable outcome, at that level, requires a certain amount of hardship, be it physical training or mental, when preparing for a race or accepting a loss. I believe this to be true in ordinary life as well. The challenge of speaking to that difficult co-worker, for example, is heavily dependent on how much discomfort we think we can tolerate. The catastrophic outcomes of speaking up might be highly unlikely, but even they are potentially tolerable. If we have experienced the discomfort of a difficult conversation like that before, we may find that we do indeed have a certain tolerance for it, but it is only by experiencing it that we can know.

Furthermore, tolerance of discomfort is transferable between different experiences,2 while intolerance of it can make us vulnerable to numerous psychological and behavioural challenges.3 4 This is best studied in terms of how experience of discomfort through exercise can lead to increased pain tolerance,5 but it has also been shown that exposure to manageable stress increases our resistance to it in the future. It also feels true on a personal level. If we have done other hard things in our lives, no matter how big or small, we can lean on them as examples of our ability to tolerate discomfort in other settings. You may have experienced this in your own life, facing a difficult situation that seems too difficult or uncomfortable to bear, and you find some part of you turning to another hardship you have overcome. ‘I’ve had two kids – I can definitely climb a hill’, or ‘I’ve climbed mountains – I can deal with a trip to the dentist’. We see that a tolerance for discomfort is transferable if we tell ourselves the right story, and just as the knees that I scraped trying to race through alleyways prepared me for monster pre-Olympic training camps, the hills (literal or figurative) you climb may prepare you for awkward office interactions. We tend to separate out the challenges in our lives and imagine that what powers us to one finish line cannot be relied upon in other times and places, but it can, and we can practise it.

Discomfort Tolerance and Stress Inoculation

As children, we play in part to discover what we are capable of, in part to understand the basic laws of cause and effect, and also to determine the discomfort we can tolerate. Eirini also mentioned another benefit of challenging play, close to all of these, which is ‘stress inoculation’. This is a fantastic concept, and although we all understand on some level how inoculations work, it’s worth returning to it. 

The idea of inoculation is drawn from medical science, and as we will see throughout this book, concepts that apply to our bodies are often transferable to our minds. An inoculation exposes us to a small amount of a pathogen (say a virus or disease) that could harm us and teaches us how to process it. As such, when we are confronted with a large dose of it, we have some biological memory to rely on and knowledge of the antibodies required to fight it. Eirini suggested that this model could also be used to describe how we become tolerant to social or psychological stressors. We may inoculate ourselves to stress by committing to, for example, doing that first parkrun. We start out a bit worried about looking silly because we are not a runner, we feel a bit stressed because it could be hard, and may even catastrophize ourselves towards ‘what if I can’t breathe?’

But we commit to it, and we do it. It turns out to be fine. We don’t discover we have secretly been a cross-country athlete all along on a Saturday morning, but we get through it with a bit of walking, some friendly people and a decision to see it through. We leave feeling good about ourselves. But we have also exposed ourselves to a bit of stress, a bit of rumination about looking silly, some thoughts about whether we are up to a task, and some catastrophizing (we also know how to manage our breath on parkruns). This means that next time a stress is put upon us, we have a sort of psychological immune system to respond to it.

Say, for example, that it’s announced we have to give a presentation. The audience will be far larger than we are used to and it’s a last-minute addition to the diary. We have to do it tomorrow. Somehow our doubts and fears are similar to the parkrun and, as a result, our positive responses can be too.

[image: Disc image] We worry about looking silly, because we are not someone who presents very often.

[image: Circle image] Then again, we didn’t run very often and the parkrun was fine. Fun even.

[image: Disc image] We doubt whether we are up to the task.

[image: Circle image] I’m not sure, probably? I doubted I could make it around the park on Saturday and it turned out okay.

[image: Disc image] We catastrophize. What if I can’t get the words out and I freeze and everyone starts laughing at me?

[image: Circle image] Realize I might stumble over a word or two but that’s human and I will just pick up and carry on.

[image: Disc image] We act by deciding to take a walk before, speak to some friendly people, and commit to seeing it through.

Much of what worked for the parkrun will work for the presentation, because what scares us about most situations, and what gets us through them, is generally the same. There’s some doubt, there’s some shame and there’s some catastrophizing, and if we can practise engaging with these very normal tendencies in situations of our choosing, we can be inoculated for those that are not.

And so it seems, we can start that stress-inoculation process as children, which as we all know is the best time to get your jabs. The decision to jump the river on a rickety ramp provided an opportunity to become inoculated against the doubts that I was capable of it, the worry that people would laugh if I couldn’t and the catastrophic possibility that I would break my arm (six weeks in a cast as a ten-year-old is equivalent to geological time).

Eirini reminds us that ‘what will shake you will not break you’ and hammering that point home, time and again, leaves you less inclined to either shaking or breaking. So, she recommends small amounts of stress inoculation, every day. The parkrun may actually be a bit further along on our stress-inoculation journey, a level three or four, after completing early levels which involve complimenting people’s shoes, taking stairs two steps at a time (and possibly looking odd) or asking a question where once we would have been silent. It could be dancing, driving or diving. It doesn’t matter; nothing is
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