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Epigraph

“Clinging to the past is the problem. Embracing change is the answer.”

Gloria Steinem

“Freedom and happiness are found in the flexibility and ease with which we move through change.”

Gautama Buddha




Ebook Instructions

In this ebook edition, please use your device’s note-taking function to record your thoughts wherever you see the bracketed instructions [Your Notes]. Use your device’s highlighting function to record your response whenever you are asked to checkmark, circle, underline, or otherwise indicate your answer(s).
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Introduction

I lay on my bed sobbing uncontrollably.

Crying was rare for me, but I was overcome by the enormity of the mistake I had made. I was seventeen years old, and several weeks before, I had decided not to apply for a university place. Instead, my plan was to train as an accountant so that I could make enough money to travel the world. But after several weeks as a work-experience trainee in a local accounting firm, I knew I had made the wrong decision. It felt like I had destroyed my future.

Everyone was perfectly friendly but I found the office staid and the work soul-destroying. Every day I would stare out the window, counting down the minutes until 5pm so that I could leave. I knew I could not stick with accounting but, coming from a low-income, albeit very supportive, working-class family in Dublin, my options felt very limited. Education seemed like my only escape, but I had realized too late, and the application deadline for university was tomorrow at noon. The Central Applications Office, which handled applications for every university in the country, was in Galway, on the other side of the country, and the final date to mail the forms had long passed.

I buried my head back into the pillow, until a gentle knock on the door jolted me out of my misery. My parents had never seen me so upset, as I told them how I had missed my opportunity.

“Well, actually, you haven’t,” my mother said.

I was stunned when she suggested we get a late train to Galway, stay overnight, and deliver the forms by hand the next morning. This positive thinking was completely out of character for my mum, who typically zoned in on problems rather than finding solutions, but my genuine distress seemed to push her into action. Before I knew it my dad had driven us to Heuston station on the other side of Dublin, and I was sitting on the Galway train filling out my application forms. My mother and I stayed in a tiny B&B that night and we had fish and chips in a busy restaurant overlooking the sea that evening. I still vividly remember the joy I felt the following morning when we found the applications office and handed over my sealed envelope.

Six months later, following much intense study to make sure I got the grades, a letter arrived to offer me a place in general science at University College Dublin. And that began an incredible journey into academia that I am still exploring. When I look back over those forty years since leaving school, it’s incredible to reflect on the many twists and turns my life has taken along the way. I have had many highs and also many lows. Every transition has required multiple adjustments that forced me to change as a person—both internally and externally—in order to cope and adapt. For instance, as a shy teenager I would rarely take center stage and was terrified about speaking to groups of people. I had to work hard to overcome this fear of public speaking to become a university teacher, science communicator and life coach to numerous elite athletes and businesspeople to help them reach the top of their game. There is little doubt that my interest in studying the psychology of adaptability and resilience, which has become a lifelong passion, was forged by these early experiences. And of course, I now realize that even if I had missed that deadline for university, there would have been a way around it, or I could have taken another path altogether. Life is often about opening up to new possibilities and being able to see routes around obstacles and setbacks.

Navigating your future

There are always choices to make in life, and they are rarely “right” or “wrong.” Whatever the situation you might find yourself in, there will almost certainly be many options that are hard to choose between. This natural uncertainty is a fact of life. Even when you look back, you can never be truly certain that you made the right decision. You might be grateful that you married the person you did, for instance, because you have such great kids and a happy life. But if you had married that other girl or guy, you may have had equally great kids and may have been even happier. You will never know. And this can be liberating.

Whether it is to do with career paths or personal decisions, there are lots of pathways and rarely a clear “right” choice, even with the benefits of hindsight. This is very different to when you take a test in school or college, where there is a right and a wrong answer and your ability to figure out which is which is a mark of success. Everyday problems are different; there may be “wrong” answers, but it’s likely that there are also several “right” solutions.

Uncertainty is the only certainty. Accepting and adapting to this is crucial. The world can feel like an uncertain place, and it is. Unless we can learn to live with not being sure, it’s very easy for us to become overwhelmed. What my research in psychology and neuroscience has taught me is that getting used to the intrinsic uncertainty of the world is essential for success: the people who thrive are those with the ability to accept and adapt to constant change and uncertainty.

The good news is that we can improve our ability to adapt. It takes practice and we often need to push ourselves outside our comfort zone. I managed to overcome my reluctance to speak in public and adapted over time to the demands of being an academic psychologist.

Harnessing the benefits of an agile mind—what I call “switch craft”—can be transformative. It’s important to remember that we are active stewards of our own well-being, rather than passive victims of change and so we must actively manage our approach to life. Switch craft refers to those natural skills that are necessary to help us navigate a complex and unpredictable world. I have seen time and again how developing an agile mindset—the capacity to flex our thoughts, feelings, and actions—can transform our lives and bolster our resilience. In this book, I have brought insights from decades of work together in one place to uncover the mental talents we need to help us thrive during times of uncertainty as well as during more settled times. You will learn how to find ways to become more agile, find out what really matters to you, gain a deeper understanding of your emotions, and ultimately sustain your fulfilment, curiosity, and zest for life.

Maintaining a flexible mind allows us to thrive amid change. The first step on your switch craft journey is to accept that change and uncertainty are an inescapable part of life. Our lives will change, many times, sometimes for the better, sometimes for the worse. It is how we navigate those shifts that shape our present and our future happiness. If you are reluctant to change, or wary of trying out new things, this is something you need to work on—trust me, it will transform your life.

Agility is built into our DNA and supports our resilience. The good news is that nature has provided us with all the tools we need to become agile. While we may think that our own times are particularly unstable, most periods in history have been characterized by tremendous upheavals and uncertainties. People have always had to deal with wars, famines, floods, earthquakes, political upheavals, and pandemics. This is why we are actually intrinsically much more agile and resilient than we might think.

The key to resilience is our capacity to be agile and flexible in how we adapt to challenges and change. Our ancestors, alongside all the other creatures on planet earth, have always had to cope with a world that is constantly changing. We often lose this fluidity and become stuck in our ways as we grow older, but our built-in agility can still be released in a crisis or when we work hard to become more open to new ways of doing things.1

Our brains have evolved to operate as “prediction machines.”2 Think how frustrating it can be when a is missing in a sentence. Why? Because your brain predicted that a “word” should be present and its absence causes a surprise, or what’s coded in the brain as a “prediction error.” While we feel like we are reacting to what is happening around us, the way it actually works is that your brain constructs what is likely to happen next drawing on your rich experience of what’s happened before. The latest science tells us that our every waking moment is dominated by predicting which actions we need to take next. As a result, our brain gives us a subtle heads-up about what’s likely to happen from moment to moment, and this helps us to interpret our surroundings as well as the signals coming from within our own body. This continuous process gives each of us an exquisite biological capacity to adapt and respond, as long as we know how to harness it. Each prediction informs the body of what resources are needed, and the body then elegantly apportions its reserves to ensure that we are ready for whatever action is needed.

Our emotions are at the heart of our mental agility. Although these predictions generally occur outside our awareness, we can access them by what mindfulness teachers call “feeling tones.” A surprising finding in the science of emotion is that each emotion does not have a specific feeling.3 Instead, what we feel is a general sense of pleasantness or unpleasantness—a feeling tone—and this informs us of what’s going on around us before our conscious brain has had a chance to catch up. Feeling tones are a subtle window into our emotional life and provide us with a continuous readout of whether any action feels neutral, pleasant, or unpleasant. It is the feeling tone that gives a sense of urgency to every possible action and thought. In the noisy modern world, we often fail to listen to the signals coming from our own body and miss the wisdom that is contained within those feelings. This is why developing our emotional awareness and our intuition is so important. They help us to access the agile system that will help us to navigate all of the complexities in our everyday lives.

Paradoxically, our agile biology can also make us more rigid in how we behave. That’s right: this agile, predictive system is also what makes us reluctant to change. While the system allows us to adapt, fast, it requires a lot of energy. Many of the actions that we predict actually never happen and this can be exhausting. Our tired brain can become preoccupied by worries and thoughts—in an ironic twist, the resulting unpleasant feeling tone infuses us with negativity where an inner critic can find evermore inventive ways of telling us that we are failing in some way, that we are not good enough. A vortex of negativity is released that keeps us more and more stuck in our ways as our brain tries to preserve energy and stick with old habits as often as possible.

This is why most of us inherently don’t like change. I’m willing to bet that you have often resisted altering your well-established ways of doing and thinking about things. But ignoring change and doggedly trying to keep things the same will gradually, and inevitably, undermine your energy and vitality.

To stay agile and resilient we have to work at it.

An inflexible mind leads to anxiety and depression.4 In my decades of research in psychology and neuroscience, and in my coaching of countless business professionals and elite athletes, I have come to realize something as simple as it is extraordinary: an agile mind drastically improves your chances of success and happiness. But the flip side is also true: an inflexible mind fuels anxiety and stress and a “stickiness” that can torpedo your life.

The kernel of this understanding began early in my career, in a tiny testing cubicle where I obsessively measured the microsecond decisions made by our brains. I have always been fascinated by how our attention is captured by negative information.5 A spider on the wall, a creepy-crawly that runs across the floor, shocking news on the radio—all grab our attention. Being alert to danger is a hangover from the past, and we can only imagine how precarious life would have been for our ancestors. We all tend to focus on perceived threats—but for those who are anxious it is far worse.

For years scientists have grappled with the question of what happens in the brain, especially the anxious brain, when we are faced with threat. When I entered this field, the collective wisdom was that we have a threat-detection system deep in our brain that is constantly on the lookout for danger. When we become anxious this system goes into hypervigilant mode and for some people stays on high alert, even when they are safe. This is the essence of anxiety, it was thought, and means that we are constantly scanning our environment for potential danger. Lots of evidence fits well with this assumption.

I was never convinced that this “high alert” theory was the whole story.6 In some of my own studies I was noticing that the main problem for anxious people was not actually scanning for threat, rather it was in struggling to pull attention away from a threat once it had been detected. This difficulty in disengaging attention from a threat is very different from an enhanced ability to find threat in the first place.

What I call a “sticky” attentional system can lead to a rigid mind. It’s like when you notice a spider and it’s impossible not to keep checking back to see what it’s doing. The same goes for our innermost thoughts, emotions, and actions. Once we think of a distressing thought it’s often difficult to pull our mind away from it. This mental stickiness flows through our brain, leading to repetitive worry and rumination that keep us stuck, destroying our well-being and undermining our capacity to seize opportunities.

Self-help doesn’t always help. In the developed world we have shelter, food, and a bewildering array of life-improving gadgets. What’s more, decades of work in psychology labs around the globe have yielded many effective ways to help us thrive and reach our potential. Yet, many of us trudge through our daily routines rather than enjoying life. When I conduct workshops with successful businesspeople, the majority admit that they are neither as happy nor as fulfilled as they would like to be. What’s gone wrong?

Endless self-help approaches claim to have the answer. It’s important to be mindful, we are told, and to stay in the moment. Sometimes, we are advised to keep going no matter what, to be “gritty.” Others tell us that adopting a “growth mindset” is key. These recommendations are backed up by solid science, and millions have improved their lives with these techniques.7 However, the complexity of the science is often oversimplified. The truth is that there is no “one size fits all” solution to dealing with life. Telling yourself to be mindful, or gritty, to banish your fixed mindset or to nurture positivity can be a little like telling a golfer to focus only on putting or to practice just the long shots; the match between your situation and the tool you are using gets lost in translation. There’s little point in changing tack when grittiness is required, just as perseverance is useless when it’s essential to make a change.

The more important factor in determining our happiness and success, I would argue, is knowing how and when to switch between different approaches. There is much evidence that we need a range of approaches on hand to deal with life’s challenges.8 But range is not enough, we also need the agility to choose the right one for the right moment. This is the essence of switch craft.

The power of switch craft

Because the world is uncertain and complex, many different types of skills are required to deal with it. To return to our golf analogy, this is why a large number of different clubs are required to deal with the varying challenges of eighteen holes of golf. While I don’t play myself, I have always found that golf is a perfect metaphor for life. Golf is peppered with problems—you may end up in a bunker, in the water, or even out in snake-infested woods. No matter where your ball lands you must deal with it in some way to get to the end point. And designers have been very inventive in designing golf clubs for every eventuality. It is similar in life. Finding the right approach for the moment is key. Learning several different ways to cope with challenges, and nurturing agility, so that you can choose the right approach for the right moment is the essence of thriving.

Building an agile mindset will help you to cope with change, and help you make better choices about how to approach any challenge or decision.

I am a cognitive psychologist and affective neuroscientist. I study the science of what makes us thrive at the Oxford Centre for Emotion and Affective Science (OCEAN)—a lab I founded and direct at the University of Oxford. We take into account people’s genetic makeup, their brain functions, and what they tell us is important as we try to deepen our understanding of resilience and thriving. I also cofounded a company—Oxford Elite Performance—along with my husband, Kevin Dutton—another psychologist—to use cutting-edge psychology and neuroscience to help those in the sporting, business, and military elite reach their full potential. Having now coached many people to improve their performance in both sport and business, I have seen the benefits that improving agility can bring time and again. This has also dovetailed with what I am finding in the science lab. I have coined the term “switch craft” to illustrate this essential psychological talent, and the evidence for its effectiveness is growing all the time.

The four pillars of switch craft

There are four pillars of switch craft; each of them is important in its own right, but together they pack a real punch and will help you get through whatever life throws your way.


	Mental agility: The capacity to be agile and nimble in how you think, act, and feel so that you can navigate your way through all sorts of terrain, the rough as well as the smooth, and adapt well to changing circumstances. The science shows that agility is made up of four distinct components—what I call the “ABCD of agility”: Adaptability, Balancing our life, Changing or challenging our perspective, and Developing our mental competence.

	Self-awareness: An ability to look inside yourself so that you can gain a deep self-understanding and appreciation of your core values and capacities. This will help you to become more aware of your hopes, dreams, and abilities.

	Emotional awareness: Part of self-awareness, but so important in our lives that it becomes a pillar on its own. Learning to accept and nurture all your emotions, those that feel bad as well as those that feel good, is vital. As is the ability to regulate your emotions and harness them in service of your values and goals rather than letting them boss you around.

	Situational awareness: This feeds off two of the other pillars, self-awareness and emotional awareness, but also incorporates the capacity to understand your immediate surroundings—to look outside—so that you gain a deep intuitive awareness of the context as well as your own “gut feelings.” This mix of inner and outer awareness informs you as to how well you can operate in that environment.



Switch craft is like a compass that keeps you pointing in the right direction as you navigate your way through life. It can be learned and improved throughout your life. Whether it is coping with a difficult boss, managing a complex team, dealing with hyperactive children, resolving a dispute with a friend, or boosting your energy, your internal compass helps you choose the right strategy for the moment. If this compass is off even slightly, you can veer a long way from your course. Switch craft combines four vital psychological talents into a potent mental weapon to help you make the decision to stick or to switch to another approach, and to get that decision right more times than you get it wrong. Ultimately, that will help you to operate at the top of your game.

It is my hope that this book will bring inspiration from the frontiers of psychology and neuroscience to help you tackle the inevitable challenges that life will bring. Drawing on cutting-edge research in science, Switch Craft sets out a practical framework for how you can nurture the mental talents needed to live a successful, fulfilling, and resilient life. You will learn how to identify those thoughts and behaviors that are keeping you stuck in the past. You will learn the importance of nurturing a more open mind and how to make the adjustments and changes that allow you to become more agile. You will learn how to develop a deeper acceptance of uncertainty; it is only by loosening the shackles that are holding you back, by freeing those invisible patterns of thoughts and behaviors that fuel fear and anxiety, that you will be set free to find a more satisfying and fulfilling future.

Using this book

I would suggest that you make a journal part of your daily routine. There are lots of exercises and tests scattered throughout the book that will help you to become more flexible, learn more about yourself, regulate your emotions, develop your intuitive powers, and learn to prepare yourself mentally for any eventuality. Many people find that writing these exercises and thoughts down in a journal can be hugely helpful. Personally, I prefer an old-fashioned notebook, but you can start an electronic journal if that suits you better. Either way, your journal will allow you to keep track of how things are going, and the simple act of writing down some thoughts and exercises can be transformative.

The book is set out in five main parts. We start with the fundamentals of why switch craft is important, looking at the reality of change in our everyday lives and the importance of finding ways to manage the uncertainty and worry that can come with change. We explore the fascinating science showing that flexibility is a fundamental part of nature and finally we will see why agility is essential to building resilience.

We then move on to look more closely at each of the four pillars of switch craft. In Pillar 1 (Mental Agility) we explore the benefits of being agile; we examine the nuts and bolts of agility in the brain from an area of psychological research called “cognitive flexibility”; and finally, we explore the four key elements—the ABCD—of agility. In Pillar 2 (Self-Awareness), we discover why paying more attention to what your body is telling you is so important, and we take a deep dive into ways to find out who you really are and what really matters to you. Pillar 3 (Emotional Awareness) explores the nature of our emotions and how we can learn to understand and regulate them more effectively. The final building block of switch craft, Pillar 4 (Situational Awareness), examines the nature of our intuitive sense of the world, then we see how being exposed to many different life experiences can bolster our intuition and our understanding of the outside world.

At the end, I gather together some key principles of switch craft from across the book. My hope is that these switch craft skills will help you to learn to thrive and manage your well-being, especially in constantly changing and uncertain times.

Enjoy the journey!




The Fundamentals

Why Switch Craft Matters




Chapter 1

Accepting Change and Adapting to It

Usually, it is pitch-black. And deafening. The thup-thup-thup of rotor blades in the night air drowns out the sporadic swoosh of passing missiles. Lurching from side to side, it’s impossible for the women and men crammed into the tiny space in the back to know how far the helicopter is from the ground, or even how far they are from their destination. “Two minutes,” comes the call. Every member of the team then becomes absorbed in a private world of checking and double-checking. “Backpack secured,” check; “head light in place and turned off,” check; “jacket closed,” check; “helmet secured,” check. As the helicopter arcs toward the ground, a side door opens. The command to “Go, go, go” marks the exit of each team member as they are dropped at speed, one by one, from four feet above the ground.

Seconds later, the helicopter peels away so as not to alert anyone to their position and the team is running through the darkness to find the injured. It’s the heat that first hits you, and the stench. And the smell of burning flesh is something you never forget.

Colonel Pete Mahoney commands the British Army’s Medical Emergency Response Team (MERT).1 They work in small teams under the most difficult of conditions, operating much of the time in a dark helicopter. They have to keep their lights switched off so as not to attract enemy fire. Dropped into battlefields at great pace to treat the injured, they frequently come under intense gunfire as they make their way to the casualties. These teams typically comprise five to six people, including trauma surgeons, anesthetists, nurses, and paramedics, and at least two regular soldiers whose job is to protect the medical team.

Colonel Pete, a medical consultant, is often the most senior officer in the team and in overall charge. But a different group member will take control of the team at different points in the mission, depending on the nature of the situation. When they are first dropped on the ground, it’s the soldiers who take the lead. Once the squad finds any casualties, one of the medical staff will then take over command and begin a systematic assessment of the nature of injuries—however, at any time the security detail can reassert command and order the team out of the area if it’s judged to be too dangerous. Once an indication of priority of the casualties is given, the anesthetist then takes control and decides who can be sedated and brought back to the helicopter and who needs to be treated in situ. All this occurs on a live battlefield, often under heavy fire. These are rapidly moving situations that can change in seconds.

Less critically ill patients are allocated for treatment in a specific order, usually on the spot, and one of the nursing staff will typically take responsibility for this. The decision of how and when to bring the injured back to the relative safety of the helicopter is made by the soldiers, and command at that point is taken over by the helicopter pilot, who decides if it is safe to return and land in the location indicated by the staff on the ground. Then, when they arrive back on the helicopter, bringing with them the most seriously injured victims, a decision often has to be made about whether to operate straight away in the lurching almost-dark of the aircraft, or to wait until they get back to the field hospital. This is taken by Colonel Pete, in consultation with another senior medical officer.

It’s hard to appreciate just how much mental agility these working conditions require. Colonel Pete is frequently in a position where he has to take orders from a much more junior member of the team. This is highly unusual in the military but the system optimizes the team’s capacity to achieve their mission. It requires agility from all team members to cooperate and is highly effective.

While the conditions that MERT find themselves in are of course exceptional, they do reflect an extreme version of the constant changes and adaptations involved in everyday life. On any given day, our train could be late, the internet might crash, our child might come down with a fever. We could lose our job and be forced to relocate, a partner could say they don’t love us anymore, a parent could die. The sooner we accept that change will happen, the sooner we will be on a path toward thriving.

Around us, political and social change still seems to be accelerating faster than we can keep up. The world looked askance at the vagaries of the Trump administration in the US, the implications of Brexit for Europe led to great uncertainties, and we were gripped by fear and insecurity as the coronavirus outbreak turned into a pandemic. It’s hard to imagine that the iPhone was launched as recently as 2007; now the smartphone has spawned numerous companies such as Uber, Tinder, Airbnb, TikTok, Instagram, and many other industries that could not have existed without it. The coronavirus outbreak, meanwhile, supercharged the development of Zoom and other video-conferencing facilities that had been niche products prior to the pandemic.

At work, change should be “business as usual”

Despite this, in the business world, change is often thought of as an unpleasant cure for a problem, like surgery. I’ve seen this happen over and over again with many individuals and businesses. When a company is implementing a change, they often assume that change is temporary, with a beginning, middle, and end; it’s something to be endured and needs specialists to take charge of it—in fact “change management” is now a thriving industry in its own right. But in reality, of course, change is not a one-off surgery; it is a continuous process and should be seen as a normal part of working life. Coping well with change depends on having the right mindset. Instead of creating a false divide between “change” and “business as usual,” it’s important to accept that change is business as usual.2

At work, most of us perceive change as a threat. This is especially common when a company is going through a restructuring. Even when you see the changes being made as necessary, you may still be slipping out of your comfort zone. Of course, some changes might be threats, but when faced with something new and overwhelming you still need to take stock and assess what’s happening with a cool head.

The thrive gauge

The thrive gauge helps to identify exactly what a change is and what are the positive and negative aspects of that change, by means of a traffic-light scale. The idea is to celebrate and maximize the greens, keep a careful watch on the yellows, but pay immediate attention to the reds, which may disrupt your aspirations. The key is to try to ensure that you are spending most of your time and energy on the activities that have a green light, while trying to think about working around the yellow- and red-light activities that might hold you back. It’s well worth doing regularly.


	Step back and monitor where you are right at this moment. Think about the nature of the change, perhaps write down two lists outlining some key advantages in one list and some disadvantages in the other. Then make a separate list of your short-, medium-, and long-term professional goals.

	Use a traffic-light system to get perspective on how the change might affect your own personal goals. Give yourself a “red light” for the elements of the change that might get in your way, a “yellow light” for the danger signals, and a “green light” for things that could work well for your goals. For instance, if your company is moving from individual offices to open-plan, say, you might be nervous about feeling that you will always be “on show,” or that the ambient noise will affect your proficiency, or that confidential discussions with clients might be overheard. Each of these might get a “red” or a “yellow” light, whereas a “green” light might be given to the opportunities for collaboration or striking up creative conversation with others.



I was coaching David, a senior manager at a property development company, when his bosses announced that they were merging two large teams of people. David led the commercial team, and he was told they were now to join forces with the residential team. This caused David some excitement but mostly great concern. His “red light” was the fear that he would lose the sense of fun, intimacy, and strong teamwork that he enjoyed with his current team. With a much larger group, he feared that keeping the same ethos would be impossible. A “yellow light” was that he would need to divide his time between two different physical locations and this might eat into his family time. However, the big “green light” was that he would likely be appointed to lead the larger, merged team, and this would be a serious step toward his leadership ambitions.

David used this light system to help him work his way through the change. He organized several social events with smaller groups that combined members of the former “residential” team along with members of the more familiar “commercial” team. This helped the previously separate teams get to know each other and kept the sense of fun and teamwork that David enjoyed. He did now have to divide his time between two locations, but he tried to manage this as best he could so that he only had to stay away from home one night each week. He also enrolled in some short leadership courses to keep him on track for his “green light” ambitions of moving up the leadership hierarchy in his company.

Changes and transitions3

The self-help writer and life coach William Bridges makes an important distinction between change and transition. Change is the external events that happen all through our lives. Transition is different. Transition is the subtle internal reorientation and self-definition that are necessary in order to deal well with changes in your life. “Without a transition,” as Bridges tells us, “a change is just a rearrangement of the furniture.” Many of us make detailed preparations to get ready for a big change in our lives such as the arrival of a new baby or the move to a new job, but we rarely think much about preparing for the internal transition, and this can really blindside us.

I worked with a top athlete—let’s call him Harry—who’d had a highly successful career in sport and retired at the age of thirty. He was plagued by injuries and was finding it hard to maintain the level of intense training required. He knew retirement was the right decision; he was clearly past his peak and realized that it was time to move on to something else, but nevertheless he told me he was really struggling with his new identity of “ex-sports-star.”

In the year before retirement, he had gone to great lengths to prepare for the change. He signed up with speakers,” agencies to give motivational talks, he spoke to TV and radio companies about becoming a sports commentator, he enrolled in a coaching course so that he might have the option of becoming a coach. To begin with, all of this was going well and his commentating work especially began to pick up. But in the year after he stopped competing, he was becoming more and more unhappy. At first, he thought this was to do with a lack of structure. He had gone from three training sessions each day to nothing. He started to get up early and go for a five-mile run every morning at the same time; he would then shave and have breakfast. These simple rituals helped a lot. However, boredom during the day was still an issue and he had begun to drink heavily and was now out almost every night, which was causing problems in his relationship with his wife. He was becoming unreliable, and a major agency dropped him from their books.

The problem, he told me, was when he looked in the mirror. “Who do I see?” he asked himself. No longer “champion” or “sports star,” so who? We realized this was the nub of the problem. He no longer had a clear identity; while he had prepared well for the change, he had not prepared for the transition from much-feted athlete to ex-sports-star. He was essentially stuck between identities.

Every new beginning starts with an ending

The process of transition involves first letting go of the old situation, then suffering the bewilderment and confusion of the in-between state, and finally emerging to start again in the new situation. To transition well, it is essential to go through each of these three processes. I encouraged Harry to go right back to the beginning—the ending of his career—and he spent several months really thinking about what it meant to give up professional sport, which had been his life since he was about ten years old. It was effectively a type of grieving process. Thankfully, he is now much happier in his new identity of sports commentator and mentor to young people just coming into the sport. Together we came up with four general principles that helped Harry to navigate this difficult transition.


	Respect the process: growth occurs at its own pace, and you should not try to force it.

	An internal shift in identity is essential: you can only adapt to new circumstances by changing inside.

	Accept yourself for who you are and what the process of change entails.

	Lower your expectations about what you can and can’t do during this period.



The fertile void

Change in our working and personal life is to be expected. And as we have seen, these changes may challenge our sense of identity and require an internal transition to cope well with the change, whether we know it is coming or not. A man who has been married for many years may really struggle if his wife leaves him and he finds himself single again. This type of personal change has profound implications for our lives. So, how can we help ourselves to navigate these types of changes?

A large body of research has shown us that while change can be scary, especially when we are already feeling anxious and apprehensive, we can learn to cope with it. What you need is time, and self-compassion, to allow yourself to disconnect from your previous plans and gradually begin to accept and open yourself to new goals and possibilities. The German psychoanalyst Fritz Perls coined the term “the fertile void” to refer to this difficult space between the end of one thing and the beginning of another.4

On a much faster timescale, my own laboratory experiments reveal disruptions and delays—“switch costs”—when people shift between very simple mental sets like going from “categorize a digit as odd or even” to “categorize a digit as greater or less than 3.” An interval is required to disengage from one mental set (odd/even) before you can reengage with the next (larger or smaller than 3). So imagine how much more time and effort is required when you are switching from a major aspect of your identity: from “happily married,” say, to “divorced” or “single” or “widowed.” Allowing yourself a “fertile void” is essential. And, as Perl’s phrase implies, this is not just dead time, but a productive and essential period to disconnect and then gradually reengage.

Major transitions take time, and effort. Losing your job, a relationship ending, a close friend dying—all will stop you in your tracks and force you to reevaluate your life and your goals. Any change will confront you with uncomfortable questions and challenge many things that you may have taken for granted. Our natural temptation is to try to avoid the pain of major change, perhaps by becoming absorbed with work or even by anesthetizing ourselves by drinking or taking drugs. But it is important to allow yourself time to experience the pain and distress and to take time to get used to the new situation. This is equally important when the change is a positive one such as a new relationship, moving to a new home, or changing to a new career. Rather than moving straight from one job to another, for instance, try to take some time out—it may be as simple as going away for a weekend—to ensure a bit of space between jobs. Even within a day, take time out and perhaps go for a walk, meditate, meet a friend for a chat—anything to insert a natural gap.

Your brain needs time to adapt, no matter what life event you are going through. Dealing with change requires multiple tiny adjustments as you move from the initial surprise to gradual acceptance and adaptation to the new reality. Here are some steps I worked on with a couple who were making a major move of both career and country.


	Designate a set part of the day to be alone. Dedicate this time exclusively to sitting quietly so that you can get in touch with your innermost feelings.

	Take the time to list all the ways in which your new life will be different. I asked them to make a point of trying to think of all the changes that would happen when they left their familiar place, and the effects this would have on other areas of life. It’s important to go into detail. For example, they wrote things like: “We won’t have as much income as usual for a few months so we’ll have to be careful about our budget,” and “We will have to make a real effort to meet new people every week because no one knows us” or “We will need to take the time to explore the different neighborhoods and decide where we might want to live.” Prioritize these questions and concerns in terms of what is most important to you, which if answered, would reduce a lot of your anxiety. Knowing the kind of place you could afford to live is important and so perhaps spend an hour or so each week having a look at properties and prices in different areas online. This gives a sense of what to expect and helps to replace feelings of doubt with feelings of excitement. There are also deeper questions that are important to ask: “Is my current role important for my identity?” “Will people look at me in a different light if I leave?”

	Take the time to mourn losses. Expect and accept signs of grieving and don’t confuse them with low morale or failure. The couple I was working with knew that they would miss places and people and felt very sad about it. And that’s OK. It’s natural to feel sad, scared, depressed, and perhaps confused. They went through a period where they constantly wondered whether they were making the right decision. It’s important to allow yourself time to go through this discomfort. Don’t feel that you have to make the feelings go away.

	Define what’s over, and what isn’t. It’s not all sadness and tears. Look at the big list of changes and group them into themes. Look out for interesting opportunities that might tell you more about yourself. Many of your themes will probably revolve a lot around fears and doubts: loss of your comforting rituals, daily routines, or aspects of your identity that have become familiar. Some things might be gone forever because they are tied to a time and place, but not everything has to end permanently. Identify those things that can be transformed or adapted to your new situation.



Initiating change

When I was twenty-six years old, I realized I had to quit smoking. For a long time, I had been in blissful denial, and shut down the possibility or even the advisability of quitting. But I was playing a lot of tennis at a competitive level, and toward the end of long matches I began losing points simply because I was running out of steam. Smoking was undermining my endurance and this scared me.

I took a good hard look at myself—what I would now call a “situational analysis.” Why was I doing something that was so obviously bad for me? There was no good reason to continue smoking. I had tried, and failed, many times to cut smoking out completely. And so, my initial plan was to only smoke after lunchtime. This was hard at first, but gradually I got to the point where I could get to lunchtime without thinking too much about smoking. This was a fragile success and I was all too aware that any stress or unexpected event would send me scurrying back to the cigarettes in the morning. But gradually I pushed the “smoking ban” to after 3pm, then after 6pm, then after 8pm, and eventually no cigarettes at all.

There were several lapses. On many occasions, usually at parties, my mind would play inventive tricks to convince me that not smoking was ridiculous. Everyone else was enjoying it—so why shouldn’t I? It wasn’t really that bad for me. What difference was one cigarette going to make? All of these thoughts were constantly reverberating around my head, weakening my resolve. There is nothing more creative, and convincing, than the mind of an addict.

I began to accept that a lapse was a lapse, nothing more, nothing less. The important thing was to start again right away and, this time, try not to slip up. About eighteen months later I gave up for good and have not touched a cigarette since. The important point came when I began to see myself as a nonsmoker. My identity had changed and, as we saw with Harry, this transition is vital to help you maintain a change in your life.

Dealing with changes that happen to us is one thing. But, of course, there are also times when we seek out a change. This can be just as difficult, if not more difficult, as dealing with changes that have been imposed upon us.

The five key stages to making a change in your life

Extensive research on quitting smoking has shown there are five key stages, which are applicable for any change you want to implement in your life—whether it’s getting fit, losing weight, or changing career.5 I recognize all of them in my own attempts. The first two stages are when you are simply not ready to change, and the mistake many people make is not figuring out what it is they want to change and why. You then enter a period where you are aware of the benefits of change but also a bit scared of the downsides. Weighing these pros and cons can take some time swinging between procrastinating to deciding that it’s time to change. Only now are you ready to develop a plan and take your first action. You might join a Zumba class, quit carbs, or talk to people about different career options. The final stage is about maintenance. How can you ensure that you will be able to stick with your new actions and goals? This might mean not having cigarettes in the house, surrounding yourself with people who are regular gym-goers, or simply scheduling regular exercise sessions in your calendar.

Here’s an outline of each of the crucial stages to making a change in your life.

Stage 1: Pre-contemplation

Conduct a “situational analysis.” Write down a list of things that are working well for you and that you want to keep in your life: these could include certain friends, habits, or hobbies. Now, write down a list of things that are not so good, things that you might like to change: these could include certain friends, habits such as smoking or drinking too much alcohol, or perhaps you would like to improve your sleep. At this stage, don’t make any big decisions or plans. Simply make one list of those things about your life that you are really happy about and another list of those things that you are not so sure about.

Stage 2: Contemplation

Now give some serious consideration to anything you might want to change, stop, or start, and make a list of the benefits and costs. Then, make a clear decision. I want to stop smoking; I want to stop drinking alcohol during the week; I want to exercise three times a week. Make the decision specific—rather than, “I want to lose weight,” give a specific target, “I want to lose seven pounds over three months.” Then, tell someone. There is significant evidence that informing others of our intentions makes it much more likely that we will stick with these good intentions.

Stage 3: Preparation

Now is the time to start planning and thinking about your new routine. For example, if you want to lose weight, make a list of the times and situations you are most likely to overeat or least likely to exercise. Outline your triggers—it might be with your morning coffee, talking on the phone, or when the weather is cold. Once you are aware of these triggers, you can think about alternative coping strategies. Are there any changes in your environment or behavior you should make, even for a while? Sometimes, simply having a set time to exercise can be helpful. Schedule a gym session or a run at a specific time and, regardless of the weather or how you feel, make a pact with yourself that you will just get out and do it. Once again, tell other people about your intentions and make a list of supportive people you might use to help you. This stage is all about planning how you are going to implement your change.

Stage 4: Action

Now is the time to put your plan into action. All the plans in the world are useless if you don’t follow up on them. So, once you have your plan—“I will go to the gym at 5pm,” say—then don’t make excuses, just do it without thinking. If you want to start getting up earlier in the morning, then set your alarm and get out of bed as soon as it goes off—no snooze button, simply get up. Over time, you will find that you don’t have to think about your plans too much; you’ll just do them almost automatically. (It’s amazing how often overthinking can upend our best-laid plans.) Finally, don’t forget to reward yourself for success. Schedule in a reward, perhaps each week; just make sure it isn’t something that may trigger you to go back to your old ways.

Stage 5: Maintenance and relapse

You will almost certainly relapse from time to time. If you do, don’t beat yourself up about it, instead show some self-compassion. What you are trying to do is hard. Turn the relapse into a valuable lesson, from a stumbling block into a stepping-stone. Keep a record, outlining your successes and failures, in your journal. Go over the situations, feelings, and triggers that led up to the slip. For me, when quitting smoking these were usually when I was feeling tired and stressed at work, or when I was tired and went out to relax with friends. Fatigue was a clear danger signal and so I tried to make sure that I got enough sleep and avoided socializing when I was feeling tired. Ask yourself what you could have done differently. What didn’t you consider? What changes can you make to keep a slip like this from happening again?

Watch out for rigidity in your approach to life

Persistence is often good, but not always. If you are constantly failing to make a change and having to start again, you might want to consider a different approach. You need to watch out for the creep of what we can call “mental arthritis” in sticking relentlessly to plans that are not working. By mental arthritis I simply mean inflexibility in being able to act or think in a way that is most appropriate for








Chapter Summary


	Accepting that things won’t stay the same is essential for thriving.

	It’s important to allow yourself a “fertile void” when transitioning to a major change.

	To instigate change in your life, you need to move through five stages:

	Pre-contemplation—deciding that a change would be a good idea

	Contemplation—thinking how you might go about changing

	Preparation—coming up with a plan of how you will change

	Action—putting your plan into action

	Maintenance and relapse—thinking about how you can keep the new behavior going




	To manage a constantly changing world you must acknowledge that a variety of different approaches are needed. There is almost never a “one size fits all” solution to life’s problems.
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