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James Borg is an award-winning and number-one-bestselling author whose books have been translated into more than thirty-five languages. His 2008 book Persuasion topped the UK annual chart in popular psychology, as well as spending a record-breaking 118 consecutive weeks at number one in the WHSmith Travel Business chart. In 2013, Persuasion was one of only three publications by UK authors (along with those by Sir Richard Branson and Sir James Dyson) to be featured in Future magazine’s ‘50 Best Business Books’ of all time.

As a specialist in interpersonal communications, body language and the mind, Borg runs occasional workshops relating to ‘mind control’ and on how to develop a super memory.

He contributes regularly to newspapers, magazines and radio on topics related to his writings, as well as travel and sports, and was invited to be a contributor to Harvard Business Review.




 

 

Praise for James Borg

‘This book is spot-on and should be a must-read’

Daily Telegraph

‘A rare “self-help” book. Marvellously readable and fun.
Hugely to be recommended’

Jilly Cooper, bestselling author

‘A highly readable, authoritative and indispensable handbook for all of us who need other people to do what we want’

Sir Antony Jay, writer and creator of BBC’s Yes Minister and Yes, Prime Minister

‘James is a smart and perceptive juggler of words.
I’m just hoping he doesn’t start writing lyrics’

Don Black, Oscar-winning lyricist

‘A fascinating book’

Steve Wright, BBC Radio 2, Steve Wright in the Afternoon

‘Fascinating reading for anyone who wants to be more effective in life, and in any social group!’

Gillian Tett, award-winning columnist and journalist at the Financial Times

‘This is a handy, readable guide . . . The author persuaded me to review this book. Damn, he is good’

Jeremy Vine, The Times

‘An author of inspirational works’

Independent

‘Barack Obama was once asked which book he would take to the White House if he became President. His reply was “Abraham Lincoln’s”. Sadly, I couldn’t think of any which I held in similar esteem. However, James Borg’s book starts to address this situation’

Supply Management magazine

‘I give full credit to James Borg. I recommend you read the book in full. It’s a potential life changer’

Life Coach Directory

‘Mind Power is the best of the current self-help books’

Guardian

‘I’m persuaded that this book is an essential aid in getting people on your side. Invaluable’

Sue Lawley, BBC radio and TV presenter

‘Persuaded? We were. Buy it’

Management Today

‘It is definitely a five-star read’

San Francisco Book Review

‘One of the bestselling self-help books of the 21st century’

Philip Stone, Charts Editor, The Bookseller

‘Borg is an expert on body language’

The Times

‘Leaves you with the satisfaction of knowing that, by the end of the book, you have taken your communication skills to a whole new level’

Angela Rippon, radio and TV broadcaster

‘Intelligent and rational ways in which everyone can get their neurons firing and improve their thinking. Its light-hearted and enthusiastic style makes this one of the better self-help books out there’

Booksquawk

‘A witty and fast-paced journey . . . There are some real gems in this book’

Edge magazine
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I would like to dedicate this book to HM Queen Elizabeth II. Despite her privileged upbringing, she was dealt a challenging hand at a relatively early age in which she had to face an untimely and unexpected elevation as our monarch both here in the United Kingdom and in other realms.

With her quiet stoicism, skillful mastery of emotions and selfless devotion to duty, for over seventy years in a rapidly changing world she captivated the hearts of people across the globe.
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Model yourself on card players . . . externals I cannot control, but the choices I make with regard to them, I do control.

ENCHIRIDION EPICTETUS (C. AD 125)
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Each player must accept the cards life deals him or her; but once they are in hand, he or she alone must decide how to play the cards in order to win the game.

VOLTAIRE (1694–1788)

[image: Illustration]




Contents

Foreword by Dr Sian Williams

Introduction: You are what you think

The meeting

Session 1 Is That Your Card? It’s the stories we tell ourselves

Session 2 Psychological Stress and ‘Stressors’ Taking care of your mental health

Session 3 The Ancient Philosophy of the Stoics What would Epictetus, Seneca and Marcus Aurelius say?

Session 4 It’s as Easy as ABC From ancient philosophy to modern psychology

Session 5 Worry and Anxiety The power of irrational thinking

Session 6 Tame that Anger It’s the tip of the ‘iceberg’

Session 7 The Gods May Throw the Dice You’ve played all your cards

The discussion




Foreword

Dr Sian Williams, counselling psychologist and broadcaster

We all face moments of doubt. Times when we feel out of control, can’t cope, let negative thoughts and feelings derail us. That’s when we need a guide to help us back on the path to good mental health and wellbeing.

Is That Your Card? recognises that we can all be dealt a bad hand – but it’s how we react to it that defines us. Our recovery from adversity is affected by the stories we tell, the value judgements we make and the self-talk that can hold us back.

James draws from the ancient wisdom of the Stoic philosophers to modern cognitive psychologists to help us understand how to navigate challenging times. And he poses a question: if that IS your card, how will you choose to play it?

Sian Williams started her broadcast career with the BBC in 1985 as a journalist, eventually moving on from her Radio 4 current affairs editing and producing work to her prolific television news anchor and presenting roles. This included the sofa of BBC Breakfast from 2001–2012, while she was also a key figure in BBC One’s news-reading team. For two successive years, Sian won the ‘News Presenter of the Year’award at the Television and Radio Industries Club (TRIC) Annual Awards.

She moved over to ITN in 2016 as the presenter of Channel 5’s 5 News (until 2022) and introduced a weekly segment concerning mental health, called Mind Matters.

Concurrent with her broadcasting work, she had been working as a psychological therapist in the NHS and studying for a Doctorate in counselling psychology, which she was awarded in 2021. Sian has returned to BBC Radio 4 as a psychologist to present the series Life Changing, exploring people’s stories about resilience and renewal.




Introduction

You are what you think

We all have daily challenges and traumas to get through, ranging from domestic, professional and financial issues to concerns about health and interpersonal relationships. Is it any wonder that poor mental health is something that millions of people live with from day to day?

In the last decade or so we’ve seen a distinct shift in the understanding of ‘mental health’. Previously it was a term that was associated with mental ‘ill’ health, but now, quite rightly, it is used to denote our mental well-being in everyday life.

Life’s ‘cards’ – the circumstances and challenges dealt out to all of us – naturally make a big difference to our lives. Yet some people with a ‘good hand’ may not succeed in life as well as somebody who is dealt a ‘poor hand’.

I can vividly remember as a child hearing the words, ‘Is that your card?’ when a magician had performed a magic effect involving a pack of playing cards. When I was a little older I ‘fell’ into the company of magicians.

As my interest in magic turned into a fascination, I was proud to be admitted, when just a teenager, as one of the youngest-ever members of Britain’s oldest magical society. I specialised in ‘mind magic’, which furthered my later interest in psychology. Soon I found myself uttering those same words, ‘Is that your card?’, to an audience. All this in the days before Hogwarts and Harry Potter had been conceived in the fertile mind of J.K. Rowling!

Not long after, I came across this passage during my studies:
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Model yourself on card players. The chips don’t matter and the cards don’t matter; how can I know what the deal will be? But making careful and skilful use of the deal – that’s where my responsibility begins . . . externals I cannot control, but the choices I make with regard to them, I do control.

ENCHIRIDION EPICTETUS (C. AD 125)
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Now the concept of ‘cards’ took on another meaning in a philosophical sense: the cards, or hand, you were dealt in life.

This quote was from a Greek Stoic philosopher. My interest in the Stoic philosophy was kindled during my university studies a few decades ago, when economics confirmed itself as living up to its description as the ‘dismal science’. I found it was psychology that was more pertinent to life (and economics) and this discovery shaped my eventual interests and further graduate studies.

In tandem with that, it was the study of its close cousin, philosophy – or rather one particular ‘school’ of it – that resonated deeply with me: the philosophy of the Stoics from more than two thousand years ago.

Unlike other earlier philosophies, it was a philosophy of a way of life, of how to live. And, more importantly, how to think. It showed how to deal with life’s daily adversities and live a good life. Its attraction was that it was a practical way of conducting the art of living (we’ll explore that later in this book).

For the Stoics the principle was simple: you are what you think. Your thoughts create your reality – for good or bad – and they influence everything you say, feel and do.

They were aware of the inner narrative that operates in the background of our minds, and which is responsible for everything we think, feel, say and do. They were all too aware that the words we use have tremendous power: they evoke an emotional state which results in a specific type of action or behaviour. More importantly, they recognised that this applies to both our inner dialogue and the words we use in everyday encounters.

These Stoic ideas resonated with my own thinking that you can gain insight, inspiration and motivation from studying wisdom passed down from long ago. Then you can take the principles with which you identify to help guide you in your own path in life.

Years later, during my postgraduate studies in psychology and psychotherapy, I came across the works of the American psychologist and psychotherapist Dr Albert Ellis. Later a business trip to New York enabled me to visit the Albert Ellis Institute over on East 32nd Street, which proved very inspiring; this pioneer of cognitive therapy was heavily influenced by the readings of the Stoics. The pieces of the ‘jigsaw’ were starting to come together . . .

Ellis’s therapy was based on the premise that we form subjective impressions and become upset and troubled by our own value judgements rather than by things themselves. According to Ellis, it is our thinking that is at the core of the ‘disturbance’ that we all face in life. So clearly the Stoic philosophers directly influenced the development of modern-day cognitive therapies.

This fusion of ancient philosophy with modern-day psychology has provided us with a valuable personal ‘operating system’ for life.

Having enjoyed a lifelong fascination with the psychology of the mind and human behaviour, I’ve spent much of my career (and personal study) looking at the twin areas of the power of persuasion in human communication as well as the huge influence of our body language. But there’s a third strand: our thinking. Nothing happens without our thought process, and being aware that this is something within our control can change our life.

I’ve been interested in trying to fathom out the reason why some individuals, who appear to have everything that could lead to a successful and satisfying life, display and experience the opposite. Then, by comparison, there are the others who start out with so much less, yet go on to achieve good or great things, in all areas of life. Our thinking plays a huge part in these outcomes.

Some people have the self-awareness to recognise that thinking is not something that just happens to us, but is something we do. It’s the starting point for everything and it goes a long way in minimising a life of stress, anxiety and suffering, and creating a life of greater satisfaction, success and mental resilience.

We have most of our conversations with ourselves; words and language are important not just in our writing and exchanges with other people, but in our conversations with ourselves. Words are powerful. They arouse strong emotional responses within us.

I’ve always been particularly moved by song lyrics, especially those that comfort and hold a special meaning. Words that provide you with important life lessons – and that can change your thinking. Those lyrics that lift your mood, get you through sad and difficult times, help you understand your own deficiencies and inspire you to pursue your dreams . . . before it’s too late.

Who can resist the poetic pen of a songwriter when it’s expressed by the voice of the matchless Karen Carpenter, urging us to look to our dreams, lest the future may say we can blame blind yesterday for chasing dreams away.

Even now I can’t think of anything that matches the joy of good melodies and lyrics. Consequently, my first ‘wish list’ career choice was obvious – to be a songwriter. Not much joy with the careers officer. Then radio – a weekly BBC Radio slot. Still no joy. Then back to reality.

What was clear to me was that there is a ‘magical’ power that we can assign to words. We cast spells with our language. Is there something we can deduce from the fact that the word ‘spell’ has a dual meaning? You could say that we cast a ‘spell’ with words and also have to arrange letters in a specific order to ‘spell’ words.

There is an ‘alchemy’ associated with language. If we change the way we think, we’re using different language which then changes our feelings and subsequent behaviour. Then ‘magic happens’. So in that sense we’re all linguistic alchemists. It’s our ‘superpower’.

As we’ll discuss later, we’re all storytellers in life and it’s the stories we tell ourselves that determine the path we take. In addition, from childhood onwards we’re predisposed to listening, remembering and telling stories. Quite often, to help illustrate a point, we’ll use a story. They also help us to learn. We connect with stories emotionally. We know that stories make words come alive.

In that vein, I begin our ‘journey’ with a story, which I hope will help illustrate the power you have in taking some control over events in your life and at the same time improve your mental well-being.




The meeting

Back from his six-month secondment at his company’s New York headquarters, Jon settled into his seat in the cafeteria at his London office. Kate appeared shortly afterwards holding two mugs of double-shot Americanos.

‘Congratulations on your promotion,’ she said. ‘Looks as though our mysterious Marc Sentus did the job.’

‘Thanks, Kate. Yes, can’t deny that. Took me by surprise. Now I’ve got to stand up there tonight with all those other winners at our annual UK awards ceremony.’

‘Winner takes it all! Well, at least you won’t be nervous giving your acceptance speech. You did a good job on your final evening over in Manhattan,’ Kate replied, smiling broadly. ‘Something no doubt to do with that session over there when he discussed public speaking with us.’

‘Yes, definitely that, amongst other things,’ Jon replied.

‘Oh, hi, Jon. Do you mind if I have this seat?’ asked Tom, a colleague from the IT office in Oxford. ‘It should be a good ceremony tonight. And congrats to you as well.’

‘Thanks. Can I introduce you to Kate? She was one of the first people I met over in New York. She’s doing the reverse – she’s over here for six months.’

‘Pleased to meet you, Kate. The view’s not as good for you as Central Park, I bet,’ said Tom.

‘Oh, I’m happy to be here. Like most New Yorkers, I love London,’ said Kate. ‘I’m originally from Boston.’

‘Good old New England!’ Tom replied.

‘Hey, Jon. How are you doing?’ Matthew burst through the double doors with Courteney, caught sight of his former work colleague and shook his hand. ‘I’ll give the praise later this evening at the awards ceremony. And’ – gesturing towards her – ‘would this be the famous Kate we read about in the newsletter?’

‘Yes. Kate, this is Matthew and Courteney. We worked in the same section for five years. Matthew was jealous of my secondment over in the Big Apple!’

‘It certainly didn’t do you any harm, Jon,’ he replied.

An excited Jennifer walked in, smiling and looking a little bemused as she dumped her coffee mug on the table in front of the sofa.

‘What’s got to you?’ asked Courteney. ‘What’s with that strange look on your face?’

‘Well. You know I kind of get a bit low sometimes,’ said Jennifer. ‘I doubt myself. I anticipate disaster around the corner.’

‘Don’t we all?’ replied Courteney.

‘Of course we do, but my point is I was just flicking through a book on the train this morning and it got me thinking about the power of wise quotes. They can turn a person’s life around. It’s just amazing.’

‘That’s it?’ asked Courteney, noticing that Jennifer was now settling into ‘gazing-up-at-the-ceiling-wistfully’ mode. ‘You’re not going to share anything else with us?’

Jennifer shook herself out of her self-imposed trance. She dragged up her coat, which had fallen over her feet and under the
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