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Your Beliefs: Essential, Hidden, Subversive

I’ll tell many true stories in this book, but the one that sticks in my mind most concerns André. He is one of the most creative people I’ve had the privilege of meeting, and he is also likeable, decent and totally trustworthy. Naturally, therefore, when I wanted to interview people for the book, I asked André to participate and he readily agreed. He was one of my first interviewees.

Here’s the thing that surprised and disturbed me. I’d known André for over thirty years, and yet there was something about him that I had totally missed. For a long time, he had been – I struggle for the word, but perhaps ‘disabled’ is the closest I can get – not by any physical problem, but rather by something that he had believed from childhood. In his interview with me he said that he believed that life should be easy. When it turned out to be challenging, he found it hard to navigate his way through the difficulties. As a result, he suffered very considerable unhappiness.

He is no longer unhappy because, in his forties, he began the gradual process of self-introspection and therapy. He started to unpick his negative beliefs, starting with this idea that life should be easy. That process continues today. By identifying the injurious belief, and realising the harm it had caused him, André was able to discard it. Through understanding that the nature of life is that trials and tribulations always emerge, he became able to anticipate problems and not be affronted by them. He learned to circumvent difficulties, because he accepted their legitimacy, and eventually took some pride in working around them.

When I finished interviewing André, I was struck – really for the first time – by how much harm one simple belief can cause a person. Put more positively, I realised that changing one belief into an opposite or different belief can remove enormous amounts of stress and unhappiness from our lives. I saw more clearly than I had ever seen before that a small number of beliefs can cause great pain, and are therefore, as I label them, toxic. I also realised that there are a small number of beliefs – I call them good beliefs – that can help us become fundamentally happier and more useful people.

From the stories of the fifty-one people I eventually interviewed, I have come to see the baleful influence of a small number of toxic beliefs, and the beneficial effect of another small number of good beliefs. I have also come to appreciate that beliefs can be changed from toxic to good, and that good beliefs can be adopted independently of any toxic catalyst.

For the purposes of this book, I am defining a belief as a principle that motivates behaviour that, in turn, causes certain results – those can be good, bad or broadly neutral – affecting the happiness of the individual holding the belief and, potentially, the happiness of others. In my view, we must judge a belief not by any absolute standard, but by the impact it has on the individual who holds it. A toxic belief is one that causes unhappiness, and a good belief is one that helps us become happy.

With this in mind, I further grasped that most of our beliefs are insignificant. They are neither toxic nor good. They have little or no influence on our lives, our health and longevity, our happiness, our success or our impact on friends, family and the wider world. Examples of these trivial beliefs are opinions about celebrities, the best place to go on holiday, which car to drive, which supermarket to choose and which movie or video to watch. They may have a small impact on your happiness for a short while, but they won’t change your life.

There is, however, another set of beliefs – not all that many in number – which may influence the important decisions you make and affect your happiness, the lifestyle you enjoy, and whether you leave the world a better or worse place than when you entered it. They are any beliefs that systematically influence the key decisions you make in life, such as which romantic relationships to have and how to conduct them; which close friends you have, and how often you see them; which line of work to choose and how well you do it; how to make and keep money; your religion or philosophy of life; and the degree to which you regard the world around you as a hostile jungle, a sweet shop of wonderful opportunities, or something in between.

The weird thing about these powerful beliefs – powerful in terms of making you and the people around you either happy or unhappy – is that they are often submerged within your mind and soul, unconsidered and completely unconscious. The beliefs move us to actions, which have important results, either good or bad, but we are often – indeed usually – unaware of the beliefs which are pulling our strings.

Psychologist Daniel Kahneman says, ‘For some of our most important beliefs, we have no evidence at all, except that people we love and trust hold these beliefs. Considering how little we know, the confidence we have in our beliefs is preposterous – and it is also essential.’1

How can our confidence in our beliefs be unfounded, yet also essential?

Well, if we had to stop and think beliefs through from first principles, we would not be able to do very much in our lives, and perhaps not be able to survive at all. Like a baby shying away from a Labrador, every tiny decision would require time and energy. Working out what we believe about every issue before acting would consume so much effort that we could scarcely do anything at all. It is so much easier to adopt a ‘stock’ belief – such as ‘Labradors are friendly, but German Shepherds may be dangerous’ – that we can act on in every relevant situation without new thought. As William James, the pioneering psychologist and philosopher of the late nineteenth century, wrote, ‘The more of our daily life we can hand over to the effortless custody of automatism, the more our higher powers of mind will be set free for their own proper work.’2 Beliefs are, for the most part, part of ‘the effortless custody of automatism’.

Yet our casual disposition to believe many things, including those that most affect our happiness, without examining the evidence for those beliefs, or sometimes without even being aware of those beliefs and what they are making us do, can make us our own worst enemies.

Rarely, we do become aware of our beliefs and their good, or usually bad, consequences in our lives. In a moment of crisis, for example, when we realise that we are particularly unhappy or stressed, we may even conduct a kind of archaeological dig into our minds to identify why we are feeling under so much pressure.

The cause is likely to be something we are doing – the job we have, for example, and the stress imposed by our boss or our failure to do well at work. But this is often not the complete answer; it may be an intermediate cause, with a deeper one behind it. We may ask ourselves, perhaps for the first time, why we selected a particular career, or company, or boss, and why, if we are unhappy at work, we are not doing something about it, such as resigning or negotiating a change in our job.

The answer may be that we have chosen our line of work because that’s what people in our family or of our background often do, or that we are doing it because we qualified in that field, or because it pays exceptionally well. But behind these decisions or assumptions lie beliefs of which we may not be aware, such as ‘I must do what my father or mother wants me to do’ or ‘I must do what I qualified to do’ or ‘I must have a highly paid job’. We may not realise that there are more attractive beliefs, such as ‘I should do what I love doing and can still get paid for’.

Our archaeological dig may go further down into our early lives and our beliefs, perhaps adopted when we were very young and never questioned since, perhaps never even appreciated – for example, because we have a deep-rooted desire or need for high success, for money, for recognition, for belonging to a particular group of people or profession, or simply because that’s what people of our type or background (as we imagine it) naturally do.

It’s at this stage that we may experience a blinding glimpse of the obvious, a kind of personal discovery that challenges our deep-rooted belief, namely that we don’t need to continue doing what it is that is making us stressed or unhappy – we can do something else; we can believe something else.

We have more degrees of freedom than we think we have, as many degrees of freedom as we can imagine. We can do things differently. Yes, we can remove our incubus, our albatross, our belief that is making us unhappy. We can escape from our closet. Hurrah!

I now realise that in my own life, I have experienced a couple of these moments of liberating truth, moments that have made me almost infinitely happier. In my late twenties, I was working at a top firm of management consultants, where everyone had certain magical powers of financial and market analysis, which enabled the firm – in effect, a co-operative – to charge huge fees to clients and pay its people massive amounts of money. Everyone had this marvellous gift, except me. I should have realised this after a year or so, but, because I could do other things rather well, I thought they would compensate for my absence of the firm’s characteristic power alley. They didn’t. And it was making me miserable.

In the midst of my unhappiness, I conducted my own little archaeological dig into the inner recesses of my mind and eventually discovered that submerged underneath my desire to continue doing work I was ill-suited to was a toxic belief: I had a compulsive desire, a deep-rooted need, for extreme success, which I identified, again mistakenly, as being the same as the need to make large amounts of money. This was one of several layers of harmful beliefs entangled with each other, combining to make a mess of my life.

This was linked with another toxic belief, which was that I needed to make a fortune in order to be happy, and that being obsessive about money would make me happy. This led me to stay at the firm where I worked because I thought it was the only way to make large amounts of money – or at least the only way that I could do it. This belief was later disproved when I made more money in a different field.

Don’t get me wrong: I like money, and think, indeed I know from sociological evidence, that contrary to the views of most priests (and indeed most social scientists), having more money does increase happiness, not infallibly, but as a general rule (I’ll come back to this later). But I also know that money is not the most important source of happiness, either for a particular individual or a particular society or country. Other considerations, such as the way we deal with people and how much we trust them, are more important. So, it makes sense, logically, financially and psychologically, to become very good at a particular skill that is valued by other people. This makes us liked and raises our self-esteem.

But it makes no sense for anyone to be obsessively interested in making money at the expense of happiness or other objectives that are more important to you. The general point I would make here is that, when I was younger, I harboured deep-rooted beliefs which were not in my own interests, at least if you agree that happiness is of major importance. I was not aware of the beliefs for a long time, and getting rid of those beliefs was initially hard – though recognising the beliefs was much harder than removing them. You, too, may have one or two deep-rooted beliefs that are hurting you. This book will help you uncover them.


MY LITTLE EXPERIMENT

For this book I decided to interview a number of friends and friendly acquaintances about their beliefs. I had three criteria for selecting these people.

First, they had to be people whom I thought were fairly aware of their emotions and why they acted as they did.

Second, I had to trust them to tell me the truth, and not a sanitised version thereof.

Third, I really had to like them and feel a rapport between us.

As a result of my selection criteria, and the fact that I came across most of these people as a result of my own quirks, preoccupations and dealings in life, my fifty-one people are far from being a random sample. They are mainly happy, interesting and successful people. This is not, I consider, a bad thing – I would hate to present you with a parade of losers. On the other hand, my interviewees do include a significant number of people who have not followed a conventional or well-paid path. One of them is an artist. One is a singer-songwriter. One has never had a career, preferring to raise her children than to get a well-paid job, which she could easily have done. One became a poorly paid teacher after having a highly paid corporate job. And one, I am sorry to say, is in prison.

The experiences of some interviewees may not be relevant for you, but I’m confident that you will find some lessons to apply to improve your life.

I asked my interviewees three main questions.

First, I asked if they had ever had an important belief which they had changed during their life. The change in belief had, I specified, to have had substantial good or bad results for them.

Second, did my interviewees hold any important beliefs, with clear good or bad results, which they had not changed during their adult lives?

Third, did they have any extraordinarily audacious beliefs that they were exceptional and could do something new and daring that, if realised, would have vital impact on their whole life, and the lives of others?

Why did I ask this final question? Because my whole life was powerfully influenced by a belief that I would do something quite unusual and beyond normal expectations of someone from my background. I was interested to learn if the same was true for others, and how their audacious belief had impacted their lives.

The results were fascinating.

In answer to the first question, forty-five of the fifty-one people said they had changed an important belief. All forty-five of them said that they had come to recognise that the belief (even if it had once been useful) had become a serious drag on their happiness. By junking the bad belief and substituting a belief that they realised was more appropriate, they had significantly improved their lives.

‘After changing what I believed,’ one of my interviewees said, ‘I could not credit that I had ever believed the opposite, with such bad results.’ ‘Changing my belief was liberating,’ said another. ‘It was a great weight off my mind,’ said a third. Such comments were universal.

The people involved became happier and more confident and often felt that by disposing of their harmful belief they had become not only much more productive and useful, but happier. In most cases they had held the belief deeply for many years; jettisoning it marked a turning point in their life.

On the second question, all fifty-one people said yes, they held at least one or two beliefs (though one interviewee had six) which they had not changed throughout their life. They unanimously said that the beliefs they had not changed had made a big positive contribution to their lives and happiness.

My third question was whether the interviewee had developed a very audacious and improbable belief and goal which could change their lives and that of thousands of other people. Eight people said yes, and, astonishingly, seven of the eight said that they had already reached their objective.

This third category of beliefs is neither toxic nor good. I call them grand beliefs and they will be the subject of part of this book.

A Word About My Interviewees

The subject of my interviews was deeply personal. My interviewees mainly bared their souls and held nothing back. Some revealed vulnerabilities or high aspirations that they had never told anyone else. For this reason, some facts that taken together with the rest of their story could reveal their identity – such as their first name or (in a couple of cases) their nationality – have been changed or slightly fudged. I have been careful to ensure that their essential stories have not changed one iota; and all quotations are completely accurate.

Some interviewees were happy to reveal their real names. I am most grateful to all interviewees for their honesty and openness.




CONCLUSION

We need our beliefs, and usually need them to operate unthinkingly. Serious thinking is hard and uses vast amounts of emotional and physical energy, which is why we avoid it. Yet, as this book shows, we can be vulnerable because our beliefs often rest on shaky foundations. Sometimes they work in our interests, and sometimes against them. We rarely notice which it is.

In the next chapter, we’ll see that any one individual only needs to change a few beliefs – perhaps only one of them – to become significantly happier.
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80/20 Beliefs and Their Happy Paradoxes

The 80/20 principle says that a small proportion of causes or efforts usually have the majority of impact and results. If we identify that small proportion – perhaps 20 per cent of the total – of powerful causes that account for perhaps 80 per cent of the results we want, we can achieve more with less time, toil and trouble.

Dividing phenomena into vital causes on the one hand, and trivial ones on the other, has proven to be extremely useful in business, economics and life in general. For example, there are a few things that are likely to make us happy – such as doing only work we enjoy and where we excel, having a great marriage or other personal relationship, and being generous in every way possible in our friendships and dealings with other people. It may be hard to cultivate these characteristics, but if we can manage these few highly desirable qualities, it is very hard not to be happy, whatever else happens to us.

When it comes to beliefs, the division into the sheep and the goats, the vital few and the trivial many, is quite extreme. You see, just one or two good beliefs may produce extraordinary positive results in life, because the belief or beliefs cause us to take actions which reliably produce incredibly good outcomes.

Equally, a single really bad belief – bad in terms of the effect it has on us and the people around us – can cripple our whole life. If we believe, for example, that the world is out to get us, that other people can’t ever be trusted, or that we are bound to fail in life, such beliefs become self-fulfilling.

There are three 80/20 paradoxes about beliefs that can help us enormously. I have already mentioned the first 80/20 paradox of belief, but it is worth elaborating here:

Only very few beliefs matter in terms of results, but they matter enormously.

Probably 99 per cent of your beliefs do not lead to actions which change your life. If we think at all about our beliefs, they are likely to be matters of opinion or theoretical beliefs. We may have strong beliefs about which football team or movie is ace, but unless our belief causes us to take different actions with different results, then they do not matter. Yet one or two beliefs about ourselves and our relationships, our sexuality, or how we should run our lives may have untold consequences. The beliefs that matter are nearly always deeply personal.

The fact that most beliefs do not matter in terms of results is good, because we can’t afford the time and mental energy to think consciously and conscientiously about everything we decide and do. And it is good, because the irrelevance of the vast majority of our beliefs to our outcomes in life enables us, if we want, to take the trouble to examine carefully the very few beliefs we have which are life-changing.

Which leads us on to the second helpful paradox:

80/20 beliefs are easier to detect than most other beliefs.

Toxic beliefs and good beliefs that really matter force their way into our consciousness more easily than other, trivial beliefs.

When challenged to think about beliefs that they have changed, my interviewees gravitated naturally to beliefs they changed for a good reason. They were stressed and unhappy and cast around for the reason, which was almost invariably a toxic belief. For example, one interviewee became somewhat depressed by a change in the nature of her work. She had taken on a job she didn’t like because she believed that she had to do what the organisation wanted, which in turned derived from a strong belief that she had to be successful in climbing its hierarchy.

When asked what consequential beliefs they had not changed, my respondents, without exception, rapidly identified good beliefs, ways they thought or values they had which had eased their passage through life and had beneficial results.

These good beliefs typically operate just below the level of consciousness, but within close reach of it. Examples include the value of kindness or karma and reciprocity, or self-confidence and self-belief, or humility, or the existence of right and wrong, or of a cause outside themselves which they valued highly, such as family or a social endeavour.

It really is true that doing good is good for you, and that the sources of goodness emerge in spades when we transcend the narrow cell of our selfishness. Philosophers and priests may dispute whether or not there is a source of goodness in the universe which is external and real, but anyone who examines beliefs and their results can see a clear connection and causation between good beliefs, and their results in terms of happiness.

And then there is the third fortunate paradox of 80/20 beliefs:

Toxic 80/20 beliefs are easier to change than the mass of other beliefs.

Toxic beliefs result in pain, stress and unhappiness. If something is wrong in your life, you are likely to ask why everything is not hunky-dory. And, as we shall see later, the main difficulty in changing a harmful belief is a lack of awareness that it exists. It can be hard to dump toxic beliefs, as we will see later, because usually we are not aware of them.

The good news, though, is that once a toxic belief is ‘rumbled’, it has no effective defence against action by the sufferer. It may take a while to pin down why pain exists, but once a toxic belief is diagnosed, why keep it? Better beliefs are always available, ones that will eliminate suffering and increase happiness.


CONCLUSION

You don’t have to change many beliefs to improve your life dramatically.

It may require changing just one, if that belief is toxic.






PART ONE:

TOXIC BELIEFS
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Introduction to Toxic Beliefs

I talked earlier about how I selected my interviewees. Rather to my surprise, the great majority of my interviewees recognised that they had suffered from a toxic belief. Hearing their accounts may prompt you to ask whether you too have had a toxic belief in the past, or are dogged by a toxic belief today.

Toxic beliefs are often about things we feel we must do – such as achieve a particular target or lifestyle, or marry a certain sort of person, or other expectations about what our future life or role in it must be.

You will see that the stories are all different . . . and that they are all the same! As you read my interviewees’ accounts, watch out for the common themes – the insidious ways that toxic beliefs implant themselves in the mind, either by pretending that the belief is benign, or by the belief concealing its existence; the pain and angst felt by the individuals, often building up slowly over time until the malaise is evident and undeniable; the process of gradually or suddenly becoming aware of the belief and the harm it is doing; the different ways in which the belief can be identified and challenged; and the way in which the belief is quickly or slowly exorcised and replaced with a kinder belief.


QUESTIONS TO ASK YOURSELF AS YOU READ MY INTERVIEWEES’ STORIES

1. Have you had a toxic belief in the past? Ask yourself the question I asked my interviewees – have you changed an important belief, which had important results for you? And I’ll tell you something I didn’t tell them (I was still experimenting and didn’t want to prejudge the issue) – changing your belief will make you happier and more relaxed.

2. Were you conscious of your toxic belief, or was it a deep-rooted product of your background or experiences, so that you weren’t even aware you had the belief?

3. Were you unhappy at the time?

4. Did you eventually trace your unhappiness to the existence of the toxic belief?

5. Was your realisation of the toxic belief – what I call rumbling it – sudden, or a gradual process?

6. Did you rumble and deal with the toxic belief through reading, quiet reflection, introspection or a dream; or alternatively, did someone help you rumble and conquer the toxic belief?

7. If a helper or helpers were involved, were they a friend, family member, co-worker, fellow-sufferer (with the belief), or a professional such as a psychologist, counsellor, therapist, social worker, minister or priest?

8. Once you had rumbled the toxic belief, how long did it take you to jettison it?

9. Do you still have a toxic belief? Can you define it carefully and precisely?
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André’s Toxic Belief: Life is Too Difficult

André only has to open his mouth for a fellow Brit to know instantly that he belongs to an allegedly defunct social group – the upper-middle classes – and probably more ‘upper’ than ‘middle’. ‘I was born with a silver spoon in my mouth,’ he says with wry but despondent humour. ‘I grew up believing that life would be easy and comfortable. This was my belief, my expectation as a child, which I soaked up from my family and boarding-school environment. At home I would come down to breakfast and there it was, all prepared and perfectly laid out, with my starched napkin in place. And the butler would pour us coffee.’

I asked why this was a problem.

‘Well, when I met difficulties, I wasn’t expecting them; I thought they were unreasonable. I often felt overwhelmed by the discomfort of setbacks and tried to fix them too quickly, never realising that setbacks were my teachers. People seemed to me to be the cause of problems, so I was afraid of getting close to anyone. I felt alone and isolated. My relationship with my wife collapsed, and I continued to indulge in various addictions as ways of avoiding pain rather than feeling it.’

I knew that André had been joint founder of a celebrated company which had attracted a host of customers from day one and never had any serious setbacks. I asked him if this had given him newfound confidence. ‘No, not at all,’ he said. ‘I thought running the company was incredibly hard. There were battles with my business partner, always operating problems and crises. I felt badly bruised and kept asking myself, why is it so hard? I never enjoyed it at all. It was a great relief when we sold the business and I had all that lovely loot safely in the bank.’

Gradually, André came to realise that his root problem was his belief that life should be easy. From the age of forty, he says, ‘I came to understand that difficulties were not an affront, that they can teach us to be more resilient, courageous and happier.’ He was helped by going to group meetings of people with similar problems.

After interviewing André, I felt bad. He had always struck me as a slightly gloomy person, but he also gave a strong impression of intelligence and creativity. I was shocked to discover that he had spent two decades of his life in a vulnerable state because of one toxic belief. If I had realised his problem, I could have helped him and saved him many years of suffering.

Patrick, an entrepreneur in his forties, had the same problem as André, although in a milder form:

‘I grew up thinking life was easy. I had three elder sisters. They loved and spoiled me, so I grew up very comfortable and selfconfident. I always believed that I would have a good life and expected to glide through it.

‘This comfort blanket was removed when I left home
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