
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			Take control of your life

			
					Problem: when you feel like you have lost control of your life, how can you get it back?

					Aim: many people dream of taking control of their lives, without really knowing how to get there. Each of us may be forced to take on this challenge at some point, and so this book aims to give you the keys to take the first steps down your new path in life. 

					FAQs:	How can you tell if you need to take (back) control of your life? 

	Change scares me. How can I overcome this fear? 

	How can I get out of my comfort zone? 

	What can I use to help me take control of my life? 

	How can I actually go about doing this? 

	How can I find the time to take control of my life? 

	I have a lot of plans that are really just vague ideas. What can I do to make them a reality? 

	Do I need to question everything? 




			

			Unlike the French director Étienne Chatiliez’s film, life is anything but a long, quiet river. You may sometimes have the unpleasant feeling that you are struggling through life rather than being the main actor. It is a little like being on one of those airport travellators, watching the scenery go by while actually not moving. Taking control of your life means getting off the travellator and walking with your own two feet, fully aware of where you are going and channelling your energy towards something meaningful. 

			To start with, take a look at your life. Imagine yourself climbing into a helicopter and then rising up off the ground. Suddenly, you can see your life’s path stretching out in front of you. 

			Whether close up or from afar, your journey looks like that of many others, with its highs and lows, its good times and the times you would have preferred to do without. You probably have a classic education, after following the advice of those who “want nothing but the best for you”. And so off you went to university or to learn that interesting trade which you idealised. As a result, there is a good chance that you have found a job loosely related to your studies and that you have begun to trade your time for your employer’s money.

			Your personal life is no doubt rather similar. Yet one beautiful morning you woke up with this unpleasant feeling that you have missed out on something and are not living the life that you pictured for yourself. It is like a call from the deepest part of your being, a grave, intense whisper that takes you completely by surprise: “It’s time to take control of your life!” But how can you go about doing this? That is where this book comes in: it aims to help you to make a fresh start by listening to yourself and paying attention to the values that you hold dear.

		


		
			Why have you lost control of your life? 

			Other people’s influence

			It cannot be denied that education plays a vital role in how we take our lives into our own hands. You should not judge your parents for the way they raised you. It is natural that they wanted to share their vision of the world with you and, not counting a few rare cases, they probably did their best with the means that they had. Moreover, most of the time, they took an active role in the different choices that you were faced with. This is neither a bad thing, nor a good thing; they just unconsciously projected their own desires on to you. They only had your best interests at heart – they believed that you shared their values. After all, they made you! When they think of your personality, it is a bit like their “mini-me”. It therefore seems obvious to them that what would have been or would be good for them is obviously good for you too.

			Another influence is probably one of the worst poisons of modern society: television. Nowadays, babies are assailed by a continuous stream of television programmes as soon as they are big enough to sit on a couch. As Patrick Le Lay said in 2004, while he was the head of TF1 (French TV channel), “what we sell to Coca Cola is available human brain time”1 (Les associés d'EIM, 2004). This space is essential if companies want to make us buy a certain product while under the illusion we decided to buy it ourselves, or even if they want to somehow influence the way we see the world, thereby denying us our critical thinking skills. Is there anything more passive than watching a screen where we are spoon-fed supposedly entertaining or informative images? This addiction to an object which sucks up your potential to develop, your creativity and your potential to create stimulating projects causes you to lose control of your life. 

			In additions to these huge influences on your life, there are others such as:

			
					Careers advisors, who can steer an individual based on some grades on a piece of paper. This implies that “your (professional) life is determined by what you do”. Does who you are even matter? Best to forget about that question: it is too complicated for them and not their priority. 

					Friends who “want nothing but the best for you” and who, a bit like parental figures, are full of good intentions when it comes to helping you. And so you will be treated to a flood of well-meaning advice in the pub such as “you have to”, “you should” or “if I were you”.

					Your partner, who influences you with their very presence. However, do not take this the wrong way: this does not mean that he or she is the root of the problem, it just means that your bond can lead to situations such as compromises. For example, you want to go to the cinema, but your partner would rather go out for dinner, and so you find a compromise to keep both of you happy. 

			

			Losing sight of who you really are

			All these figures can, to a certain extent, create a sort of space or rift which slowly moves you further and further away from who you really are. If this sounds familiar, you may be feeling out of step with your deepest feelings, the part of yourself where:

			
					all your hopes and dreams for your life can be found;

					your true needs are illuminated with a brilliant light; 

					you have abilities in certain areas that others do not;

					you take an immense pleasure in being in contact with what makes you tick;

					you are aware that you were made for something other than what you are doing today; 

					you have the feeling that you can contribute to something “bigger”; 

					you are intuitively aware of the meaning of your life.

			

			This part of you is always somewhere within you, and it will sometimes appear with a message. This message is your Calling. 

			Your Calling

			Losing sight of who you are is a result; it is the final step of a long process involving a mixture of these previously-discussed influences, certain unconscious defence mechanisms that make you think that “taking control of your life is risky”, or even getting trapped in a kind of comfort zone in your everyday habits. 

			For all that, you slowly begin to perceive a range of little signs, which are trying to tell you what meaning you should give to your life. And the more you try to repress them, the stronger they become. They crop up again and again under different guises. It is a bit like a call, a little voice which grows stronger and stronger and whispers existential questions in your ear:

			
					Why do I always meet the same toxic people? 

					I just can’t get this right! What’s wrong with me? 

					That’s been six months now that my lower back is sore. I should probably get that checked out… 

					Wow! That’s the third time I’ve come across an article that sums up exactly what I’ve been thinking. I wonder what that means?

					How can I get motivated by what I do? 

			

			These kinds of questions never end. But if we give ourselves the time, anyone can pay attention to this deep, primal Calling and heed its message. 



			1 This quotation has been translated by 50Minutes.com.

		


		
			Learning to steer your life

			Forget objectives: focus on projects

			There is a wealth of personal development books which hail objectives as the holy grail of life. In a way, setting objectives, with the help of SMART, SWOT and SCORE techniques, has become the be all and end all of personal development. It is as though not having an objective is a worrying problem in itself. 

			Having a few objectives to focus your energy is undeniably useful. I myself use them with my clients because, as an integral part of any coaching process, they allow you to determine a course to take and provide you with certain satisfaction criteria to boot. These criteria will guide you throughout your journey. 

			For all that, from the point of view of taking your life in hand, having projects allows you to satisfy one of the fundamental human needs: self-fulfilment. However, you cannot just start any old project. Your projects must involve the holy trinity of happiness: Pleasure, Commitment and Meaning. Research done in positive psychology, particularly that of Martin Seligman (psychology researcher and professor at the University of Pennsylvania), has shown that happiness or subjective well-being is conditioned by the pleasure that we feel at accomplishing meaningful tasks that we are fully committed to. Let us take a look at these three components:

			
					Pleasure. Often associated with a positive emotion, pleasure is a feeling that we have when we experience a situation that stimulates our senses. For example, we can take pleasure in watching the sun set, smelling a sweet scent, touching silky-smooth skin, eating a carefully-prepared meal or listening to spellbinding music. Pleasure is therefore essentially dependent on external stimuli and cannot fulfil us all by itself. That being said, making plans which will give you pleasure is a good base if you wish to take control of your life. 

					Commitment. The second essential component which should be included in a project is your commitment to it. Committing yourself to a project means being able to put all your energy into it without feeling drained. On the contrary, the more committed you are, the more your energy increases. You will feel stimulated to the point of losing your grasp of time, space and self-perception. You will use your abilities to their full potential and your focus will be optimal. Nothing else exists apart from the thing you are committed to. Here are a few examples of projects favouring this flow (in psychology, flow is the mental state of a person who is completely concentrated on what they are doing), as it is called by its creator Mihály Csíkszentmihályi:	writing a book, 

	painting a picture, 

	taking on a sporting challenge, 

	preparing for an event, 

	learning to play an instrument,

	doing something for charity, 

	working with others on a stimulating project. 




					Meaning. The final essential element of every good project is the meaning you accord it. This is perhaps even the most important element to consider once you decide to take control of your life. If you want to find meaning in your project or in your life more generally, ask yourself the following question: “Why am I doing what I am doing?” The “why” will instantly connect you to the end point of your project, with its ultimate goal. Do not get the wrong idea though – an answer will not just leap out at you. This demands some time for reflection, so you can go to the deepest part of your being and discover what has meaning for you. To help you in this task, here are some questions which will allow you to find the holy grail in your quest for meaning:	Why are you doing this project? 

	Why is it important to you? 

	(Following on from the previous question) What is even more important? 

	(Following on from the previous question) What do you get out of it? 

	(Following on from the previous question) How does that contribute to the world around you? 


Now, answer the question “Why are you doing this project?” in five to nine words. 


			

			As you can see, taking control of your life begins with creating a meaningful project which you are fully committed to and which gives you pleasure. Here is a tool that may help you to lay the groundwork of a project:
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			The fundamentals of taking control of your life

			Encourage optimism

			Optimism is a way of perceiving the world around us. Positive psychology (the branch of psychology which focuses on the strengths and virtues of human beings) tells us that it is also the tendency to look on the bright side of things. As the idiom goes, optimism means seeing your glass as half full and not half empty. 

			The optimist sees opportunities where the pessimist sees nothing but problems. The former thinks in a way which helps them not to see the world through rose-tinted glasses, but to see it just a little bit brighter. Here are a few examples of optimistic thinking:

			
					“The world is full of opportunities which are within my reach.”

					“I have not failed. I have simply learned what not to do next time.”

					“I succeeded because I made full use of my talents and abilities.”

					“Other people are potential partners rather than probable enemies.”

					“The impermanence of life gives me the courage to continue my journey in spite of the difficulties.”

			

			The optimist does not deny the difficulties of existence. They also go through difficult times, but they manage to put them into perspective, telling themselves that these setbacks are only temporary, and evaluate their responsibility in events. 

			Let us suppose that you have to participate in a sports competition at the weekend and you have not reached the objective that you wanted to. An optimistic person would find a rational explanation for this failure (“I couldn’t get myself ready like I wanted to because I had to deal with more work than usual”), while a pessimist would make it into the worst thing that has ever happened to them, see themselves as completely responsible for their failure and view it as a definitive setback. 

			By practicing this new “life philosophy”, you will be quicker to seize the opportunities which present themselves to you and you will soon feel better about yourself. 

			Accept change

			You may have already thought as much, but it should be emphasised all the same: taking control of your life requires making several changes in your current life. After all, if you are currently reading this book, that means that your life has slipped away from you, at least in part, or it has never really been under your control and you want to change this. 

			In spite of this, you still need to be aware that you are developing in at least one environment, in connection with different people, in a way that you know very (or perhaps even too) well. This formula (you + environment + individuals + relationships + functioning) forms what is called a system. A system is therefore a collection of elements which interact strongly enough with one another to make up a whole which can only be described by considering the different elements separately. In this view, teams, companies and work communities are defined as open systems: they interact with an environment (Millet, 2011).

			Among the principles or laws governing these systems, there is one which will almost certainly show up and will have a direct influence on you if you are committed to taking control of your life: the principle of homeostasis. This concept, which comes from biology, shows that all systems tend to reduce the variations that they have and maintain them within acceptable limits. An open system has regulation mechanisms which allow it to stay in a stable state in all circumstances, even when the environment changes. These constant regulations allow the system to survive and support itself (ibid.). Therefore, when it has to suffer constraints or forces encouraging it to change, the system invariably returns to how it was before this attempt to change. Below are a few situations where the principle of homeostasis will play a part:

			
					[Biology] You catch a cold; your body produces white blood cells and increases its temperature to combat the virus in an attempt to rebalance itself. This is the principle of homeostasis.

					[Business] A department-wide reorganisation is announced at work. A social movement begins to preserve the social benefits which may disappear after this change. Once again, the principle of homeostasis plays a large role here. 

					[Family] Sometimes, a new arrival in a family (a baby, a grandparent) can create tensions, because the family balance has been broken. In the same way, a child leaving home can sometimes lead to tension in a couple, because the family dynamic has been unbalanced by the son or daughter leaving the nest. If the people who stay cannot find balance, the system may fall apart. 

					[Personal life] You want to take control of your life. This is probably going to create some turbulence in the system that you have with your environment, your habits, your relationships and how you function. This means that procrastination, avoidance behaviour, excuses and self-sabotage are all signs encouraging you to keep going and showing you that you are going through change. At the end of the day, this is therefore almost a good thing, if you take it as nothing more than information and do not get too caught up in it. The next step is knowing what to do with this information. 

			

			Make choices

			Another essential element in the process of taking (back) control of your life is the notion of choice. As we have just seen, taking your life into your own hands involves making several changes in your everyday habits. In order to do so, you are going to have to make some decisions. For some people, this is a terrifying thought. However, it is thanks to the different choices that you will make that you will slowly begin to take (back) the reins of your own life. However, you have to be patient, because these decisions will all add up help you to get back to an existence that is in line with your values.

			A choice means deciding on one option over all the rest. We often think that we have a choice when we are given two options. However, in this specific scenario we are not facing a choice, but a dilemma. The real choice only begins when three options are presented to you. The difference, although minimal in terms of numbers, is significant on the psychological level. 

			Dilemmas lead to an unpleasant feeling, because by opting for one of two options, we cannot shake the feeling that we have lost something, instead of being happy about what we have actually chosen. At the end of the day, whatever option you choose, you will be left with mixed feelings. A psychological phenomenon known as cognitive dissonance (conflict between two mental processes which are, in theory, incompatible) takes over and eases this feeling of frustration by overestimating the value of the chosen option and underestimating that of the rejected option. Balance is therefore ensured. In this way, you can save a lot of mental energy by voluntarily putting yourself into a situation with a “real” choice. Therefore, if you are facing a dilemma with only two ways out, your first task is to create a third option. This could be a combination of the first two options or, if you have a particularly creative mind, a completely new option.

			
				
					WHAT SHOULD I DO WHEN I CANNOT AVOID A DILEMMA?

					If you are being tormented by a dilemma, rather than looking at the question based on the advantages and disadvantages of both options, ask yourself what you are ready to give up… or not. You will therefore move from evaluating external criteria (linked to your options) to internal criteria (linked to your value system) which are much more efficient, reliable and motivating. 

				

			

			Become proactive rather than reactive

			The final fundamental principle if you want to take your life into your own hands

			
			
			
			
			
					A reactive person would tend to say that it is so-and-so’s fault, or it is because of the situation or the weather, or blame themselves by thinking of a hundred and one things they could have done or not done. 

					A proactive person would take a step back to get an overall look at the situation, analysing it with a cool head and noting what they could change if they ever happen to do a similar project in the future. They will be able to distinguish between the external and internal problems which caused the project to fail. In any case, they will consider this disappointment as an experience which will help them to grow and develop. 

			

			
			
			
					The problem is directly controllable. It may be a situation directly concerning your environment, your behaviour, your abilities or your beliefs. The proactive action would therefore be to change your general habits. 

					The problem is indirectly controllable. It could, for example, be linked to someone else’s behaviour. In this case, the proactive action would be to change your way of communicating with this person in order to get your message across. The result is far from guaranteed, but you will have done what you had the power to change. If that does not work, move on to the next point. 

					The problem is uncontrollable. It is either something which is no longer under your control (your past, for example) or a situation which, in spite of your proactiveness, does not end the way you want it to. In this case, you still have the power to be proactive and change the way you see things. This is the stage where the notion of letting go takes on its full meaning. 
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