
[image: cover missing]


CHAPTER ONE

How to be your best dating self

Okay, you’ve got a date. Make sure nobody is looking and do a little dance. Now, we’re going to get you ready for it so it has the best chance of going brilliantly. I’m going to talk you through things you can do to help you feel a million bucks as you walk in, and what you can do to make your date feel the same way by the end of the evening. This is going to be a dating makeover, and I’m going to start with your head.

When you think ahead to a date, how do you feel? My guess is that you’re not 100% confident at the prospect of how it’s going to go, or you wouldn’t be reading this book for help. Confidence is an interesting emotion, because it seems to emerge spontaneously in some situations we face, and evaporate in others, and sometimes that’s just when we want it most. How weird is it that you can be out with your friends and always be the confident one, and yet go to a party where you don’t know many people, and be overcome by nerves? Our confidence tends to be related to context, but I’m going to show you that it doesn’t have to be. Try this simple exercise. It only takes a few minutes.

 




 

For a moment, think about a situation or specific event in the past where you have felt relaxed and able to be yourself – it doesn’t have to be a big occasion, just a moment that you enjoyed and the thought of which makes you smile. Let it. Our thoughts can create our feelings. Please take a moment to close your eyes and remember that time for at least a minute …

Now think about where you feel that good feeling in your body. It could be anywhere: a warm feeling in your stomach, a soft smile on your lips, the release of tension from your throat. Connect to that emotion and the place in your body where you feel it. Would you like to be able to feel that way when you think about going on a date, and, even better, feel that way when you’re actually on it? Now imagine the physical feeling and consciously connect it to the positive emotion.

 





 

That’s what this chapter is about. Confidence is a feeling you can choose, but I know it doesn’t seem that way. So many people have told me humiliating tales of dating disaster, when they’ve been hijacked by a nervous version of themselves that proceeds to completely screw up their chances of ever seeing their date again. This hijacking happens in the part of the mind called the unconscious, which takes over your behaviour whenever it thinks that a threat exists to you – physically or socially. And if it’s socially, more often than not it’s going to be trying to defend your self-esteem, and it’s been doing so from very early on in your life.

When we’re born, self-esteem isn’t an issue, because our ‘self’ hasn’t developed yet. When I talk about ‘self’ I mean that sense we have of ourselves as someone separate from anyone else. New research suggests that this sense of self might begin to emerge as young as four months old. Interestingly, as this starts to happen, so too does the tendency for a child to incline towards being clingy or independent, and it’s thought this might well be an influence on how confident you become as you grow up. Children who are clingy at this age are more likely to grow up to be more nervous, while independent children will be more outgoing. However, it’s only more likely, it’s not destiny. Overwhelmingly it’s going to be more to do with nurture; what happens to you and, more importantly, how you interpret what happens to you, as you grow up. Let me explain a little about how this works, and how it can get in your way.

The software of self-esteem – and how it destroys your confidence

Your brain is designed to keep you safe. How exactly is it supposed to do that? For most of the history of our species, it is physical danger we have needed to be kept safe from – predators with teeth that saw us as lunch. So we evolved with what I call our protection response: the instinct to fight, run away, or freeze in the face of a threat. While our brains have retained some instinctual fears – for example, you may be scared of creatures that scuttle, like mice or spiders – evolution also made your brain a learning machine, with software that builds on these basic fears in order to deal with new threats or dangers which can be triggered by a specific context. For example, did you know that it takes only one occasion of a non-phobic person being given an electric shock in the presence of a spider for them to develop an aversion to arachnids? By comparison, it takes an average of five such electric shocks paired with a neutral object, like a hair brush, for a similar fear of the hair brush to develop. The plasticity and learning nature of our brains means that we can become scared of anything, depending on our life experiences and if the brain decides it’s a threat – and believe me, that can even be a date!

Our brains can learn to be scared of anything, depending on our life experiences

So, apart from these bits of ancestral programming, our brains pretty much learn as we go, using some patterns of recognition to build an expanding and enriching model of the world.

Gemma’s story

Suppose there’s a little girl called Gemma, aged five, who is mid-way between being a clingy and an independent child. She is not overly insecure, but not ready to pack her bags and make it on her own in the world yet. Her parents love her, but are working hard to make ends meet and so aren’t always able to give her the attention she would like. One day she paints her mummy a picture of them both holding hands. She’s excited and can’t wait to show her when she gets home. But, when she runs in the door, mummy is on the phone talking to her boss, who is giving her a telling off for some mistake she’s made with a client. Gemma dances around her wanting to show her the painting, and mum says, quite harshly, ‘Wait Gemma, I’m on the phone!’ She ignores her until the call ends, then, with her head full of the trouble she’s in, she’s met with the full rush of a five-year-old demanding attention. She snaps, ‘For heaven’s sake Gemma, I don’t have time. Show me later!’ Gemma’s painting was a representation of her love for her mum, and such love seeks reciprocation. In general, children interpret everything that happens around them as being about them. We can see that this was not about Gemma but about how her mum was feeling about work, but the brain of a five-year-old lacks the sophistication to interpret it in this way.

Children are exquisitely tuned to their emotional connection to their family, because, as far as the brain is concerned, rejection from it would be death. So the question, ‘Am I loved?’ is like a bee, constantly humming in the background of every child’s head, looking for the pollen of positive affirmation from a parent. Much of a child’s behaviour is geared towards eliciting such positive strokes. It’s why we don’t use up all our cute moves at once. We drip them in over the years to keep our parents going ‘oh, look at what he/she’s doing, that’s adorable’. Then we take a long break from that when we’re teenagers.

On its own, this moment of inattention from Gemma’s mother is unlikely to damage the child for life, but it could make that question, ‘Am I loved?’ hum louder, and cause her to search more for the answer. It might cause a germ of doubt to enter Gemma’s little world. ‘Am I loved?’ begins to demand a more certain answer, so mum’s behaviour towards Gemma comes under greater scrutiny. If mum returns to her later, admires the painting, spends a happy time with her, then the hum is likely to return to its old level. But if there’s a period where mum continues to be distracted, has to spend more time at work, doesn’t have the energy to have happy times with her daughter, then the doubt grows.

In Cognitive Hypnotherapy events like this moment of inattention are called Significant Emotional Events (SEEs). I’m going to call them ‘flashbulb moments’. Sometimes an observer of the child could guess when they’re happening, other times it’s so purely down to the child’s subjective interpretation that nobody else could ever know the significance of the moment.

These kind of events can become a blueprint against which the brain matches present events to see if there is connection or similarity. We all have a set of flashbulb memories our brain is using to interpret what is happening to us, some positive ones, some negative. I’ll focus on the negative ones for now because we’re talking about low confidence, the kind that can go on to cripple your dating experiences. Suppose, for Gemma, this ‘painting memory’ becomes something she interprets as not being loved by her mummy. Her brain will now use this interpretation to weigh up other experiences with her. Mum not putting her to bed like she usually does suddenly means she doesn’t love her, mum seeming to spend more time with her older brother means the same thing too.

Imagine your brain has two parts, the Thinker and the Prover. The adage is: ‘What the Thinker thinks, the Prover proves’. If Gemma’s Thinker thinks her mum doesn’t love her, her Prover will interpret her mum’s behaviour to support that belief. Over time ‘I’m not loved by mum’ becomes more and more true in her world.

Children are like little scientists, trying out experiments to see what works for them. Gemma might try being even more loving or more helpful, or might start testing her mum to see if she’ll get rejected again (and be very sensitive to anything that equals that), or she might start misbehaving because children prefer even a negative response from their parent to no response at all. Over time, events connect together in Gemma’s unconscious, like a string of beads stretching back to the painting incident, and the more she misinterprets events as proof of not being loved, the more ingrained her belief will become.

But of course, every moment a parent isn’t perfect with their child is not going to be the cause of damage to them. It depends on the moment, on the child, and on the context. It also massively depends on the relationship over time. It’s the drip of inattention, disappointment and disapproval over time that builds the stalactite of ‘I’m not loved’. It might begin with a ‘picture incident’ moment, but that on its own is unlikely to create the problem. A lack of confidence is not necessarily the fault of the parent either. Just as often it’s a teacher, or other children – especially their bullying.

In most people, the belief won’t remain particularised as ‘I’m not loved by my mother’; it will generalise to other people as well. So many people who come to see me for therapy have a lurking belief (though usually not fully verbalised), that they’re not loved or deserving of being loved by anyone, or feel one of the related beliefs: ‘I’m not good enough’, ‘I’m not worthy’ or ‘I don’t deserve …’

As I’ve already suggested, your Thinker uses these beliefs to predict the meaning of subsequent events. Over time these events become connected, forming sets of memories that guide the brain to believe the world works in a certain kind of way in particular situations. If it predicts something ahead going badly for you it will ‘hijack’ your behaviour and get you to act in a manner that it thinks will help keep you from physical danger or social rejection. Most of us will have a mixed bag of beliefs about what is right or wrong about the world, and right or wrong about us. Gemma might grow into an adult who has no confidence in her desirability, but is awesomely competent at her job, because her brain has never connected the ‘painting incident’ string of memories to a work context. But let’s suppose that in her first job Gemma had the misfortune of having a boss whose distraction and snappiness reminded her brain of her mother, forging a link to the chain of ‘painting memories’. Then it’s possible that she’d be rubbish in relationships AND have no confidence in her work. It’s uncomfortable to think that life can be that much of a lottery for us, isn’t it?

The relationship between your Thinker and your Prover can mean that you’re likely to keep repeating the same old patterns. No wonder you often hear yourself and others saying ‘how come I keep picking the wrong people?’ If you do say that, have you ever thought that it’s your brain’s perception that may be wrong? Maybe you are so busy protecting yourself from a composite of everyone who has ever hurt you or let you down that you are not actually seeing the person standing in front of you. Let’s relate that to a date.

Gemma turns up on a date with a friend of a friend. Her Thinker believes that nobody can find her lovable. Her date, Tom, is attentive, but her Prover just puts that down to him being well-mannered; he’s ‘nice’. Tom compliments her on her appearance. More ‘he’s just being nice’. He seems to be interested in her life and asks her questions about her job and her hobbies; he’s working hard to make a connection. In general, people tend to develop one of two responses in a situation if they believe that they’re not worthy of love. They fear rejection so either get in there first, or they look for any and every sign of it from their date. If the way we behave is driven by negative emotions, we end up with the opposite of what we intend. Let’s imagine Gemma’s behaviour first, as a Rejecter.

She assumes that Tom’s only being nice and not really interested in her – in fact he’s probably only after one thing – so she keeps her defences up. While her friends find her bubbly, funny and good to be with, in this situation she’s wary and distant. She’s friendly, but with a bit of an edge, hard to relax with. The questions she asks of him seem to be around digging for some dirt about any past bad behaviour toward previous partners. By the end of the evening Tom has all kinds of alarm bells ringing, and no suggestion is made of another get-together. And her Prover is able to say: ‘you see, you are unlovable!’ Gemma fears rejection, so the behaviour her unconscious mind creates to keep her from the pain of not being wanted causes the very rejection she fears. And the more this happens, the more her brain will search for this pattern as one that it recognises.

If the way we behave is driven by negative emotions, we end up with the opposite of what we intend 

How about if instead of being a Rejecter, Gemma is a Clinger? In other words, she taps into the more needy side of her nature, the bit of her brain that sought her mother’s attention at any cost. Tom seems attracted to her, and she’s thrilled. Rather than looking for evidence of potential rejection, in this scenario she deletes from her awareness any clues that he’s only after one thing, because anyone who likes her has got to be better than nobody liking her. She chases him, or if she doesn’t have to, moves to make the relationship physical sooner than she’s really comfortable with, in the hope of keeping him. People at the far end of the clingy spectrum tend to go in one of two directions:


a) become the passive doormat of their partner, always putting their needs first, and even submitting to abuse if they’ve been unlucky in their choice. Or,

b) they go the other way and are the jealous, possessive stalkers who make their partner’s (and then their ex-partner’s) life a misery.



Of course I’m generalising hugely. We’re all too complex to fit into neat little boxes, and most of us do not act at either extreme but sit somewhere in the middle. We manifest diluted aspects of one or both traits; we are perhaps a little defensive and untrusting, or a bit too forgiving of bad treatment. However, the extent to which we are either defensive or clingy will be affected by how low our confidence in relationships actually is. Who we date will also impact on our behaviour: some partners may exacerbate Gemma’s insecurity, and others make her feel safer. But in a true love match, there’s the possibility of Gemma healing her relationship to herself.

What’s happening in your brain when you go on a date

I work on the basis that all behaviour has a purpose, and that most of that behaviour happens for unconscious reasons that often we’re only dimly aware of. This is never more true than when it comes to going out on a date. Your unconscious will get you to behave in a way that has proved the best way to get people to like you, or the flip side, to keep you from people’s rejection, in either case based on years of connecting flashbulb moments together. I hope to show you that recognising these patterns can cause you to believe something about your self – that you’re a good worthwhile person who deserves to find love.

So, you’ve got a date, and the very idea makes your tummy go a bit wobbly. That’s just a reaction from your protection system. Basically what’s happened is the prospect of meeting someone new has appeared on your radar. Your brain asks itself ‘What’s that going to be like?’ and looks back through your history to previous flashbulb moments that could be a match. If you have a positive dating history it will find a set of good experiences to match to, and it’ll use them to go out in the future and build an imagined scenario about how the date is likely to go. Our brains naturally use our past to imagine our future. So if your dominant experiences of dating and relationships have been negative (or feel so at the moment), then it’s those memories your brain uses as building blocks to construct how the next date is likely to go. And, guess what? It’s like Groundhog Day – you keep re-living the same experience. When your brain finds a pattern of humiliation and rejection, it kicks in with the protection system that has served us well for millions of years. It will release dollops of adrenalin into your system and get you ready to run away from what’s about to happen, or to freeze until it goes away, or get you ready to fight.

These stressful feelings are largely a fear of the future, of something about to happen. If you go through a period of stress (which is a consistent, lower level, protection response), your body is essentially braced for something that could go wrong at any moment. As far as your brain is concerned, something is lurking out there somewhere; whether it’s a recession, redundancy, divorce, illness, or loss, something is worrying. To protect you against this ill-defined danger, your unconscious keeps you in a state of physical readiness. This heightened state of readiness, if sustained for long enough, becomes a habit of readiness, and can escalate you from stress to anxiety, and even to panic attacks. If the stress continues for an extended period of time this is exhausting and can actually lead to a collapse of your immune system, which can then create a depression to give your body some time to do nothing but recover. And it’s all because your protection system – imagine it like your home alarm – has become set too sensitively and is going off, not just for burglars, but for ants, flies and mice as well. In the end, your protection system is on a hair trigger, and is set off by any match between something in your present and whatever there is in your past that your brain has decided is a worry. The result is your body treating all levels of worry as an emergency that you’d better do something about.

Our brains use our past to imagine our future

You may not have it in your general life, but if you’ve had a difficult time dating, and get nervous before a date, then that is why; your protection system is getting ready to leap in and protect you. Sadly, one of the by-products of adrenalin is that it shuts down much of our capacity to think – strong emotions actually make us stupid – so when you turn up for your date the dice are already loaded against you. The date turns into the nightmare your brain expected because the version of you that shows up is the one programmed by past negative experience. And this is a big point: so often potential relationships don’t get out of the starting gate because we turn up, not as someone you might actually want to spend the rest of your life with, but as this alternative version of ourselves driven by our insecurity.

Does that sound like your experience? That your confidence is low because of experiences from your childhood, or because of a more recent romantic history, and your brain could be anticipating more of the same when you agree to a date – or even just go looking for one?

Now I’m coming to the good news – we can change this. Essentially, in Cognitive Hypnotherapy, we’re aiming to help you change either what your Thinker is thinking, or what your Prover pays attention to. Understanding that lacking confidence is something you do – not something you are – is a big step on the way.

How to boost your confidence

I’m now going to show you three exercises to boost your confidence before going on a date. I don’t happen to believe that ‘cosmic ordering’ or ‘putting it out there’ is going to win me the lottery, but I do believe that if I expect the worst to happen that’ll put me in the state of mind that makes it more likely. I’m going to describe an exercise that is going to retune your brain to anticipate more positive dating experiences. This exercise is going to be something you need to incorporate into your daily routine for two to three weeks. The effects of it will build and build until you realise your confidence has become something you can count on without really thinking about it.

Building Happiness

Get a large sheet of paper and divide it like this:
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1. Divide your life into three phases that make sense to you. For example, I might choose 0–18 when I left school, 18–39 when I left the police, and 39 to the present day. Write them in the vertical column.

2. Think of three things you achieved in each one of those phases of your life; things that you achieved because of you, not because of other people. It may have been













What’s on your mind is brought to mind 



We feed what we focus on 


Dating Confidence Download



Positive Differences




















Confidence at your fingertips





The good feelings you associate with your smell anchor go straight to your emotional centres 








Think it how you want it 



THE STORY SO FAR
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