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FORWARD

Ten thousand
hours: that magical but perhaps not so magical length of time it
takes to achieve mastery. Whether that mastery is in achieving
excellence in art, music, theatre, sport, or writing it matters not
the subject matter, but the effort expended to achieve mastery.

This forward is an
appreciation of the effort needed to achieve anything worthwhile –
and a salute to those who have achieved mastery in their fields of
endeavour. Pursuit of mastery takes diligent practise over
time.

I am unsure of the
exact number of hours in which I have practised the craft of
writing: writing business requirements’ specifications for the
development of software, creating content for my company website
(now archived), writing the content for my company’s monthly
newsletter (also since archived), regularly writing posts for two
blogs (and still going strong) plus writing essays and the like to
successfully attain a licentiate diploma in communication skills in
2018. By my reckoning the number of hours I have practised the
craft of writing would be a few.

Reviewing my
progress, I realize my writing is not as it once was. Reflecting on
my earlier efforts I find myself dissatisfied with my book
‘uncapIdeas to tackle life’s challenges’ which was published
in 2011.

And it is because
of this dissatisfaction – and of my desire to improve upon the
reader’s experience – that the book has been significantly revised.
Gone is the original forward and new chapters have been added.

The purpose of
this book remains the same; that is, to contemplate ways to remain
steadfast against the contrariness of life and people.

I hope you enjoy
reading this significantly updated version. Onwards and
upwards!
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CHAPTER: FEELING STUCK
AND GOING NOWHERE FAST?

Attempting to
deliver a complex and frustrating project has you feeling
overwhelmed at the sheer prospect of the effort involved. You want
to be standing victorious atop the summit of completion, but from
where you are standing (at the base of the mountain) it is looking
like a mighty tough climb to get to the top.

The next time you
feel stuck and going nowhere fast: stop!

Regroup.

Reflect.

Consider the
consequences of each of the following five actions.

Action one:

Skirting the mountain’s circumference – to eventually by-pass the
goal altogether.

Action two:

Searching for a gentler gradient – to allow for an easier
climb.

Action three:

Investing in the appropriate resources for climbing.

Action four:

Exploring whether it is necessary to scale the mountain.

Action five:

Contemplating what your mentor, best friend, or someone you admire
would do if they were in your shoes.

Role play each of
these five actions in your mind’s eye to enable you to view your
situation from different perspectives. Try combining multiple views
from a bird’s eye view to enlarge the scope of possibility.
Practise changing the aspect to become adept at finding alternative
ways of interpreting a problematic situation or issue.

Establish this
habit of broadening the view to win four ways.

1. Making the most
out of the opportunities you see from multiple views.

2. Becoming more
confident in selecting the option that best suits you.

3. Reducing
emotional wear and tear.

4. Gaining mastery
over how you interact with the world around you.

Try it and see how
you go!






****






CHAPTER: CAN YOU
GUESS WHO I AM?

On the verge

Of taking a step,

But stirrings of doubt

Has you hesitating.

‘Aha!’ it
sneers.

‘I knew it!

Pitiful. Hopeless.

Woeful beyond belief!’

Listening too
well

To its nagging,

Like oxygen feeding

A hungry fire.

You freeze

Too scared to move

For fear of ridicule,

Or worse.

But only you,

And you alone

Possess the power to

Extinguish its flame.

Can you guess who I
am?
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CHAPTER: YOUR
INNER CRITIC

Are you confident
and self-assured? If not, consider the possibility you may be
listening too intently to your inner critic.

It is not the role
of your inner critic to highlight your innate abilities, strengths,
expertise, wealth of experience, and/or formal learning. Your inner
critic is not interested in being supportive nor is it interested
in encouraging you to try new activities. Nor does it encourage you
to be brave in the face of potential failure or ridicule.

The sole role of
your inner critic is to find fault, nit-pick, belittle, and stir up
feelings of fear and inadequacy. Why does your inner critic do
this? To stop you from living a fulfilled life.

So, the next time
you hear your inner critic’s negative nagging put its carping into
perspective by questioning the validity of its derogatory and toxic
comments. Be aware of your limitations, but do not give them any
more importance than they are worth. Appreciate your abilities and
strengths. Most importantly, realize you have but one lifetime to
live.

And the benefit of
putting your inner critic’s negativity into perspective? Besides
becoming the lead role of your own life story (rather than your
inner critic): you have the opportunity of helping yourself to
healthy servings of self-esteem and confidence.
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CHAPTER:
HOW WOULD YOU DESCRIBE YOURSELF?

Irrespective of
whether it is inner self-talk or interacting with other people: how
do you describe yourself? Is the descriptive language positive or
negative?

For example, when
you make a mistake do you instantly think: you idiot! How could
you be so stupid? Or, do you think: Oops!

If you are
struggling to grasp a new and complex concept do you instantly
think: you moron! What’s wrong with you? Or, do you
think: I need clarification to better understand this
idea.

Without doubt,
language can empower or diminish a person’s sense of
self-worth.

Consequently, it
is the resilient, self-aware individual who rejects language
intended to offend, insult, diminish, or disempower.

It is the
resilient, self-aware individual who questions the validity of
unrealistic thought patterns and common false beliefs; for example,
they understand and accept they will not be liked by everyone nor
will they be one hundred percent competent in every activity they
attempt. Similarly, such an individual understands and accepts
failure is the pathway to personal growth.

And on that
pathway to personal growth and mastery: it is the resilient,
self-aware individual who takes care in how they communicate. They
understand how language can empower or disempower; irrespective, if
the words are directed at themselves or at other people. And it is
their respect for themselves and for other people that motivates
them to use language that is uplifting, inspiring, and
encouraging.
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CHAPTER: PUBLIC SPEAKING: FRIEND OR FOE?

Does the thought
of speaking in public terrify or delight you?

Consider the
following poem:

JELLY LEGS

Mental chatter

Prattles on and on

Filling mind with a

Foreboding sense of

Doom.

Churning tummy,

Jelly legs, sweating,

And dry mouth makes

You want to flee the

Room.

Unsure, and

Feeling like a dummy;

Your mind and so,

Too, your body want

An out from all the

Gloom.

Have you suffered
any of the symptoms described in this poem?

It can be tough if
the prospect of having to speak in public terrifies you;
especially, if you are experiencing a jumble of negative emotions
and thoughts.

Consider the
following scenario: you are asked if you would not mind saying a
few words to those gathered to celebrate the close of another year.
Not wanting to appear like a bumbling dolt you murmur ‘Of course’
while at the same time quelling the urge to flee. As people are
herded together in anticipation to hear you speak, you grow
increasingly apprehensive. Unsure of the outcome, negative ‘What
If’ thinking such as ‘What if I mess this up’ or
‘What if people don’t like what I say’ begins to cloud your
cognitive processes.

Indeed, such
thinking can become a self-fulfilling prophesy.

Thoughts along the
lines of ‘I never know what to say’, ‘I’m hopeless at
thinking on my feet’, or ‘I hate this sort of thing’ may
result in a range of physiological symptoms such as sweaty palms,
pounding heartbeat, dry mouth, wobbly legs, high pulse rate,
dizziness, headache, nausea, or complete panic.

But need it be
fraught with so such angst? In a word: no.

Try the following
five-step experiment.

Step One.

Randomly select five minutes out of your daily routine. During this
time tally each piece of information that requires you to think. Be
sure to include opinions, decisions, and beliefs. Then, multiply
the total by twelve to find out (approximately) how many thoughts,
opinions, decisions, and beliefs your brain (usually) processes in
an hour.

Step Two.

Ponder the general tone of those thoughts. Do they tend to be
positive or negative in nature? Does your thinking change when
faced with the prospect of speaking in public? How so?

Step Three.

Now to your emotions: how do you typically feel during an ordinary
day versus those feelings experienced whenever you think about
speaking in public? Describe the differences.

Step Four.

What about the impact on your body? For example, during your
typical daily routine do you often suffer headaches, overly taut
muscles in the neck and the shoulders or, conversely, is your body
relaxed? Compare this with how your body responds when you find
yourself standing in front of an audience. What are the
differences?

Step Five.

Reflect on steps one to four. What are your observations? What else
have you discovered? Is there anything about your behaviour that
you would like to change?

Regardless of what
you choose to do (or not to do), one thing is for certain: what you
think influences your emotions and behaviour. Negative thinking is
more likely to expose you to stress, anxiety, and fear while
productive thinking habitually practised over (a life) time builds
resilience.

The four steps to
building resiliency are:

Step one: making your inner critic redundant,

Step two: becoming detached from the public
speaking event,

Step three: dipping into a self-help
toolkit – to use as needed,

Step four: desensitizing by being open to
opportunities to present, network, or socialize.

If, upon
reflection, you would like to add to your life-skills-for-life
toolkit try the following five strategies.

Strategy one: thought-stopping:

Whenever a negative thought pops into your mind say to it:
‘STOP!’

Replace the
negative thought with something more empowering; for example, if
you tend to think: ‘But I’m hopeless at public speaking!’
try replacing this negative thought with a more empowering,
productive thought such as: ‘Mastering any skill requires effort
– with preparation and practise my public speaking performance will
improve.’

Strategy two: create a ‘Bother List’:

Jot down all the worries that frequent your mind. Upon completion
either throw that piece of paper into the bin or burn it.

Strategy three: get physical:

Participate in a mix of aerobic, stretching, deep breathing, and
relaxation exercises to keep stress at bay.

Strategy four: role play:

Rehearse in front of someone else to help you feel at ease with
both your material and your readiness to perform.

Strategy five: mentally rehearse:

In your mind’s eye hold the positive image of you behaving in a
confident, comfortable, and secure manner.

Remember!

Key ingredients to
a confident approach to public speaking include productive and
empowering thought patterns, healthy levels of self-esteem, being
physically relaxed, choosing language that speaks to the listening
of your audience, and speaking with heart.

So, here is to you
putting your best foot forward!

Gain mastery over
your performance: quell any incessant unproductive internal chatter
with supportive self-talk, get involved in social activities that
include public speaking opportunities and best of all, focus on
what is happening around you from a productive sense of self.
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CHAPTER: ARE
YOU IN NEED OF A ‘PICK-ME UP’?

It is one of those
days: ever since you have got out of bed this morning things have
gone from bad to worse. You have missed your connections to work,
spilt coffee on your brand-new shirt, and you feel a
higgledy-piggledy type of out-of-sorts! You cannot quite put your
finger on why this is so, but it is wearing you down and making you
irritable.

So, what can you
do when you find yourself in this predicament?

Ideas include:

Realize the day will soon be history!

Use this realization as a way of looking forward to a fresh day on
the morrow.

Consider the possibility you might be tired.

Overthinking situations and trying to second-guess the reasons for
people’s behaviour is exhausting work. So too, tossing and turning
while thinking about the next day’s schedule rather than relaxing
is counterproductive to a rested mind and body.

Re-assess the daily schedule.

Answer the following questions:

1. Does your typical day wear you down?

2. How often do you take a break during your daily schedule?

3. How often do you drink water during the day?

4. Are you too busy and need to prioritize, eliminate, or
delegate (some) activities?

If, upon
reflection, the thought of building a personal protective
force-field against the stresses of day-to-day living appeals try
the following seven strategies.

Strategy one: appreciate the positive.

Empowering thinking along the lines of ‘I enjoyed myself
today’ or, ‘Today was a productive day’ helps to
generate feel-good vibes.

Strategy two: reinforce a positive mindset with a
healthy body.

Regular exercise or habitually participating in physical activity
helps to dissipate negativity from your mind; for example, going
for a walk at lunchtime rather than eating while working is one way
of refreshing mind, body, and spirit.

Strategy three: get more sleep.

Feeling restless, irritable, unable to concentrate, suffering from
a general sense of lethargy, or being in a grumpy mood are
indicators that extra slumber may be needed.

If overtired, the
body may need a little reprogramming to remind it to sleep.
Massages, a warm bath before bed, meditation, removing digital
distractions and listening to calming music are some ways to switch
the brain to rest mode.

Strategy four: eat less sugar.

Perhaps your diet is to blame for your lethargy and irritability as
too much sugar and (bad) fats can throw the digestive system out of
kilter.

To restore
digestive equilibrium, assess food for its roughage qualities and
for its intensity of colour. If the food looks insipid, greasy, or
stodgy: it is likely to be high in sugar and bad fat ready to clog
your arteries and intestines. Examples include cakes, muffins,
bread, pies, and pastries. But if the food is rich in colour and
has a high roughage factor then it is all systems go! Examples
include green leafy vegetables, purple cabbage, (blood) oranges
(rich with pith), raspberries, blueberries, and salmon with its
skin still attached.

Strategy five: rediscover your glee.

Revisit and update your ‘Personal Burn-out Plan’. Don’t have one?
Then create one! Typically, a personal burn-out plan consists of
two parts:

Part
one:

Describe your tipping point; that is, the physiological, emotional,
and psychological symptoms indicative of the accumulative effects
of relentless, unrelieved and overwhelming stress and strain.


Part two:

Describe your plan for restoring your (inner) equilibrium.

Strategy six: have a belly laugh or two.

And breathe in more oxygen (by using the whole chest) to help
neutralize stress and any lingering negativity. Other benefits of
laughter include feeling calm, attracting other people to you much
like iron to a magnet, but best of all is the ability to view life
from a happier and more productive perspective!

Strategy seven: take some time out.

But first, you may need to reorganize your schedule. Prioritize,
delegate, or delete tasks so you can participate in doing those
things which give you joy - such as trying new fun activities.
Also, try adding variety into your daily routine as well as getting
enough sleep every night.

And
finally:

If these ideas do not appeal or if you believe your motivation is
too low in wanting to test which strategies could work best for you
consider sharing your frustrations with an empathetic family member
or friend, talking to your doctor, and/or accessing other resources
such as visiting the ‘beyond blue’ website or the local
public hospital.*

*

Note:

‘beyond blue’ is an Australian-based initiative dealing with
depression.
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CHAPTER: THE
DARK SIDE OF FEAR

To be fair to fear
it does, at times, attract undue criticism.

Sometimes fear is
portrayed as some kind of monster. Sometimes fear is perceived as
something to be ignored and/or avoided but to do so is
short-sighted. And flawed.

Fear serves a
powerfully productive purpose in ensuring survival. If the hair on
the back of your neck is standing on end; if every fibre in your
body is telling you to remove yourself from a perceived threat; and
if you decide to listen and act upon that fear: then fear is the
one to thank for informing your actions – and for keeping you from
harm.

So, fear then has
an important role to play within the flight or fight instinctual
scenario.

However, there is
a dark side to fear; primarily, being unable or unwilling to
distinguish between life-threatening situations and when we choose
to use fear as the reason for running away from the contrariness of
life, folk, or more importantly: ourselves. And as we hide away
playing it safe, what we really need is a liberal dose of
self-awareness alerting us we are gripping too tightly the
delusions of control, certainty, and stability.

More of substance
are the realizations that life is short before we are a long time
dead, the unknown resides in the future and in the present: people
and life are unpredictable.

Best then be
living life deliberately despite the uncertainty, ambiguity, and
the unknown.
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CHAPTER:
BETTER, FASTER, SMARTER

Why do we feel the
need to be more than we are? What is wrong with being enough? Who
is to say you are not already better, faster, smarter (than you
were yesterday)?

But are you being
fair to yourself?

Try the following
four-step exercise to find out.

Step one: compare fairly

Comparing who you are against the traits and characteristics of
another person is comparing an apple to an orange. Unless the two
of you were born at the same time, had the same parents, formed the
same personal values, had the same upbringing, education, expertise
and life experience – in all fairness how can you assess who is
better, faster, and smarter?

Step two: assess fairly

You may be feeling frustrated by how your life has turned out. If
only you were born to rich parents or if only your parents were
more supportive of you: just imagine how much better your life
would be. But ‘If only…’ thinking is wishful thinking.
Indulging in too much wishful thinking increases the likelihood you
will form an unrealistic view of life.

Step three: appreciate fairly

There is no harm in admiring the qualities of another person, but
not at the expense of ignoring or dismissing your own! Be fair to
yourself and acknowledge your growth as a person. How have you
overcome life’s challenges? Never mind the mistakes you have made
or the regrets you may have. For a change of pace appreciate your
strengths, innate abilities, and expertise.

Step four: perceive fairly

Formal learning, work-related training, continuous professional
development, finding solutions to work or personal issues: these
already make you better, faster, and smarter. And to be better,
faster, and smarter tomorrow than you are today or were yesterday:
that is the pathway to sustained personal growth.

So, remember to be
fair
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