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INTRODUCTION


Chapter 1: Introduction and scope


Readers and scope


This book is for people who want to understand themselves better and become more relaxed and capable, and for anyone with a strong interest in human nature. It tackles three of the big elements of self-management:



		managing psychological stress


		deciding what to do next and being motivated


		managing our vices (‘bad habits’).





Most people struggle from time to time with these. We can experience strong emotions and other feelings, usually negative. These range from anger and frustration through to confusion, guilt, gloom, or just weariness.


You do not have to be a psychologist to understand this book. Although I cite many sources, there is no need to read them to understand what the book says. There is a lot to think about and some of it may be surprising but I have taken care to write clearly and use self-explanatory headings. There are many realistic examples to link abstract ideas to practical knowledge but these are formatted so that you skip them or read them first if you prefer. Almost anyone can read and understand this book. Just read a bit each day and stick at it.


If you are a psychologist then you should find at least some ideas and arguments here that you have not read before and that inspire you to think and experiment.


An illustration of the approach


The approach taken in this book is always that of calm reason based on a superior understanding of the logic of our feelings and other reactions. Through knowledge and reason we can avoid being upset unnecessarily, redirect our energies to our real, practical problems, and so improve mood, productivity, health, and more. The more we know and the more we practise the better things become.


E.g. Imagine two young women have a similar experience at work but react differently.


Annie has a meeting with her supervisor who tells her she is not working fast enough. Annie is shocked and says little during the meeting but afterwards she feels angry, frustrated, anxious, and resentful. She keeps going over the meeting in her mind. Why did her boss say that? What is going on? She cannot think about anything else. Her head starts to ache painfully. This continues for the rest of the day. She starts to worry about her own reactions. Why is she taking this so badly? Is her mental health at risk? Is there something fundamentally wrong with her or is her supervisor to blame? Maybe her employer is the problem? Is she in the right career? She can't sleep properly and the next morning feels worse. Why can't she get past this? On her journey to work she buys herself a luxury coffee and a large, sweet pastry to cheer herself up.


Megan too is shocked when her supervisor tells her she is not working fast enough. After the meeting she recognizes her feelings as the typical result of a setback. Instinctively, her body and mind have geared up for an extra physical effort, such as a fight, but this is a modern office and her problems can be solved by careful thought, not fighting. She takes some calming breaths. Still, it was unsettling to hear such an unexpected attack by her supervisor. This could mean a lot of trouble or just be a misunderstanding. She wonders what is behind it but cannot think of anything immediately. She recognizes that this is important but does not have to be worked out immediately. She can get on with her day and give it some careful thought after dinner, at home. That evening she settles down with a notebook and starts to think about the problem. After 45 minutes she takes a break to do some chores, then returns to her contemplation. She has three ideas that might explain her supervisor's view and plans some actions on each one. She feels fine at the end of this and sleeps normally.


The next morning, both Annie and Megan are approached by their supervisors who apologize and explain that they have just heard there was an error on the weekly performance report. The supervisor says ‘I am so sorry. You are doing fine. I hope that wasn't too upsetting for you.’


The role of rationality


Trying to think rationally is vital but not enough on its own. We also need an excellent understanding of the logic that drives our feelings and other reactions, and how we can be mistaken.


Many of our bad feelings are the result of our mostly-adaptive reactions to our understanding of real-life, practical problems. For example, a series of setbacks will often prompt us to make extra efforts and the physiological changes to support those, combined with the context, can be experienced as frustration or anger. Similarly, the thinking and physiological changes prompted by a disappointing outcome can be experienced as anxiety. These can be tackled directly with the right calm, rational thoughts to reduce unhelpful reactions, improve our understanding of the real-life problems and likely solutions, and focus on solving those real-life problems.


Other bad feelings are caused by fatigue, dehydration, lack of sleep, physical pain, nutritional deficits, psychoactive substances, hormonal changes related to ovulation and menopause, the sometimes-lingering effects of a virus or other infection, mental illness, or other disease. The direct solutions to these are rest, sleep, medical treatment, and so on. In addition, the appropriate calm, rational thoughts can help us (1) identify these other causes and take appropriate action, (2) avoid mistaking them for evidence of real-life problems we do not have, and (3) manage our emotional reactions to these bodily problems.


Sometimes people respond poorly because of false beliefs about themselves. Some of these come from incorrect psychological theories circulating in societies as if they are facts. A person may think they have an emotional problem and try to solve it with emotional remedies when the underlying problem is a practical one that needs practical solutions. Here again, rational thinking based on a good understanding of the origins of our feelings and other reactions can help remove those false, unhelpful beliefs.


E.g. Imagine that Raphe is a young man who has been given a generous allowance by his rich family for several years and has been spending it on socializing, travel, and cool stuff. It has been normal for him to go to a club and buy one or more bottles of champagne and other drinks for his friends. He dates glamorous women who enjoy his lifestyle.


However, his father has recently been defrauded by a business partner and most of the family's money is gone. Raphe's allowance has been cut drastically. He is already in debt. His latest girlfriend has left him.


When Raphe heard about his family's problems and the consequences for him he was shocked and tried to think how to deal with the situation. However, he found it overwhelming, could not sleep, and became tired. Now he feels terrible – alternately angry, scared, anxious, confused, and depressed. These feelings are the result of instinctive urges to respond to his real-life problems but are not entirely appropriate. However, he misunderstands them as emotional problems caused by his situation and tries to solve those emotional problems with emotional solutions. He has tried going out and buying drinks for people as he used to. It makes him feel happy for a while but then disgusted at himself for his weakness. He has tried buying himself new clothes to feel better but that also deepens his worries about money. He drinks alcohol in the hope that it will help his emotions but it is not working.


What Raphe must do to solve his real problems is to reduce the cost of his lifestyle, get a useful job, learn to make real friends (not just drinking buddies and spongers), learn to develop a real romantic relationship (instead of buying the company of shallow women), and find new people to be with. To succeed he must get calm effectively without making his problems worse then think carefully and work steadily towards solutions. Clearly, this is not going to be easy for him but his chance of success will improve dramatically if he stops mistaking real problems for emotional ones.


Considering other people


Being rational does not mean being selfish. It is normal and healthy to consider others when making decisions and to be concerned for the welfare of our loved ones, friends, our society, and even the planet in general. Whether the real motive is pure altruism or enlightened self-interest makes little difference.


It is often important for us to deal with stress, have good plans, and conquer vices for the good of others. It makes us better parents, friends, and lovers. Instead of constantly needing the support of others to get through challenges, we can cope with much more and provide more support to others.


The importance of learning


The logical bases of our feelings and other reactions are far from obvious (until explained clearly) and some of the theories we have heard are wrong and misleading. As you read this book you may occasionally think something in it is wrong because it conflicts with something you already know. For example, we often hear that talking about your personal problems, especially your feelings, is a good thing. This is not correct. Talking only helps if the thinking that goes with it is helpful. Other conversations can make our problems and feelings worse. In retrospect, this is obvious.


There is so much misinformation about human psychology that nobody should feel defensive about their beliefs or embarrassed by their misconceptions.


Similarly, there is no need to be defensive about occasional lapses of rationality. Just about everyone can be rational but we all have lapses sometimes. All we can do is keep trying to improve.


I do not assume people are rational but I do think most of us can be rational most of the time if we develop our knowledge and try. We do especially well in repeating situations that allow learning. I also think rational behaviours are more robust and stable than irrational behaviours – which may be abandoned if we realize our mistake.


Being more rational in a challenging and emotional situation is not something we can do by willpower alone. If the first time we think about doing this is when we are already upset then we will be disappointed with the results and perhaps with ourselves. It will not do much to help us calm down, decide what to do next, or break a bad habit.


Instead, we need to put time into self-study and preparation during periods when we are not under so much pressure. We need to understand (1) the mechanisms behind our instinctive reactions, including emotions, (2) when more rational responses are available, and (3) what we can do that is better. We need to study and practise so that we can recognize important situations quickly and react more rationally.


E.g. In the story above, Megan recognized the classic signs of a setback and knew that in work situations her instinctive emotional, physical reactions were not needed. She already knew that in such a situation she needed a calm, thoughtful response. She also recognized that she faced a puzzling situation that she needed to think about but that did not need an immediate solution. She scheduled time to do the thinking and that made it possible to put the matter (largely) out of her mind and get on with her work. This tactic was one she had learned about earlier and used before.


In developing these abilities and so gaining more mastery of ourselves, we must be realistic and patient. There is no one technique or insight that will change everything. True, one or two simple changes might solve a current problem and bring huge, immediate relief. However, in time there will be new problems and our overall ability to thrive will increase in many steps as we learn and practise. If we stop learning and practising we may even slip backwards, forgetting useful things we once knew and benefited from.


It would be unrealistic to just read through this book then drop it because there is too much to take in, it seems too rational to be practical, or because not much has changed as a result of just reading. There is far too much information here to take in easily and most of it needs to be applied in practice to be useful. You will need to think about how it applies to you and make specific plans for yourself that bring improvements. You will have to do this incrementally, improving in small steps.


Three directions for incremental improvement are:


More situations: Becoming more understanding and rational in an additional type of situation, usually focusing on whatever new situation type seems most relevant to you at the time.


More detail: Using more elaborate and rigorous rational thoughts to increase the strength of your self-management in a particular type of situation.


More consistency: Doing this more consistently, even in situations where the problems are only mild.


So, as well as browsing for interesting ideas and insights, try some intensive studies of small sections of the book. The suggested techniques often depend on building a good understanding of the underlying logic and mechanisms (the ‘theory’) and then applying it to your life. So, to get best results choose a small section of the book that seems relevant to you and do some or all of the following:



  	Read a section of theory at least twice, noticing specific points. Practise recalling it and try to understand it fully. Try writing about it or even explaining it to others.


  	Do the same for one or two promising methods.


  	Use the examples in the book as opportunities to learn to apply the ideas in realistic situations.


  	Think about how the ideas might apply to you, specifically. Start with simple versions of methods.


  	Try one or two promising methods several times until doing them becomes easy. Increase the detail and rigour of what you do gradually.





Many of the problems tackled in this book are harder for some people because of their genes. For example, the genes might affect their production of particular neurotransmitters or hormones. This is a reason for paying more attention to self-management, becoming more expert, and doing more to be consistent and persistent. For example, if you have a tendency to feel depressed then it is important to manage your stress reactions carefully and make good plans often. Put these things in your diary, monitor yourself, and so on. Do not leave yourself vulnerable to feeling stressed out, stuck, and hopeless.


An overview of each Part


In this book, the problems of psychological stress are tackled by breaking it down into four main reactions. Whatever our emotions at the time, one or more of these reactions will be present. The effects and triggers of each reaction are explained, with insights into how some of those reactions are precautionary rather than necessary. The suggested approach to managing these reactions uses calming thoughts to reduce the initial reactions and then techniques for solving the problems that have caused stress without unduly triggering more stress reactions. This is made possible by study and planning beforehand. With this approach we can often solve our problems instead of just distracting ourselves from them to feel better temporarily.


The approach to motivation is based on the insight that we usually feel better and more willing to make a persistent effort if we know we have a good plan for ourselves and know we have the skills to make further good plans as needed in future. In contrast, if we feel deeply unsure or stuck it can be hard even to get out of bed. The book explains a set of planning methods suited to different situations, ranging from routine to life-changing and uncertain. These are presented in a structured way to help readers decide which methods to use. Over time it is possible to build skill, plans, and a well-founded confidence that we have good plans and the ability to make more in future.


The advice on managing our vices explains that the hardest situation with ‘bad habits’ is where there is genuine uncertainty in our minds as to whether we should give in to temptation on a particular occasion. That uncertainty is worse in some situations and allows mental biases and other mistakes to affect our judgement. We can understand those situations and biases, create policies for ourselves, and make better decisions so that we reduce and even eliminate harmful vices ranging from over-eating to over-working. Again, it is important to study and plan so that we can make better decisions in difficult situations.


The last part of the book tackles mixed challenges using a set of stories. The stories illustrate many of the techniques from the first three parts of the book used together to cope with difficult personal problems.


Throughout the book there are warnings about incorrect beliefs that can be harmful and methods that should be avoided because they have serious negative effects. Even one of these harmful beliefs or methods could be causing you discontent now and eliminating them might make a large positive difference.


Two caveats


The advice in this book is not a substitute for psychiatric help but will be broadly consistent with typical therapies for mental health problems. If you suspect you have a mental illness rather than just everyday stresses or ordinary bad habits then see a doctor.


Some of the advice in this book has not yet been tested scientifically but that is not a good reason for rejecting or ignoring it. The insights presented in this book are typically the result of thinking carefully about what must be true, at least to some extent, and what should be helpful. They are based on experiences most people have had and a general expectation that human thinking has evolved and been developed so that it is mostly rational. This is a powerful approach to psychological theorizing.


This should give you sufficient evidence to decide to give the ideas a try yourself to see if they help you (as they have other people). Also bear in mind that the book is mostly explaining complex skills rather than simple prescriptions that can easily be tested. Expect your first personal trials to produce encouraging signs rather than dramatic improvements. Further learning and practice will be needed.


PART 1: PSYCHOLOGICAL STRESS


Chapter 2: Overview


Overview


The phrase ‘psychological stress’ distinguishes this from the physically created stress we experience from simply doing hard work, feeling cold, or being injured or unwell. Psychological stress is typically present when we feel afraid, angry, frustrated, pressured, late, disadvantaged, let down, excluded, demoralized, attacked, debilitated, anxious, preoccupied, or excited (even when we are also happy). Different situations prompt different emotions and different mixes of the stress reactions.


Most advice on psychological stress focuses on ways to get respite from challenging situations (e.g. a holiday, a rest, exercise, hobbies) or put them out of mind more quickly (e.g. taking some slow breaths, mindfulness meditation), and ways to avoid distressing yourself with irrational thoughts (e.g. using Cognitive Behavioural Therapy methods).


In contrast, this Part explains the logic that drives four crucial reactions to challenging situations and offers specific, rational thoughts that help reduce the reactions to reasonable, healthy levels. Emotions are neither random nor illogical. They are responses to situations as we understand them. Improving our understanding of situations can change our emotions for the better.


Most of our psychological stress comes from real challenges, especially problems that must be solved. Simply putting those problems out of our minds so we can be calm usually does not solve the problems. So, this Part discusses ways to get calm enough to think effectively and avoid debilitating overreactions, and discusses ways to think through challenges productively while staying calm.


Calming in this way does not in itself solve the problems and you will still feel concerned or dissatisfied, and motivated to find better solutions. However, calming does make it easier to think effectively and reduces unpleasant feelings.


In short, this Part explains how to learn to be truly calmer under pressure, giving you an alternative to suffering severe stress or avoiding the challenges of your life.


This Part contains some well-known information but also some insights into the mechanisms involved that are not well known. These insights are logical consequences or strong inferences from phenomena most of us understand from personal experience.


Although many scientific studies have been done in this general area there remain large gaps in understanding. Many of the recommendations presented below do not yet have direct, empirical, scientific support at this time but that is not because they have been tested and found to be wrong. There simply is no directly relevant research so far.


Individual differences


People differ considerably in their stress reactions to seemingly identical situations and in their ability to improve their management of stress reactions. A number of factors are responsible for these differences and affect the time it takes to learn to manage your stress reactions effectively.


If you are particularly susceptible to stress reactions for genetic reasons or because of things that happened to you before adulthood then that does not mean that you can do nothing and might as well not try; it just means you will need to put more time into stress management and be more rigorous.


Genetics


There are probably inherited, genetic differences. These may affect susceptibility directly or indirectly via effects on intelligence. People who have generally more cognitive ability are more likely to spot patterns, more likely to identify possible dangers, but also more likely to solve problems quickly and effectively. (The scientific evidence on this so far is ambiguous.)


If you are highly intelligent then it may help to focus on getting better at solving problems to avoid being overwhelmed by your projections about the future.


Traumatic experiences


It also appears that being exposed to your mother’s stress while in the womb makes a person more reactive to stress later.


Being exposed to adversity during early life, puberty, and at other times also seems to increase reactivity.


This and the effect of stress in the womb are usually explained in terms of brain systems and chemicals. However, in everyday learning terms we would say that the person’s brain has learned from experience that life is tough and the future is not bright. With that experience, reactions that gear up for tough challenges just in case should be stronger (but not necessarily as strong as they are).


Traumatic experiences can lead to disorders such as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. These often include a heightened sense of danger in everyday life. Again, an increased sense of danger is reasonable.


However, for many people in this position their new level of general fear is unreasonably high. Perhaps what happened to them was a very rare occurrence and there is no reason to think it is now more likely than it was before. Perhaps their lives have changed and they now face less danger than they once did (e.g. moved to a new location). Perhaps there is danger but not enough to justify cowering at home all day or being constantly anxious. A goal should be to gather reliable evidence on the real level of danger faced and adjust expectations to be more reasonable.


Expertise


People tend to be less stressed in areas of their lives where they have expertise and are confident they know what to do or will easily solve the problems they face. Conversely, they are more stressed where they feel they lack expertise.


The advice in this book is especially useful for getting calmer even when you do not know what to do.


Suggestions for self-improvement


Getting better at managing your stress reactions (and the emotions related to them) is a gradual process. There is a lot to learn and get used to.


The order in which you can learn to manage your stress reactions is not the same as the order in which you will, eventually, use the management techniques. For example, it is easier to learn to use reactive calming thoughts before learning to use proactive calming thoughts but, of course, proactive calming thoughts will usually be used before reactive calming thoughts. The order for using the management techniques is also flexible. For example, you may use basic risk management tactics so habitually that they are sometimes used before calming thoughts – reversing the usual order.


The chapters in this Part are in the order for learning. They build on each other gradually, taking you from some initial calming through to more rigorous, powerful, and proactive calming.


It is crucial that, from chapter 5 onwards, you try the advice in each chapter several times at least before moving on to the next chapter. Develop fluency and gain evidence for yourself that the techniques work.


If implemented, the advice in each chapter makes the advice in later chapters easier to implement. You risk failure if you try to implement the advice in a different order, skip a chapter, or go too fast. For example, if you are feeling too panicky to concentrate on learning about stress reactions then reading about them will be difficult. Also, if you try to think about bad things that might happen in future without having a good understanding of effective calming thoughts and some experience at reactive calming then you could find you make yourself more stressed rather than less.


At every stage your knowledge will gradually increase and become more available and effective. Self control that at first may seem out of reach may gradually develop along with your knowledge.


While you do all this, continue with effective stress relief tactics you already use, as long as they are not harmful. These might include time with supportive friends, deep relaxation, or physical exercise.


The amount of time needed each day depends on:


Level of expertise: Initially you might be spending two hours a day reading and learning. After that initial period of intense education the time will come down. Eventually, as an expert you might need to pay attention to managing stress reactions only for a few seconds at a time and not even every day. Progress might be slower if, in the past, you have often had thoughts that increase your stress unnecessarily.


Current life challenges: On an easy day you might need to spend no time at all on managing stress reactions but in a protracted crisis you might need many thoughts through the day, two or three sessions of 15 minutes a day disarming stress triggers, a further session of deep relaxation (e.g. meditation), and physical exercise (e.g. a 45 minute walk).


Vulnerability: A person with higher vulnerability (e.g. to anxiety or depression due to genetic factors or childhood trauma) might need to spend twice as much time or more on managing stress reactions. They have a more powerful motive to become expert at managing themselves and be more systematic.


Chapter 3: Initial calming


Get a bit calmer quickly


Learning to understand and manage your stress reactions using the methods in this book is not hard but it does require some patience and learning. If you currently feel panicky and might find it hard to focus then getting a little calmer first will help.


Also, while you are learning you will need to continue with other methods of stress relief you already know that are helpful, such as activities that distract you from your real-life problems, even though they do not allow you to solve those problems.


The rest of this chapter explains ways to get calmer quickly.


Calming thoughts


 The following simple calming thoughts are of a type that will be developed in this book but which, initially, will have only a limited effect. Nevertheless, they should be helpful and take just a few seconds to use:



  	Look around you and verify that you are in no immediate physical danger. There is nobody coming to attack you physically. There is no fire. You are physically safe at this moment and have no need for tension or exertion.


  	Relax your muscles, especially around your head, neck, shoulders, and chest.


  	If there is something worrying you then confirm to yourself that you do not have to solve the problem or do the task immediately. You can put it out of your mind and take a rest or do something else for a few minutes or even a few hours. Decide to do so.


  	Take a few slow breaths and relax your mind.





Repeat these self-reassurances a few times. (Of course, they must be true.)


Other quick calming methods


Other quick calming methods that you might already know include having a cuddle with someone who loves you, a cup of tea, or just taking a break from working for a few minutes. Take some time to reflect on good things about your life, to be grateful for what you have, or to think about good things that might happen as well as bad things.


I once talked to a gentleman who told me he controlled his nerves before public speaking by braying like donkey. He was adamant this worked although I could think of no reason why it would. If you have something quirky you like then go ahead and use it.


Another approach is to avoid or ignore stressors for a short while. For example, Mindfulness Meditation is a practice that involves observing one’s own thoughts and emotions, and letting them pass. It encourages people to avoid continuing to think about distressing stimuli and topics. As Ortner, Kilner, and Zelazo (2007) have shown through both a correlation study and an experiment, it is effective in doing this. (Subjects in the Mindfulness Meditation group in their experimental study received a 7 week training course covering: developing attention, focus and stillness through mindfulness of breathing or use of a mantra, watching thoughts and emotions with acceptance and non-judgement, attending to time between breaths/mantra, being versus doing, achieving mastery versus control of thought, making choices versus responding automatically, and being in the present (noticing that thoughts are past/future based). The intention was for them to ‘become present to the condition of the mind, through enhanced self-awareness and adoption of a non-judgmental stance, recognizing that thoughts and emotions are not the self.’)


Distraction can help but, as discussed further below, should not continue for long because the problems often remain and need to be addressed in some way.


Deep relaxation


Methods for deep relaxation usually take around 20 minutes for each session – longer than simple calming thoughts. However, with a little practice they can have a powerful and reliable helpful effect that rapidly counters the damage done by prolonged stress reactions. They work much faster than listening to music, reading a story, playing a computer game, watching television, or even just sitting quietly with your eyes closed doing nothing.


Typical ingredients of these methods are:



    	reduced sensations (usually from being quiet and still in a quiet, restful environment with eyes closed)


    	a relaxed posture (lying down or seated)


    	reduced or regulated thinking (either not thinking or repeating simple thoughts or sounds)


    	a focus on relaxation of muscles or steady breathing


    	not struggling to stay focused but just being patient


    	a session lasting 15 to 30 minutes.





Well known examples include Autogenic Training (developed by Johannes Heinrich Schultz in the early 20th century), Progressive Muscle Relaxation (developed by Edmund Jacobson, also in the early 20th century), and the simplified adaptation of Transcendental Meditation developed by Herbert Benson. (I use Autogenic Training during periods of particular difficulty but usually do not feel the need.)


These methods certainly leave one feeling well rested but there is also evidence that they help to reduce at least some of the longer-term negative physiological effects of stress. Reviews of past studies include Seo et al (2018), Stetter and Kupper (2002), and Ernst and Kanji (2000).


One reason for this could be that during relaxation sessions the person is not experiencing or thinking about drivers of psychological stress reactions. However, it seems likely that the beneficial effects of relaxing deeply go beyond mere distraction.


Autogenic Training


The procedure for Autogenic Training is very simple.


Get ready


Get as physically comfortable as possible (e.g. not thirsty, not needing the loo). If you are in pain then Autogenic Training will probably reduce the pain but you must be patient. Find somewhere that is, ideally, quiet, dimly lit, and where you can lie down. An obvious choice is to lie in bed with the curtains drawn and lights off. Minimize external stimuli and be still.


However, it is perfectly possible to do Autogenic Training while sitting on a train, especially if you have developed your skills under easier circumstances.


You will need 15 – 30 minutes. A 20 minute session daily is a good choice. Twice a day is also good if things are tough.


Get in position


Lie down on your back (ideally, but it can be done seated), comfortable and flat. Hands not curled. Eyes closed. You will keep still throughout, again to minimize stimuli. If you need to scratch an itch then do it gently and then get still again.


Relax deeply


Start to breathe slowly and gently, but freely. Do not try to restrict your breathing.



  	Count down from 10 to 0, with a one digit each breath. Do not hurry.





After reaching zero, repeat the following silently to yourself at a slow pace, as if someone were saying them to you slowly to relax you. As you think the messages, focus on feelings from the intended area of your body and deliberately let go of all tension. You can say ‘relaxed’ instead of ‘heavy’ if you prefer:



  	‘Left arm heavy and warm’ 3 times


  	‘Right arm heavy and warm’ 3 times


  	‘Both arms heavy and warm’ 3 times


  	‘Left leg heavy and warm’ 3 times


  	‘Right leg heavy and warm’ 3 times


  	‘Both arms and legs heavy and warm’ 3 times (After many sessions of practice you can go straight from counting down to this statement with no need to pick out particular limbs.)


  	‘Heartbeat calm and steady’ 3 times


  	‘It breathes me’ 3 times


  	‘Solar plexus warm’ 3 times (The solar plexus is in the middle of your chest, just below your rib cage.)


  	‘Forehead cool’ 3 times.





Be very patient and relaxed. Do not fight. If you lose track just go back to it patiently. You are getting benefits even at this stage.


After a while you may realize that you cannot feel the position of your hands or feet. That is normal and the result of reducing incoming and outgoing nerve stimulation to nearly nothing. Just continue to lie still and relax. Your limbs will not have moved from where they were when you started.


You may also occasionally feel slightly odd sensations around your body. These are phantom feelings projected onto the nearly empty field of sensations. These are also normal, completely safe, and it was speculated that they were some kind of nervous settling down process. Just continue to relax and ignore them.


If you are unwell or very emotional then it may take a bit longer but this can be done even under quite difficult circumstances because:



  	The process of repeating the messages gives you mental control.


  	The process reduces pain.


  	The process reduces stress and calms emotions.





Autogenic Training, like some meditation exercises, can often induce something called the ‘relaxation response’ in which rest and recovery are accelerated. Stress hormones and lactic acid are rapidly reduced and core temperature often falls slightly.


Enjoy the relaxation


There will probably be a period before it is time to get up again. It can be used in various ways. For example:



  	Just repeat some of the messages to sustain deep relaxation and stop thoughts from getting out of control.


  	Relax other body parts using further messages (e.g. head, neck, and shoulders to reduce headache pain).


  	Mentally prepare for something, which is often easier in this pleasantly relaxed state. For example, imagine doing something very calmly.


  	Mentally review something you would normally find a bit unpleasant but which now you can reflect on very calmly. If this starts to reduce your relaxation then stop and restore the relaxed state.





Come back to normal


To come back to normal:



  	Say to yourself ‘Limbs firm’ while opening and closing your hands and wiggling your feet. Do this for a few seconds.


  	Say to yourself ‘Deep breath’ while taking a deep breath.


  	Say to yourself ‘Eyes open’ and then open your eyes.





That’s it. You should feel refreshed and much calmer during even the first session and it gets much better with practice.


Benson's method


Herbert Benson's method is simple and has the following steps:



  	Find somewhere quiet and sit comfortably.


  	Close your eyes.


  	Relax your body from your toes to the top of your head and calm yourself.


  	Start to breathe steadily, inhaling through your nose then exhaling through your mouth while thinking a number or word (e.g. ‘one’)


  	Continue for 15 minutes, staying relaxed. Do not worry about how successful you are being at relaxing. If your mind wanders then gently return to the simple breathing and thinking task.


  	Slowly open your eyes and do not get up for a few minutes.





There are other relaxation methods that involve breathing in slightly different patterns. For example you could inhale, hold, exhale, hold, and repeat.


Progressive Muscle Relaxation


This method involves repeatedly tensing and then relaxing muscles. The tension is only to accentuate the relaxation that follows and may be helpful for people who initially struggle to notice their muscle tension. The focus is on one small group of muscles at a time and sweeps up through the body.


The steps to follow are:



  	Sit or lie somewhere quiet and without distractions. Get comfortable.


  	Breathe slowly and deeply for a little while and keep this up during the remaining steps.


  	Tense your feet for 5 seconds by curling your toes down then slowly relax them over a period of 10 seconds. While relaxing, focus on the feeling of the muscles relaxing.


  	Tense and relax the muscles of your lower legs in the same way.


  	Now the same for hips and buttocks.


  	Stomach and chest.


  	Shoulders.


  	Face.


  	Hands (make a fist initially)





Do not tense parts of your body where you have physical pain.


A variation on Progressive Muscle Relaxation involves just focusing on the body parts and on relaxation, without tensing first. This is sometimes called a Body Scan. Note the similarities with Autogenic Training.


Exercise


Exercise, which could be as simple as a walk, is an easy and useful counter to stress reactions.


For people who have not been diagnosed with depression or an anxiety disorder, there is some evidence that physical exercise of various types reduces symptoms of depression and anxiety, and that the effect for depression is stronger than for anxiety (see Rebar et al, 2015, for a meta-meta-review of many previous studies).


There is also evidence that it helps people who have been diagnosed with an anxiety disorder (see Stubbs et al, 2017, for a meta-analysis combining evidence from previous studies) or depression (see Rosenbaum et al, 2014, for another meta-analysis).


It is thought that these effects probably have multiple mechanisms. Distraction from problems that are driving stress reactions may be one of the mechanisms.


Methods to avoid


Do not us psychoactive substances (other than those prescribed for you by a doctor) such as alcohol and cannabis. These are physically damaging and prevent effective thought. Effective thought is important for managing stress reactions and solving your real-life problems.


Do not rely on gaming or videos. While these are not directly harmful and do distract you from your real-life problems, they are not particularly restful and it can take far too long to get calm using these activities. In comparison, exercise and deep relaxation are much faster and also easy to do. There is also a tendency for gaming and videos to disrupt sleep.


Chapter 4: Understanding stress reactions


The importance of understanding


Assuming you are feeling calm enough to start learning more about stress reactions and how to manage them, this chapter explains some vital information.


It explains four stress reactions, including what drives them and how to reduce them to appropriate levels (often completely). If you know why the reassuring thoughts are helpful then you will be more motivated to use them and they will work better for you.


Some definitions


The phenomena discussed in this Part are all reactions associated with what we usually call ‘stress’, ‘pressure’, or ‘anxiety’. They have been separated into four reactions that serve different purposes and have different drivers. The mix of reactions we experience depends on our circumstances and thinking.


Understanding these stress reactions helps us manage them. In this book the four reactions are named and defined as follows:


The fight-or-flight response: This is the physiological response that is set off when we perceive or think of something that indicates an extra effort might be needed. It includes increased heart rate, breathing, and sweating.


Muscle tension: The sometimes persistent muscle tension that results when we perceive or think of something with the necessary characteristics. There are also slight posture changes.


Urgent thought: The intense, sometimes persistent thinking that we often do when concerned with an important problem of some kind that we have yet to solve.


Vigilance: The intense, sometimes persistent perceptual focus that results when we are particularly concerned with something and looking for more information about it.


Stress reactions are not emotions. Emotions such as anger, frustration, panic, desperation, and despondency are usually accompanied by stress reactions but stress reactions can also happen in moments of extreme happiness and positive excitement.


In this book, the things that cause stress reactions are called drivers and these are split into two types:


Triggers: These are discrete events such as receiving new information or recalling something.


Ongoing states: These include states such as being poor, unwell, or too busy.


Ongoing states can increase the impact of triggers. For example, discovering a plumbing problem is likely to cause stronger stress reactions for a person who is short of money.


Overview of the effects of the reactions


The reactions listed above happen because they sometimes have value to us – though not as often today as they did when they evolved. The effects of each of these reactions are discussed in detail later but in summary they are as follows:



    	The fight-or-flight response and muscle tension are forms of physical preparation for anticipated or ongoing challenges.


    	Urgent thought and vigilance are allocations of mental capacity to particular challenges.





These reactions have short- and long-term effects. Some effects are positive but others are negative. For example, an intense fight-or-flight response during an academic examination can cause problems with working memory and retrieval from long term memory, while chronic muscle tension can cause headaches. Prolonged, intense stress reactions can lead to serious illness.


These reactions have evolved over many species and hundreds of millions of years because they are often helpful but are not always ideal in the developed modern world, which more often challenges us mentally than physically, and often over a long period. (Competitive sport is a rare exception.) Often the issue is overreacting to thoughts and situations.


Crucially, these reactions are usually precautionary. That is, they kick off sooner and at higher intensity than is usually necessary, just in case. It may be some time before it is clear that they are not needed.


Stress reactions are reactions to our situation as we understand it. So, even though the stress reactions seem to kick off instinctively with little or no conscious thought, deliberately improving our understanding of our situation causes the stress reactions to stand down or stops them arising. In this way we have rational, conscious control of something that seems instinctive.


The following sections discuss each reaction in detail, explaining how they work, how they are triggered, and how to calm them. If you want to manage your stress reactions more effectively then master this information.


The fight-or-flight response


The reaction


The fight-or-flight response is a collection of physiological changes that happen when particular types of challenge appear.


These physiological changes typically include release of hormones, principally adrenaline (a.k.a. epinephrine) and cortisol, increased heart rate and breathing, increased sweating, blood sugar, blood pressure, and blood flow to muscles. This is combined with reduced digestive activity, salivation, and urine formation. In extreme cases this also includes reduced blood flow to the skin, making a person’s face look pale, and a desire to urinate or even defecate.


There are variations on the fight-or-flight response, such as the differences during anger, frustration, anxiety, fear, panic, and feeling sick with worry, but much of the underlying biology is similar. If we feel any of these emotions then a fight-or-flight response is also happening to some extent.


The response can develop within seconds but usually takes much longer to abate. The half-life of the longest lasting stress hormone, cortisol, is between one and two hours, unless action is taken to remove it.


If a person is chased and then physically attacked in the street then a full fight-or-flight response will probably occur. If a person is verbally attacked in a business meeting then a similar but less intense fight-or-flight response kicks off. Most people who go through a working day punctuated with occasionally stressful clashes and setbacks will experience a mild fight-or-flight response repeatedly, raising stress hormone levels.


How it can help


All these changes prepare the body to make an immediate, intense, physical effort. The stronger the fight-or-flight response the more it is suited to a physical effort that is immediate and intense. More energy is released into the bloodstream, which is directed towards skeletal muscles needed for running or fighting and away from systems not needed in the short term, such as digestion.


Breathing, heart rate, and blood pressure all ramp up to support an intense muscular effort.


The bladder and bowels may be emptied to save weight and increase running speed. Less blood flow to the skin may also reduce blood loss from cuts in a fight, at the expense of less efficient heat loss if a longer effort is needed.


In the short term (less than 30 minutes) and when the fight-or-flight response is only moderate, long-term memory is slightly improved, both for forming and retrieving memories (Sapolsky, 1998, chapter 10).


How it can hinder


This reaction has evolved in response to life-or-death situations that are much less common today for humans in the developed world.


We may find that our bodies gear up to fight a bear when the challenge we face is a difficult phone call or an academic examination. The physiological preparation is not of the right type and may hinder mental performance rather than help it. When the reaction is intense or if it continues for as long as 30 minutes, long-term memory performance is reduced (Sapolsky, 1998, chapter 10), sometimes considerably. There are also likely to be problems with working memory (for short term use) but it is hard to separate these from the distracting effect of pressure situations.


When stressed we tend to continue with solutions that have worked in the past, even when they are not working now. Instead of thinking creatively about alternative solutions we just try the same ones but harder.


Stress reactions also tend to be counter-productive in social encounters, leading us to react in ways that we regret later. We can be impatient, short-tempered, aggressive, rude, uncooperative, unforgiving, or unhelpful even to people we love. Calm, socially confident, patient people are generally better respected and liked.


Sustained over weeks and months this kind of hormonal release and the other physiological elements of the fight-or-flight response can damage health seriously (e.g. high blood pressure, heart problems, memory damage, reduced immunity to infectious diseases, mental health problems). It can also lead to ‘burnout’, where a person is unable to continue with normal life and needs respite, perhaps for weeks or even months. Instead of providing calming support to others who need us, we can become a source of worry and work for others.


Drivers


The fight-or-flight response is a physiological preparation for action so the aspect of stressful situations that triggers this response must be whatever it is that suggests an action might be needed. This must be some new information, realization, or reminder and the effort needed must be something extra.


E.g. When walking in woods at night, a sudden rustling sound might set off a reaction. That sound could be a dangerous animal or person coming to attack, or just a bird or small animal. Until we know which, the body gets prepared for action just in case.


The main types of trigger for the fight-or-flight response are:


Setbacks/opportunities: Where something has happened that requires some kind of extra effort at some point in time. E.g.:


  	Financial losses/major gains: being fined or losing a bet, winning a large prize.


  	Reduced time: finding that a deadline has been imposed or brought forward, or you have to do something extra that leaves less time for an important task.


  	Reduced ability: the computer printer breaking, your computer crashing, feeling ill, in pain, sleepy, nauseous, too cold, too hot, or not being able to sleep.


  	New task: losing your keys, losing a vital document, seeing your child is upset, or realizing there is something else you need to do.


  	Bigger, harder task: finding there are more items to do than you thought, the car park is further away than you thought, that you have made a mistake, or that you are at some disadvantage.


  	Racing: finding or recalling that you are in a race against others, such as to get a parking space or get a deposit down to secure a room for rent.


  	Major opportunities: getting an offer of a new job, receiving a desired proposal of marriage.





Alarms (indications of a risky situation): Where nothing has really happened yet but we think the probability of something happening that requires an extra effort is higher. E.g.:


  	Surprises/shocks: a loud noise, lights going out, something falling.


  	Danger signs: alarm bell sounds, red flashing lights, the sound of a dog barking, seeing a weapon or dangerous person, being in the company of important people, seeing your life partner too near a cliff edge, big sea waves.




Risky acts: When we are poised to do something that may produce a reaction that requires an extra effort. This again increases the probability of something happening that requires a response. E.g.:


  	Commitments: signing a contract, accepting a job offer.


  	Sending messages: proposing marriage, sending a difficult email, sending a job application, making a risky comment online.





Typically less powerful, secondary triggers include:


Difficult decisions: Thinking of alternative courses of action, some of which increase the risk of challenging situations occurring.


 


A fight-or-flight response may start even if the extra effort, though needed, is not immediate, intense, and physical. Perhaps it is something that will have to be done later, or is purely a mental effort. The reason for this is that we often do not know immediately what kind of effort is required or when. A reaction starts anyway, just in case.


E.g. Failing an academic examination is a setback and setbacks are triggers because they require extra effort to compensate. Exactly what kind of effort and when might not be so clear to the stressed person at first. Specifically, failing an exam means explaining it to friends and family, deciding whether to retake, and perhaps retaking the exam. It is a career blow and means that lots of things later in life will be just a bit harder.


E.g. Giving a speech to 100 people means getting prepared, delivering the speech, dealing with reactions to it, risking serious reputation damage from performing badly, and so on.


It is not surprising that we often know an effort is probably needed before we know exactly what to do.


A fight-or-flight response also may start even if no extra effort of any kind is needed, just because we recognize we are in a situation where something challenging is more likely. Something might happen that makes us think we are in greater danger, or we might be about to take an action that could trigger reactions we will have to deal with, or we might just be considering a decision where our actions might lead to reactions that need an extra effort to respond. Once again, even if those potential reactions might not happen, might not be immediate, and might not require an intense physical effort, the fight-or-flight response still kicks in, just a little, just in case.


E.g. Writing a difficult email about a sensitive subject can feel stressful. As we consider each alternative wording, we wonder how the reader will react and some of those possible reactions, when thought of, may trigger a small fight-or-flight response. When we think we are ready to send the email there may be a further moment of tension because of the anticipated reaction to what we are about to send.


Crucially, it is not just receiving bad news that is psychologically stressful. It is the implications of the news for future effort that are important. We can also experience a fight-or-flight response from good news, if it suggests extra effort will be needed.


E.g. Imagine you are watching TV to see if you have won the national lottery. The odds are millions to one against a worthwhile win but you tune in anyway, because you never know. As the numbers are selected you can hardly believe it. Number after number matches your selections. As the final number is revealed you realize you have won a lot of money. Millions. Most people would experience a powerful physiological response in this situation. Pulse racing, sweating, physically geared up and tense, light headed perhaps. Your life has changed in ways you can only begin to imagine so some kind of response is needed.


Triggers can originate externally, which is where the person receives information indicating an extra effort is probably required.


Triggers can also originate internally, which is where they arise from a person’s thinking without new information arriving. For example, the person may realize something through thinking about their situation, or think of something that is a trigger while trying to make plans (e.g. that the plan won’t work, that no plan seems likely to work, or that a potential course of action may lead to a challenging situation).


In many cases, the discovery or realization is that things are worse than we thought. Typically, the effect is more intense if we already think we are short of time, or other resources, or if we are reminded of a big, persistent problem that we have been struggling with.


Many of our stress triggers arise from the events of a busy day and when conversations turn nasty. They may concern our health, relationships, work, money, home, or holidays. Beyond that, most people encounter more triggers from news media. The events reported may leave us feeling that life is harder than ever, probably because of the government or some other group. Increasingly, many people are aggravated and disheartened by the blatant biases and ploys of the news media themselves.


Ongoing states that may amplify the fight or flight response to a stress trigger include:


Low resources: The significance of setbacks is greater when a person is short of time, money, energy, or other relevant resources.


Stakes: When more is at stake, stress reactions are usually stronger.


Ongoing risk: Stress reactions are amplified when you think that something bad might happen at any time until you have completed some task. For example, losing a sale is possible until the contract is signed.


Bad past life experiences: These tend to increased perceived risk. Bad consequences are easier to imagine and seem more likely.


Calming thoughts


Most of your fight-or-flight responses are precautionary and unnecessary. They kick off instinctively in response to some new trigger before you identify the actions that might be needed.


To reduce a precautionary reaction quickly, identify what it is you think might require extra effort and check that the effort needed is not (1) physical, (2) intense, and (3) immediate. You do not need to know exactly what your plan is; you just need to be reasonably sure it will be a type of effort that is not immediate, intense, and physical, such as sitting quietly and thinking carefully, talking to someone, or doing some typing. You might do that simply by glancing around to check you are safe or you might do a more detailed examination of each reason for an extra effort.


This assessment improves your understanding of your situation and causes stress reactions to stand down.


E.g. Your phone rings and it is someone very important from work who can be impatient and rude. You feel a moment of stress but look around to reassure yourself that you are physically safe. You can just sit quietly, listen, and talk. Although the person on the other end of the call is intimidating they are far away and, in any case, not physically violent.


E.g. You are rushing to print a document for a meeting but the printer jams. You feel a moment of frustration but recognize that the extra effort required is not going to be intensely physical. You just need to open the printer and try to sort it out. If that does not work then you will have other options but none will require an intense physical effort. Even if you are late, you will not run to the meeting. Right now, you just need to open the printer and think calmly as you examine the problem.


E.g. You have been working hard to fill in a complicated legal form. Several of the questions were unclear and if you make mistakes then they could be costly and time-consuming. You reassure yourself that you have time to think carefully about your answers and get advice if necessary. You remember that the consequences, though annoying, would not be catastrophic and would not require more than careful thought and perhaps some telephone calls. This helps you when you come to sign the form at the end because you are no longer stressed by the possible consequences of mistakes.


It also helps to take a couple of calming breaths and relax muscles.


These calming thoughts should leave you feeling noticeably calmer and more relaxed within a few seconds or minutes. This is faster than stress reduction tactics that involve trying to ignore the stress trigger (e.g. taking breaths, physical exercise). If you do not feel calmer quickly then it may be that:



  	you have not yet identified one or more triggers or the efforts resulting from them, so need to keep going


  	the stress hormones already released are still circulating and causing the physical symptoms


  	something else is causing feelings that are like the fight-or-flight response, such as a hormonal issue, being breathless from physical work, being too hot, or needing the toilet.





Later you may work out a plan for responding to the challenge or realize that no response is needed. Provided your plan does not call for an immediate, intense, physical effort there will be no value in a fight-or-flight response. Solving problems also reduces the flow of stress triggers.


Muscle tension


The reaction


The potentially persistent muscle tension of interest here includes:



    	tension around the head and neck, often pulling the head down towards the shoulders


    	a tense chest with restricted breathing


    	a general tension around the torso, with lowered flexibility


    	muscle tension elsewhere.





Muscle tension can also be caused by long hours of typing, for example, but this is from posture and a task, not from this stress reaction.


Muscle tension is separate from the fight-or-flight response. While the fight-or-flight response is controlled by the autonomic nervous system, muscle tension is not. There is also evidence that people sometimes experience muscle tension in a pressured situation without the physiological changes of the fight-or-flight response. This point is discussed by Pleuess, Conrad, and Wilhelm (2009).


How it can help


There are four potentially helpful effects of this pattern of tension, all broadly protective:


Bracing: In a physically dangerous situation, tension and a lowered head can make us slightly less vulnerable if hit by someone or something. It helps to protect the vulnerable and vital neck and head. It also helps to prevent joints being over-extended and muscles being overstretched to the point where they tear.

Freezing: Keeping still is part of hiding and makes it easier to listen for danger.

Quieter breathing: This can be advantageous if we are hiding from danger or listening intently for danger.

Submission: In a social encounter with a higher status individual a lowered head can signal submission to them. This is more obvious in some other species but bowing and height differences also signal status in human societies.


Most readers of this book will rarely need to brace against impact, freeze and breathe quietly in a dangerous situation, or signal submission to avoid being attacked by another person. However, evolution has been going on for a long time during which these have been important reactions.


Muscle tension is often higher when we are thinking intensely and our attention to the outside world is reduced. It may be that bracing is a compensation for being less aware of our surroundings. Cohen et al. (1992) found that facial muscle tension increased when people listened intently but not as much as when trying to remember digits.


How it can hinder


Muscle tension can lead to poor posture and make moving more tiring than it needs to be. Appearing tense can change the way others respond to us. Tension in the neck can affect the voice, which is a particular concern for singers and public speakers.


Muscle tension that is for long periods or often repeated (i.e. chronic tension) is usually harmful. Chronic tension at the back of the head and in the neck can lead to the most common form of headache: the tension headache. In the long term it can lead to tendon damage in the form of tendinosis.


Drivers


Feeling in physical danger or facing a social situation (especially involving many people or someone important) can cause this reaction.


The main triggers of the muscle tension reaction are:


Pressured social situations: job interviews, meeting an important person, giving a speech, attending a noisy party, going up to collect an award. (Just being at school, college, or at work with other people may be sufficient.)


Alarms (indications of a risky situation): surprises/shocks, danger signs, and ongoing risk.


Risky acts: commitments, sending messages with consequences.


A less powerful trigger of muscle tension is making difficult decisions.


Ongoing states that can amplify the reaction to stress triggers include:


Physical vulnerability: This might be from having a slim skeleton and low muscle mass, age, or existing injuries.


Bad past experiences: A person who has been repeatedly beaten or barged in the past, perhaps as a child, might have a greater fear.


Good past experiences: A person might have many experiences of withstanding impacts without injury (e.g. from contact sports), might have considerable skill in dangerous situations, or might have had a safe life with high social status and no previous worries about physical attacks.


Calming thoughts


Most of your muscle tension from stress triggers is an instinctive precaution that is not really needed. To quickly reduce the muscle tension, check that it is not necessary to brace for impact, hide, listen intently, or lower your head in deference to a dominant person who otherwise might attack you. Usually this is as simple as reminding yourself of this fact or looking around to reassure yourself.


It is also often helpful to recall that in almost all social situations a person who is relaxed, has good posture, and remains calm and reasonable will make the best impression and achieve the best results. Tension and deference usually detract.


With this done it is then easier to deliberately relax muscles around your body, especially around your neck, shoulders, and chest. You might feel yourself straightening up, a little taller, as a result. Take a slow, deep breath or two and feel the relaxation.


E.g. Charlotte is about to go on stage to sing. Stood behind the curtain she cannot see the audience but knows there are hundreds of people out there, waiting for her. She feels tense and her head is just starting to hurt. She catches herself and looks around. She is physically safe, even on stage, and need not show deference to anyone. She can stand tall and do her best. She relaxes her upper body, takes a slow breath, and walks out.


If you do not feel more relaxed within a few seconds then it may be that there is some other threat that you have not analysed away or that you are tensing for some other reason, such as pain, cold, or being in a particular posture (e.g. in a bad chair). Try to address these other reasons too.


Urgent thought


The reaction


This is an urgent, sometimes persistent drive to think intensely about a concerning problem or set of problems affecting us or someone we care about. Usually this leads to intense thinking, but not if we are stuck. This thinking includes analysis of the problem and development of solutions. Sometimes we find a solution quickly and easily. On other occasions it takes longer and we may experience this as worry.


This thinking should focus on solving the problems but sometimes people struggle to find solutions and instead ruminate on the harms they fear without making any positive progress. This is also experienced as worry.


Sometimes we want to think but cannot; instead we may just feel stuck. This may be experienced as worry, tiredness, a gloomy mood, or a desire to distract ourselves with some other activity.


It is not strictly necessary for there to be a bad potential outcome that is prompting the urgent thought; we might simply have set ourselves the task of finding a solution to some problem.


This urgent thought tends to combine with a reluctance to take a break or think about other things. It can feel as if the problem has to be solved or nothing else can be done. Thinking time and effort are given over to the problem, often at the expense of other things that need thought. Mental rest is often deferred while an effort is made to make sense of events and think about how to make progress.


Sometimes we are repeatedly thwarted as likely solutions fail. Sometimes problems come in rapid succession. In either case, it can seem that just one more quick effort will sort things out and there is no need to pace ourselves or rest mentally. As a result, we can find ourselves thinking intensely for hours instead of taking the rest breaks that would make us more effective.


This urgent thought for problem solving is often inwardly focused and tends to reduce our awareness of our surroundings, other than those related to our urgent thoughts.


How it can help


Dedicating our mental resources to a problem increases the chances that we will soon understand the situation and think of a good course of action. Provided this happens within about 20 minutes, all is well.


How it can hinder


However, this intense urge to think becomes a negative experience when we cannot solve the problem but continue trying without adequate rest. This can unfold in three stages.


Stage 1 – Struggling: Initially we may struggle to solve or even make progress with the problem. This can happen in a variety of ways:



  	The complexity of alternatives, uncertainties, and knock-on effects overwhelms us.


  	The problem is simple but seems insoluble. We hope for insight that unlocks it but nothing emerges.


  	As we try alternative approaches to finding a solution, each one fails (hits a dead end or gets too complex to continue).





E.g. Martin tries to upgrade his phone, which involves moving data from his old phone to his new one. The phone does not come with instructions for doing this, which is the first setback. He finds a video online and follows the instructions carefully but they do not work. This is the second setback. There is a problem with the backups of his old phone so he tries to set up backups correctly on it. The button to Backup Now is greyed out. The third setback. This pattern of trying possible solutions and finding they do not work continues for four hours, leaving Martin tired and frustrated. He has not taken mental rests because it always seemed he was just a few minutes away from a breakthrough that would solve his problems.


It may be that we are struggling because we lack some crucial piece of information or understanding, or because we have a misconception that is blocking progress.


E.g. In my teens I had a poor understanding of social behaviour and was especially shy with girls I liked. I would wrestle for hours with thoughts about what to say, often with no acceptable solutions emerging.


The urgency can lead us to rush and make mistakes. In tasks that require sitting quietly and thinking carefully this can be particularly damaging.


E.g. Examinations in mathematics (except for speed tests of simple arithmetic) require a careful, unhurried approach. A candidate who reads the questions carefully, chooses the right approach first time, and makes no slips in their workings can usually write neat, clear answers to all the questions and still have plenty of time to spare. In contrast, a candidate who rushes is more likely to start answering questions in the wrong way, then have to start again, and more likely to make slips, wasting still more time. Rushing leads to errors that lead to running out of time.


If we continue without rest for more than about 25 minutes, perhaps also trying to cram more into working memory in the hope that this will produce a breakthrough, we become mentally fatigued and our thinking starts to become ineffective. We slow down or get stuck in repeated thoughts that are not making progress.


Stage 2 – Stuck: If the problem is not solved then we may get stuck, meaning that we cannot think of anything new. We might seem to be thinking nothing at all even though we desperately want to think of a solution. We may feel fatigued, gloomy, or frustrated and seek other activities to distract ourselves, preferably easier activities that give us a sense of personal effectiveness and progress.


Stage 3 – Persistently failing: If we have repeated episodes of struggling and getting stuck, either on exactly the same problem or on similar problems, then we may come to anticipate failure, creating additional problems. Triggers related to the problem become more powerful. We may become despondent, assuming we will not make progress in finding solutions even though we desperately want to, and this may cause us to get stuck faster and jump to distracting activities more quickly.


E.g. Between the ages of 10 and 16 I had to go to French lessons at school. I made almost no progress and never found an effective way to learn the language (or Latin, which was also forced on me). Foreign language learning was a persistently unsolved problem for me and caused years of gloom, tiredness, and once even nausea. I only had to think about French to feel tired, miserable, and resentful. When I see people struggling to learn mathematics or reading (both strong areas for me) I remember my own experiences with French and feel sympathy for them.


 


Through these three stages, other issues often arise. It may be hard to sleep properly, making us less able to think as the days pass. We may become bad tempered. We also can start to struggle with other, less pressing problems that are not getting the attention they need. We can become less aware of what is going on around us and less responsive to the needs of others. What starts as one problem can become several as we fall behind.


Sometimes we continue to think about a problem even though we have no realistic chance of finding a better solution to it.


The unpleasant sensations of worry can be more harmful than the problem the worry is focused on. The worry might be immediate, persistent, and debilitating while the problem being attacked is something that is not causing harm now, might not happen at all, and might not be serious.


Each failed attempt to solve the problem is a trigger that might set off a small fight-or-flight response and a further intense thought reaction.


We can even begin to worry about the effects of worry, which amplifies the distress. This is called meta-worry. Wells (1995) has proposed a model of generalized anxiety disorder in which worry about worry is one of the mechanisms.


The sense of urgency can affect the way we use our memory resources. In haste we may take less care to:



    	select or plan a process for working through the problems


    	document our thinking


    	build longer-term memories by


	
			forming them clearly


			structuring them appropriately


			using retrieval practice to make them more readily available.


	




Instead, we may rely on working memory effort, trying to cram as much into our heads at high speed as possible and hoping that solutions will appear. This is tiring and prone to errors.


E.g. Suppose you had to work out 37 × 43 in your head. For many people this is tough but possible. Rush at it and you are likely to feel strained, run out of memory space, and make a mistake.


However, if you are patient then you can clarify that the approach involves the following steps: work out 3 × 37, hold the result to one side, then work out 40 × 37, holding that result to one side, then add the two intermediate results. You might think 3 × 30 = 90, then add 3 × 7 = 21, which makes 111. Hold that as ‘first total=111’. Relax for a moment then mentally test yourself, thinking ‘first total, 111’. Now move on.


For the second result you need 4 × 37, so 4 × 30 = 120, hold that to one side for just a moment while you work out that 4 × 7 = 28, then add that 28, making 148. But it’s 40, not 4, so 1480. Now memorize that as ‘second total=1480’ and test yourself. Then check ‘first total, 111’ is still available.


The totals are 1480 and 111. Add the 100 first to get 1580. Add the 11 to get 1591. That’s the final answer.


The key point is that, going slowly and carefully, with a plan and careful rehearsal of intermediate results, many people can successfully do this calculation mentally without strain. Rush it and you will probably find you are not sure what the first intermediate result was and then lose it all when trying to add the two intermediate results, all the time feeling strained.


A similar improvement happens if you patiently search the internet or books for solutions to a problem with a clear search plan that you extend and memorize as you go.


Unless time pressure is extreme, this kind of patient thinking – relying on building long-term memories instead of pushing working memory to its limits – is more effective, more sustainable, and less mental strain. It gives more answers, fewer errors, and more long-term learning.


Another consequence of the patient approach is that it reduces the intensity of mental effort and so produces less muscle tension.


It is not entirely clear why mental effort leads to muscle tension. I suggested earlier that this might be a compensation for lower awareness of our surroundings and so intensify protective muscle tension. However, other mechanisms are possible.


There is evidence that some muscle tension is related to imagined physical actions. It may also be that conscious attention to balance, smooth movement, and relaxed muscles is reduced when we think about other things and that leads to tension, or at least allows tension to build up. It may be that intensifying our effort on a mental task leads us to a generalized extra effort that spills over into tight muscles.


Several ideas were explored by psychologists in the early and mid-twentieth century. This established that muscle tension tended to increase with task difficulty but that there were quite important differences between people (e.g. Clites, 1936; Davis, 1938 and 1939; Hadley, 1941).


Drivers


The triggers that cause this urgent, often intense thought have similarities with the triggers for the fight-or-flight response. They include:


Surprising events: When things do not happen as we expect, the implication is that our knowledge is flawed. How deep does our misreading of the situation go?


Setbacks: If a problem gets harder then we may feel we need a new approach to overcome it. Consequently, discovering new problems or reduced resources is triggering. This is more intense if we already consider ourselves short of resources (e.g. running out of time).


Risky planning: This can involve thinking of different, potentially challenging situations that might arise and actions that might be taken.


The sense or urgency is increased by the following ongoing states:


Time pressure: Racing against others, having a deadline, or knowing that something bad could happen at any time unless we complete some task can create a stronger sense of urgency.


High stakes challenges: If a lot depends on solving something then we are likely to focus on it more.


Persistently unsolved problems: We can be triggered into urgent thought when we encounter a familiar but still unsolved problem. (However, this can also trigger us to feel stuck and tired.)


The amount of thinking needed can also increase the tendency towards intense thinking and a sense of urgency. Drivers include:


Complex events: Events that involve multiple mechanisms can be more confusing. We struggle to understand them and decide what to do.


Uncertain situations: When we are not sure what the current situation is, we may need to consider several possibilities, which increases the mental work needed.


Uncertain outcomes: When there are many possible outcomes, we may need more thought to consider them effectively. Some of the possible outcomes may be unwanted so more thought is necessary to manage those risks and be clear when they are not things that are going to happen immediately.


Unfamiliar situations and tasks: We struggle more when situations and tasks are unfamiliar and we lack expertise.


Here are some examples of situations that prompt urgent thought:


E.g. Someone you thought of as a friend takes a few minutes to tell you how much they have always hated you. It is a shock and leads to self-doubt and thinking back over past encounters to try to understand how you missed the clues. Are you as likeable as you thought? Do you understand people at all? Is there anyone else who has been hiding similar feelings?


E.g. A computer programmer is getting to the end of coding an important module of an application. Then she realizes that she has completely overlooked an important complexity. For a few minutes it seems the problem may be insoluble. She thinks about this for hours and gradually a solution emerges –  but it is complicated.


E.g. A family is enjoying a holiday in Italy but gets a message from their travel company saying that the company is bankrupt and the family will have to find their own way home. The parents spend several anxious hours making calls and checking information on the internet to find a way to get home.


Calming thoughts


Most of our instinctive desire to think urgently and intensely about problems with no rest periods is precautionary and unhelpful. Many problems need deep thought but not necessarily now and usually it is good to take rest breaks, not dangerous. The brain gets tired quickly, even though we cannot feel it as we can with muscles, and it is worth taking at least a short break if heavy mental work lasts longer than about 30 minutes.


Whether something concerning has just happened or you are deeply and persistently stuck, the first step is the same: to quickly reduce the desire for intense, unbroken thought, check that the problem really does not need it. Typically our problems in the modern, developed world are complicated but we have plenty of time to work on them.


With that done, it is usually easier to clear your mind, pause, and think carefully about when you will tackle the challenging problem. Plan a period for patiently thinking about the problem and plan to take breaks during that period. Perhaps also make a note of what you have planned. You may also be able to plan a sensible search for solutions.


E.g. Jane is doing inheritance tax forms following the death of her mother. The forms are complicated and badly explained. She comes to a question that leaves her completely baffled and reading the explanatory notes adds to the confusion. She is just starting to feel stressed but notices this and takes a calming breath. She does not have to solve this right now and will be working on these forms for days anyway. She decides to have a cup of tea and a rest then spend up to half an hour patiently researching the question on the internet before taking another break.


If you are already struggling, stuck, or persistently failing then it is important to plan to return to the problem in a more systematic, intelligent way that will control the mental strain involved and protect you from feeling stuck and despondent. Part 2 of this book describes some ways to do this, including: Plan thinking, Satisfice, Plan metawork time, Attack persistently unsolved problems, Retrieval practice, and Change states deliberately.


If the stress trigger is a social encounter then remember that a person who remains calm, reasonable, and talks at a normal or slower-than-normal pace will make the best impression and achieve the best results in almost all cases. In contrast, a person who thinks and talks faster than usual in an effort to win an argument will usually create a bad impression and trigger a backlash from other people. Urgent thought is often harmful, not helpful.


Within a few seconds or minutes this reassurance and planning should reduce the feeling that intense thought is needed now and without a break, making it easier to take a break, unwind, and then think more clearly. If not, it may be that there is still some challenge that you have not identified and analysed. Alternatively, there may be something else that is making it hard to be mentally calm and focused, such as pain, a hormonal issue, or sleepiness.


Calming this stress reaction will not solve the real world problems that are prompting the desire to think so you will still be aware of them and perhaps concerned or discontented. However, calming the stress reactions makes it possible to think about your problems for longer and more effectively.


If, later, you solve the problem then your desire for urgent, intense thought will go away completely and not recur (until some new problem surfaces). Also, you will have a solution to your problem.


Vigilance


The reaction


Vigilance includes short-term, intense, sensory focus and longer-term sensitivity to particular information.


E.g. Imagine you are in bed at home, late at night, when there is a strange noise. You listen intently for more sounds, almost unable to breathe.


E.g. A Battle of Britain fighter pilot over England in September 1940 would have needed to stay vigilant for enemy aircraft. Spotting the enemy early, especially if they were trying an attack from the sun or using clouds, was essential to survival.


E.g. A young man becomes romantically attracted to a girl but for several weeks it is unclear if she returns his feelings. During those weeks he looks for any clues to her feelings and thinks intensely about every tiny indication.


E.g. The manager of a small shop begins to suspect that one of her assistants is stealing small items from the shop. She finds herself hyper-aware of everything the assistant does and says, and often notices when theft is mentioned on the news or in conversations.


There is a sense of urgency and a reluctance to attend to other things. Competing mental activity is reduced, including thinking and attention to other information.


There are also some physical changes. Stekelenburg and Van Boxtel (2001) found that listening intently was associated with reduced heart rate and breathing, and with reduced muscle activity around the jaw. These also improved listening ability. This contrasts with the effects of the fight-or-flight response.


How it can help


This kind of sustained focus can help us detect weak signals, react quickly, and extract important information from everything else.


How it can hinder


Vigilance can become a problem when it interferes with breathing, interferes with rest and sleep, or takes too much attention away from other tasks for too long. We may be distracted by repeatedly looking out for something instead of focusing on the task we are now trying to do.


We may also become overreactive to information when we desperately want to know something but evidence arises very rarely and, even then, is unreliable.


Drivers


Vigilance occurs when we want new information, the stakes are high, and there is some difficulty detecting that information. Situations with these characteristics include:


Looking for danger signs: Looking or listening for signs of danger which may be hard to detect or where we would need to react quickly.


Adaptive control: Where we have to continually monitor some system and respond in order to keep the system under control (e.g. driving a car).


Awaiting a high-stakes outcome: Where we may already know what we would do but we need to know the outcome to make our choice and take the next action (e.g. the result of an exam or job application).


Information needed for planning: Where we need to know more to develop a plan (including solving problems and making decisions).


The drivers for vigilance are sometimes very similar to those for urgent thought and there is a grey area where vigilance turns to urgent thought as we think intensely about new scraps of information.


Calming thoughts


As with urgent thought, most of our instinctive desires to be vigilant urgently and with no rest periods are precautionary and unhelpful. Vigilance is sometimes needed but usually need not be continuous or intense.


To quickly reduce the desire for intense, unbroken vigilance, check that (as usual) the situation really does not need it. Perhaps the signal you are waiting for, when it comes, will be unmissable. Perhaps there is no action for you to take so in reality you do not need to be vigilant at all. Are there better alternatives to continuous vigilance?


With that done, it is usually easier to clear your mind, pause, and reduce the intensity of your vigilant focus or switch off altogether.


E.g. Vanessa's son is 15 and out with his friends. It is getting late and Vanessa finds herself beginning to worry about him. She realizes that she is listening intently for the sound of his key in the front door. She catches herself doing this and notes that if he does come home then he will make much more noise than that. There is no need to listen specially.


Better alternatives to continuous vigilance that circumstances might permit include:



  	regular recording and charting


  	setting alarms


  	taking rest breaks


  	retrospectively going over records of past experiences (perhaps already existing) to look for patterns and trends


  	getting better at making observations quickly and accurately


  	defining what you are searching for more tightly, which usually requires less effort to be vigilant


  	planning a response to each possible outcome in advance (where you are waiting for information that will allow you to decide what to do).





E.g. Imagine that Martin is driving home from a job and has three hours to go. It is dark, there is rain and mist, the road is often unlit, has poor road markings and cat's eyes, and the lights of oncoming traffic reduce his visibility even further. He must be extremely vigilant to pick up information about the road, traffic, and other hazards. However, it is a strain and there are things he can do to manage this.


Martin does everything he can to improve visibility, using the car's windscreen wipers and demisting systems. He keeps his speed down. As he drives, he looks at the scene ahead to find and focus on the best information about the road, such as the clearest road markings, cat's eyes, or the lights of a vehicle just ahead. He clarifies in his mind what he is looking for, including the direction of the road, turn-offs, and road works. This makes his monitoring more efficient. Despite all this, the level of vigilance needed is still tiring so he takes two breaks at service stations on the way.


E.g. Debbie does bookkeeping for a small company. One day, as she is working through sales invoices, she notices a small mistake made by the sales person who created the invoice. The customer has been invoiced for the right amount but one of the codes used for accounting is not correct. She investigates and corrects the mistake. Her first reaction is to stay watchful for similar mistakes by the same sales person. However, this would involve distracting vigilance for perhaps weeks and is not practical. Instead, she decides to go back over the past few invoices by the same person to see if they have made the same mistake earlier but without Debbie noticing. She finds two, corrects the errors, and contacts the sales person. They had been copying details from older invoices so correcting the latest document stops the error from continuing. This done, Debbie puts the errors out of her mind.



Shared characteristics of drivers


The drivers for the fight-or-flight response, muscle tension, urgent thought, and vigilance have some interesting characteristics in common.


Similarity across stress reactions


The drivers of the four reactions are often similar. One challenging situation can set off more than one reaction, sometimes all four.


E.g. In woods at night a sudden rustling in the undergrowth will set off (1) a fight-or-flight reaction, in preparation for fighting or running, (2) vigilance, as we strain to hear more, and (3) tension, as we brace for possible impact and suspend breathing to hear better.


E.g. Agreeing to give a speech to an important audience of over 100 people can set off (1) a fight-or-flight reaction because of the general sense of extra effort, (2) urgent thought, as we start thinking about what to say and everything else around this challenging task, (3) muscle tension as we imagine the important people in the audience and instinctively wish to show deference to them, and (4) vigilance as we start to research our topic and seek useful information from many sources, often trying to confirm crucial details.


Although the four reactions are separate from each other they happen together so often that they can seem like a single syndrome.


Bursty


Drivers for these reactions are not evenly spaced over time. Instead, they tend to arrive in bursts. We might have a few carefree weeks but then some challenge occurs and for hours, days, weeks, or even months we are bombarded with triggering information and thoughts.


If the drivers were nicely spaced out and not too frequent then it would be easier to deal with them. The challenge is that they come in nasty bursts that can overwhelm us.


E.g. Imagine a couple retire and for several years they live happily together. Then the husband unexpectedly dies of a heart attack. For his widow this starts a heavy burst of challenges. In addition to her grief, she is suddenly faced with several unfamiliar tasks involving hospitals and undertakers. Even if she was not bereaved these would be quite challenging stress triggers. Then there is pressure to organize the funeral and some kind of social event afterwards, involving more stress triggers. At the same time she also has to learn to do the things that her husband always took care of, including tasks she did not even realize he did. There are probate forms to fill in and tax considerations. She will have to think about downsizing her accommodation and rethinking her financial position. Life for a single person living alone is more hard work than for a couple sharing the load, and that is a frequent source of more stress triggers.


E.g. Imagine a young man is preparing to make a proposal of marriage. The proposal itself carries the risk of rejection and all that could imply about his suitability as a spouse and prospects for future happiness. It requires some planning and delicate judgements. Once marriage is intended there may be a wedding to plan and with that will come countless decisions, some tricky, many not anticipated until the professional asks what you would prefer. All this can be costly, and thinking about the financial implications of choices can make them harder. There may be a honeymoon to plan and organize. And has he thought of some romantic surprise for his bride that he can somehow organize without her knowledge? There is also a legal process to comply with, and most people are learning about that for the first time. It’s just another few items on a long and growing to-do list. The day of the wedding may also be busy, with potential complications and surprises.


If our plans include plenty of spare time then emerging problems have less impact. However, once we are already under pressure, additional problems have more impact.


E.g. Beryl is being driven to an airport to catch a flight. She looks at her ticket and notices that her flight is at 1400 hours, not 4 pm as she had thought. She had left very early just in case, so she might still make it. A few minutes later, her taxi stops in a traffic jam, which is far more of a concern now she knows that every second counts.


Common reasons for a burst of drivers include:



    	technical problems e.g. with a phone or computer


    	big projects


    	power struggles at work and within education (e.g. falling out with a teacher, conflict with a colleague, housemate, or a group, blame games, being bullied, arguments over whether treatment was fair)


    	love affairs, proposing, getting married, separating, getting divorced


    	financial crises


    	injury, illness, disability (yours or someone else's)


    	finding and moving to a new home, improving it, selling it


    	legal battles


    	bereavement.





Worsening spirals and cascades


Another characteristic that makes situations more challenging is the tendency for our own reactions and limitations to make a bad situation worse, which then intensifies our reactions, and so a worsening spiral emerges. Sometimes a person’s stress level rises very quickly. Initially they have things under control and feel calm, yet within a few minutes or hours things have spiralled into disaster and tears.


Here are some causal mechanisms behind this tendency:


Problem discovery: Intense thinking about a problem can reveal more problems, generating more triggers for fight-or-flight responses and intense thinking. Sometimes the reality is that there was a bundle of overlooked problems that now are noticed. At other times it is just problems we already knew about but now we are noticing them again in rapid succession.  Thinking should usually lead to solutions but this does not always happen.


Dwindling resources: The triggering effect of additional problems is often increased if our resources (e.g. time) are already depleted by earlier problems or by planning that did not include enough slack time and other reserves.


Limited attention: When we are intensely focused on one challenge, we may give too little attention to something else and so make a mistake. That mistake increases our challenges. We may simply be overwhelmed with information and problems, leading to mistakes and a worsening situation.


Mental limitations from intense psychological stress: A strong fight-or-flight response can lead to reduced cognitive ability, especially reduced access to long-term memories.


E.g. A student in an examination realizes he cannot remember something he is sure he revised recently. This triggers an intensified fight-or-flight response that causes reduced memory performance. Realizing that memories seem to be fading rather than coming back, the student gets even more distressed.


Narrowed attention: Our attention may become narrow during psychological stress, leading us to miss important but subtle cues. We may be too focused on applying familiar solutions energetically and fail to realize that the solution is not appropriate and we need a creative alternative.


Tiredness and sleepiness: Worry and poor sleep may have left us too tired and/or sleepy to think clearly and function well, leading to poor performance and worsening problems.


Avoidance: The unpleasantness of our feelings may lead us to avoid situations and activities we find difficult or avoid thinking about them. This in turn can lead to situations getting objectively worse. If what we are avoiding is an important task then this also reduces our capacity to do that work.


Awareness of reduced capacity: Awareness of our reduced capacity (due to memory problems, fatigue, sleepiness, avoidance, narrowed attention, limited attention, etc) is an ongoing state that drives intensified stress reactions. If we already know we have little capacity to work on a problem then finding that there is more work to do is a more powerful trigger.


Mistaken thoughts: When we are struggling we may be prey to thoughts that make us feel even worse. For example, we may think that things will never get better, or that we are the reason for all our problems, or that one or two bad outcomes mean that all outcomes will be bad. In Cognitive Behavioural Therapy these are known as cognitive distortions. Not only do these make us feel worse but they are factually incorrect and that can lead to bad decisions that make our situation worse or at least block solutions.


Mood and other effects: We may make further mistakes because of anger or other emotions, inebriation from alcohol or other substances, or pain (e.g. from chronic tension). We may be worried further by the consequences of our own reactions, such as stress-related diseases, harming others, self-harming, suicidal thoughts, substance abuse, comfort eating, comfort shopping, and compulsive behaviours.


Mistakes by other people: Within an organization, one person's stress can lead to mistakes that then create extra work and problems for others. These people become more stressed too and make extra mistakes that then flow to other people. This is a cascade of stress. If the cascade causes problems to work back to the person who started it then this is a worsening spiral on a larger scale.


The concern of other people: Other people, seeing the person struggling, can become concerned and, in their turn, stressed and emotional. The stressed person often sees that and feels responsible and guilty, believing that they should do something to improve the situation.


 


A worsening spiral can turn a seemingly minor challenge into something much more serious, perhaps interacting with other challenges we usually deal with quite easily.


E.g. A young but dedicated snooker player is practising. Suppose that, for this player, each poor shot produces a little bit of frustration (stress). Poor shots are partly the result of luck but become more likely when his stress level rises. A run of several poor shots could happen by pure luck, even if the player’s level of play stays the same. However, if this bad run leads to stress and a lower playing level then the bad runs are more likely and could be longer. A player who does not understand the role of luck and is too reactive to runs of poor shots could quickly become over-emotional.


The threat of a worsening spiral is greater when there is also a burst of stress drivers.


Because of worsening spirals and cascades (perhaps mixed with bursts of stress drivers) it is particularly important to manage stress reactions early and frequently. If the reactions grow then they can begin to take over. (This is similar to managing a pandemic, such as the 2020/2021 COVID-19 pandemic: if it starts to get out of control then things can get worse very quickly but if held very low then it can seem that there is no cause for concern.)


The calming thoughts recommended in this Part reduce the tendency for worsening, especially if applied early and rigorously.


Chapter 5: Reactive calming


Reactive calming is done in response to events and focuses on the need for stress reactions now. It involves some thinking ahead, especially where intense thought has been triggered.


The process


Reactive calming thoughts can be used just after stressful events, some time later, whenever you feel a bit stressed, at a planned recovery time, or as a daily routine (e.g. de-stressing before making dinner).


Look back over your recent experiences and thoughts to find those that were possible triggers for stress reactions (e.g. setbacks, shocks, frustrations, encounters with important people). For each possible trigger, have calming thoughts to de-stress it, then pause for a moment to notice the slight feeling of relief and relaxation that comes from de-stressing, before moving on to the next possible trigger.


Be systematic, meticulous, and patient, usually working chronologically though there may be some things that are obvious causes of your current stress reactions. Take your time and stay calm. Even one or two triggers overlooked can continue to drive stress reactions.


E.g. Imagine you have just had a short but unsettling telephone conversation. You think back over what was said, picking out each of the points that might create extra work or problems to solve, calming yourself on each point to de-stress it before moving on to the next. After a few minutes you have de-stressed all the triggers and feel much calmer.


E.g. Suppose you are relaxing over lunch but suddenly remember that you are meeting some people after work that will include a guy who gets angry easily and is usually rude to you. In the past you have not found a way to avoid him or stop him from being horrible. You feel a moment of stress but catch yourself. You think about the efforts arising from this: (1) the effort of thinking of a way to handle the evening's conversations that helps to stop unpleasantness, (2) the effort of getting through the evening with the nasty guy around, and (3) potential aggression and even physical conflict if things get out of control. You carefully de-stress each as you go through, decide to think about your approach to the evening later that afternoon, and then put it out of your mind.


As you go through, have calming thoughts about each trigger. Do not let potentially alarming possibilities build up in mind without self-reassurance.


Sadly, confirming to yourself that stress reactions are never appropriate in the office, at home, in shops, and so on does not work. The confirmations have to be much more specific and chase down all the efforts triggered in your mind.


Typical triggers and resulting extra efforts


Identifying possible stress triggers is not difficult because you probably feel something when you think of them again, they are usually of a few familiar types, and you have probably experienced them before (perhaps daily). Here are some types of trigger with typical examples:


Extra tasks: Someone asked you to do something, suggested doing something, or appears to need help from you. This is worse if you are already short of time or energy.


Setbacks: You discovered you had less time or other resources than you thought, a task was harder than expected, you felt tired or in pain, some kind of mistake had been made, or someone was being obstructive.


Surprises: Setbacks are worse when they are surprising or confusing. This increases the tendency for urgent, intense thought.


Conflicts: Arguments with others, even when polite, are strong triggers.


Scrutiny: Being judged and perhaps watched by someone important or by many people.


Reminders of unsolved problems: These can be especially strong triggers if the problems are serious and previous attempts at solution have failed. Reactive calming may be justified after just remembering the problem exists and will probably be justified during and after trying to think of solutions to the problem.


Stress triggers imply some kind of physical or mental effort is needed. It is probable that the thinking that kicks off precautionary stress reactions in response to triggers understands that efforts towards a variety of objectives are needed, even though these are not consciously identified and the specific actions required have yet to be decided.


E.g. Imagine you have just missed your train. Extra efforts include the immediate need to work out when and where the next train is, get to the appropriate platform if it is different, deal with your likely late arrival (e.g. late to a meeting), and compensate for the loss of face with others caused by your lateness.


Often there are short- and long-term implications. The objectives of typical long-term efforts include:



  	rebuilding a reputation after some embarrassment


  	reviewing the approach taken to some endeavour more broadly (e.g. after a mistake is made)


  	deciding whether to continue with something (e.g. after a setback).





As you do this process you may find that you are more aware of specific stress triggers than usual. This is good. It allows you to calm yourself more thoroughly and effectively. It is better than having stress reactions triggered without noticing and then doing nothing to calm them. This failing can leave you feeling ‘generally stressed’ or with feelings of floating anxiety.


You may also realize that there are areas of your life where stress triggers have hardly any effect and others where you are much more reactive. Typically, you will be less reactive when you are confident you know what to do and more reactive where you know you often struggle.


E.g. A student at school might be calm when faced with a tricky history essay to write but tearful faced with an easy homework assignment in mathematics. Another student, whose strengths are the other way around, may be calm with mathematics but frustrated by the history essay.


E.g. A physically tough self-defence instructor might be relatively calm in a fist fight but baffled, withdrawn, and exhausted by seemingly minor disagreements with her friends and family.


Calming thoughts


Various calming thoughts are possible but at this stage the best are likely to be thoughts that assess the appropriate level of each stress reaction for each possible stress trigger. This can be taken further by considering each possible extra effort for each possible trigger. (An efficient way to do this is given below.) The appropriate level for stress reactions is usually zero, but not always.


E.g. Again imagine you have just missed your train. The immediate extra effort to work out when and where the next train is and get to the appropriate platform if it is different probably does justify some intense thought, vigilance, and a mild fight-or-flight response if you have to rush to a different platform. However, dealing with your likely late arrival cannot require an immediate, intense, physical effort. At worst it involves making a phone call or sending a message to apologize or make different arrangements and it does not have to be done immediately. There is no need for stress reactions for that. Compensating for loss of face, if there is any, will not be done now and will require only calmness and good behaviour in the distant future, so no stress reaction is justified there.


When you do this for the first time, keep it simple. For example, confirm that you are not in imminent physical danger by just looking around you and reminding yourself of this fact. Mentally list the reasons why you feel anxious and just note that most of them are minor and none require you to get into a physical fight or run away right now. After this, start to get more detailed and rigorous.


For each possible trigger, consider the following, in this order:



  	Is there now any need for any extra efforts by me and, if so, what is the purpose of each effort? (This is less likely if the trigger happened hours ago but even in this case there may be efforts with longer-term aims e.g. to rebuild your reputation after an embarrassing mistake. Do not try to decide what the action should be.)


  	For each effort, is this an effort that is best started immediately and without a break or do I have time to rest and generally pace myself? (If it is not urgent then all stress reactions can stand down. If a mental effort will take more than about 30 minutes then pacing yourself will probably get the job done faster. Check if this effort is just part of a series of similar efforts that, collectively, should be paced rather than turning into a series of intense efforts with no rest.)


  	For each effort, is it a physical effort or does it just require sitting quietly and thinking carefully, doing some typing, or perhaps just talking? (If the action is non-physical then imagine doing it for a moment e.g. sitting quietly and thinking carefully. If it is physical but not urgent or not intense then the fight-or-flight response and muscle tension can stand down.)


  	Is there something I need to monitor and, if so, does it need intense, continuous vigilance or can I do it some easier way?





Remember to take a moment to pause and feel the relief from calming each trigger and perhaps also each effort.


The logic underlying these calming thoughts has already been explained in chapter 4 under each of the stress reactions. They are calming even when we have yet to think of a specific course of action to solve the triggering challenge. However, for convenience here is the logic again in summary:


Assessment for the fight-or-flight response: The key points to consider are whether the effort required is (1) immediate, (2) intense, and (3) physical. In reality, almost always, it is not physical let alone intense, and no effort is needed right now. Usually we just have to sit quietly and think clearly, and many efforts are required spaced over a long period (e.g. hours, days, weeks, or even years). Therefore, the fight-or-flight response is not necessary or even helpful.


Assessment for muscle tension: Similarly, we can quickly establish that a situation is very unlikely to require us to physically brace for impact, freeze, suspend breathing, or lower our heads to avoid danger from dominant others. If that is the situation then it is ok to relax, stand tall, and breathe easily. The thought ‘I am safe’ combined with a look around could be all it takes. Most people are also able to relax at least some muscles deliberately and take a deep, slow breath. This is easier if your body is fully supported (e.g. in a chair or bed).


Assessment for urgent, intense, protracted thought: The problems with urgent thought stem from the precautionary assumption that an intense thinking effort is needed immediately and must be continued without interruption until the problem is solved. To counter this, consider whether immediate solution is truly required. Often it is not. (For example, there may be plenty of time, it may be a trivial issue, something that is unlikely to be important, or something that we will not be able to act on for days. There may be many other things in our lives that can be progressed without solving the new problem.) Consider if a continuous effort is required or if, instead, separate sessions of thinking with rest periods will be adequate (and probably more productive in the longer term). Get set to think patiently, systematically, and to develop memories along the way, or make a plan to do so later. It may also help to get into a comfortable position, establish that it is safe to ignore your surroundings, and deliberately relax muscles.


Assessment for immediate, protracted vigilance: As with urgent thought, the problems stem from the precautionary assumption that vigilance is required immediately and must be continued without interruption. To counter this, consider whether intense vigilance is required now or at all, and if it can be interrupted by rest periods. Usually it can.


This should be calming, not distressing, particularly as you get towards the end of your search for things you are reacting to. If you address all possible extra efforts then you may still feel distressed but this may just be the physiological changes in your body already caused by stress reactions or physical feelings that have nothing to do with stress but feel similar. Check for those possibilities if necessary.


These calming thoughts might not involve self-talk. You might simply look around and see that there is no danger. Or you might say things to yourself like ‘I have plenty of time to work this out.’ Another approach is to talk to yourself as if you are a therapist talking to a patient, with words like ‘OK, now take a breath. Do you have plenty of time to work this out?’ You might also imagine yourself doing things, such as sitting calmly working something out. The key is to truly make the observations and inferences, not to recite empty affirmations.


Avoid attempting to calm yourself with thoughts that are mistaken, such as trying not to care. (See Poor stress management methods.)


Do not assume that feeling debilitating, unpleasant stress is inevitable. For example, imagine you have been working hard all day then had a row with a family member before opening a complicated letter from your bank notifying you of some kind of computer problem. Some stress reactions are to be expected but you can calm them if you know how.


As yet, there is no scientific research on these methods. However, there is research showing that reappraising initially stressful situations can reduce stress very effectively. For example, if losing your job is reappraised as an opportunity to have a holiday and do some things you have wanted to do for years then stress falls.


Also, for several years I have offered an interactive web page that repeatedly asks visitors how stressed they feel after they answer calming questions about the implications of their stressors. The reported stress levels fall considerably despite visitors being asked to think about the stressors. (There is a bias introduced by the fact that people whose stress is not reduced are more likely to leave the page and not report further stress levels. This makes the evidence unreliable but the large extent of the stress reduction reported would require an extreme bias that I find implausible, having modelled it numerically. Also, hardly anyone reports a raised stress level and then leaves the page.)


You do not have to be convinced to try these methods for yourself. You can easily do your own trial. At this point it is vital that you practise this reactive calming process. Improve your ability to identify stress triggers, analyse likely efforts arising, and decide on the levels of stress reactions that are appropriate.


Practise!


There are two reasons why it is vital that you now practise these techniques:



  	To develop skill: This includes learning to identify stress triggers, identify potential efforts arising from them, and analyse the need for effort and stress reactions.


  	To gather evidence: Use personal experience with real stress triggers to confirm that these calming thoughts work for you.





Developing skill can be done with real or hypothetical stress triggers but gathering evidence requires real stress triggers.


The next section provides hypothetical examples of reactive calming that show the level of detail and potential timing of reactive calming thoughts. The section after that provides hypothetical situations for you to analyse, with suggested analyses afterwards. Finally, there is a section with advice on how to trial reactive calming in your life using real stress triggers.


Detailed examples


Here are some further examples to show how this can work in practice. The examples have been chosen to cover some commonly occurring challenges and their details may be useful if you face similar situations. In these examples, the calming thoughts used go beyond the types explained so far.


The following examples are mostly small, mild challenges but the same principles and techniques apply in tougher situations. More calming thoughts and problem solving efforts, repeated, are needed in tougher situations, which would make realistic examples too long to include in this Part.


A typical morning


Alina's story (1): At her brief morning break, working in a large value retail store, Alina realizes she feels a bit stressed. It's a general feeling of being a little wound up but she knows that there will have been specific triggers. She remembers that she had intended to calm herself immediately when something happened but has forgotten and now has to think back further than she wanted. Nevertheless, as she has a few moments to herself, she decides to think back over the last two hours and analyse the various stress triggers she encountered.


Alina's calming thoughts: She remembers that she had to restock some shelves and, when she had wheeled the product trolley to the shelves identified on the computer slip, she had found they were high shelves. Alina is quite short and had to get a step to help her reach. This wasted time and she resented the fact that the store has shelves so high which she is expected to fill. However, is there an effort for her now? No, since the shelf has been filled and, although it put her behind schedule, this is quite normal and she is only expected to do what she can do in her shift. Also, there is no realistic prospect of the store changing its shelves or making an exception for her. She has the step she can use. There is no point in raising the problem and so no extra effort for her now.


A few minutes into the shelf stacking task she had picked up a box of the product and its bottom had just dropped out, scattering the product all over the floor. She had to get cleaning equipment and clean it up, which took several minutes. Is there any effort required now? No, because the cleaning is done and it does not really matter how long it takes her to do things, within reason. She had not damaged the pack; it was already damaged when she picked it up.


A little later her section manager, Rohan, had come by. Rohan is not a patient man and he had said to her a little angrily ‘Are you still doing that?’ Well, obviously, so what he really meant was that he thought she should have finished. She had explained that a pack broke and she had to clean up but he just said, even more angrily, ‘Don't be so careless!’ Alina had said nothing more but fumed in silence. Rohan had walked away.


Although the incident was over and there was nothing obvious still to do, Alina felt that there was an effort to be made. Part of her wanted to rebuild her reputation with Rohan but at the same time she knew he was always using that sort of pressure tactic and he did it with everyone. What she really needed to do was find a better way to talk to him that would block his nastiness and leave her feeling calmer. This would require careful thought and was not urgent. She decided to think about it at lunchtime and perhaps ask one of her work friends for advice. There was no need for intense thought or a fight-or-flight reaction now, and no need for muscular tension, because Rohan was not going to attack her physically.


Alina's story (2): The rest of the morning passed without further incidents but, as her lunch break drew near, Alina began to feel a little tired and each task she was asked to do felt a little more difficult. Occasionally she remembered or saw Rohan.


Alina's calming thoughts: However, Alina was more aware of her stress reactions now and when each extra task was given to her she calmed herself with the thought that it was not more than she had expected, did not require an intense physical effort, and that it was acceptable to take short rests when she needed them. She knew that her growing tiredness was making her more reactive to new tasks but still there was no advantage to a fight-or-flight response. Occasionally, she remembered Rohan's harsh words but quickly reminded herself that she had already decided to think about that problem at lunchtime.


Small setbacks


Karen's story (1): Karen is shopping for food at a supermarket and has only about 10 minutes to finish before she meets her friend for coffee at 3.30 pm. Karen likes to be punctual and knows she has a tendency to get distressed when she is late. Time is running out so she feels under some time pressure. When she reaches the bakery she finds the bread she likes is out of stock, so she picks something similar. They also have no crumpets at all, which is a bigger problem because Karen always has a crumpet for breakfast. Instinctively she feels some kind of extra effort is needed to solve this, like running to another shop perhaps, and a small fight-or-flight response kicks in that she hardly notices.


Karen's calming thoughts: However, Karen does notice that slight increase in tension and she notices the fleeting and irrational thought ‘They never have what I need’. She has learned that being under time pressure can make her needlessly stressed so she begins to calm herself carefully. If she keeps her reactions very low key then this will be easy.


She notices that the lack of crumpets in a time-constrained situation is a stress trigger. She calms herself with the thought that she will not run anywhere – it is not practical in a busy shopping centre. She just needs to think of her best response to this situation. She still has two crumpets at home so this does not have to be solved today. There is no need for an intense physical effort now. She can just relax.


Also, it is not true that the shop never has what she needs. Sometimes items are missing, and that is all, she points out to herself. Indeed, her basket is already nearly full with other items they did have.


Karen's story (2): Having picked all the goods she can, she heads for the self-service scanners only to find there is a long queue. The other checkout options are even worse so she decides to join the self-service queue. Time is running out. ‘This always happens to me’ she thinks.


Karen's calming thoughts: Karen corrects herself: ‘This sometimes happens to me, just like it does to other people.’ Again, she reminds herself that she is not going to run and she cannot fight her way to the front of the queue. Right now all she needs to do is stand and relax, which she does. She takes a slow breath and relaxes her shoulders and neck. To manage the risk of being late meeting her friend, Karen texts the friend to let her know the shop is busy and she may be a few minutes late.


Karen's story (3): When her turn comes to scan her items, Karen has no trouble until she comes to pay. The machine says her debit card has not been recognized. She takes it out, gives it a clean with her sleeve, and tries again. Still not recognized.


Karen's calming thoughts: At this point Karen is starting to feel a bit frazzled but she quickly catches herself and recognizes that this is making her think about being late for her coffee meeting and about having to do something to sort out her debit card. Also, the woman at the next scanner has noticed her difficulty and that feels a little embarrassing. These are typical, everyday stress triggers and the responses to all are bound to be non-physical. She has already texted her friend. Sorting out the card is certain to be a mental challenge, not a physical one. Karen decides to try it one more time then move on to her credit card instead. The credit card works. She can call the bank about the debit card later. The woman at the next scanner is not someone she knows so there is no action to take. Karen relaxes her neck and shoulders because she is physically safe even though it felt like people were looking at her. She reminds herself that being four minutes late for coffee with her friend will have minimal consequences, particularly as the friend will be waiting comfortably on a sofa.


Karen's story (4): As Karen leaves the supermarket she plans a simple apology to her friend and heads to the coffee shop. Meanwhile, her friend is ten minutes away chatting to someone else, having completely lost track of time. Karen will arrive at the coffee shop first, as usual.


A shock


Robin's story (1): A female work colleague Robin has known for a while and thought of as friendly and mature suddenly tells him what she says are her ‘real feelings’. She says he is a transparently false person and selfish. He is a joke and a fool. Not only is that her opinion but everyone else thinks so too. She says Robin knows nothing of this because he is self-centred and has no understanding of other people. She lists things he has done that he is proud of and says people see them as pathetic proof of his weak and immature character. She finishes saying ‘I thought you ought to know.’ Robin is stunned and speechless. She walks away.


If you want to undermine someone's self-confidence this is just about the perfect way to do it. Most people would be deeply affected by such an attack even if the only true part was that the attacker does not like them.


The main reactions likely are a fight-or-flight response and urgent thought. There might also be some muscle tension from the risk that other people are hostile and vigilance in looking for evidence about how other people think of you.


Robin's calming thoughts: Robin is not used to this kind of attack and is shocked. His heart is pounding but he hardly knows what to feel. However, he recognizes his reaction and starts some calming thoughts before even beginning to consider if there is any truth in this attack. To counter the fight-or-flight response, he considers if the situation requires an immediate, intense, physical response. It does not. Beating the speaker senseless is illegal and pointless. Some effort is probably needed to think through what has been said and perhaps get evidence as to whether any of it is true. However, that requires reflection only and is best done in a state of mental calm and quiet.


There may be some truth in the allegations so effort might be needed to improve himself and re-build a decent reputation. Then there is the possibility that his attacker will run off to repeat what she has said to other people, increasing the damage. He cannot physically stop her so more quiet reflection is required. Contacts with others will need to be calm, dignified, and pleasant to neutralize her smears and rebuild any damage, so no need for fight-or-flight there either.


It is also possible that this is the start of a sustained attack and power struggle. Maybe this was meant to lower Robin’s self-confidence and make him vulnerable. He will need to think through the possibilities but, again, this is not a physical effort.


To counter worry, he considers if all this thinking needs to be done now and without interruption. No, not really. It is probably better to take some time to calm down then schedule a session to think through the evidence carefully and objectively. This is not the sort of thing one can expect to resolve in one session and it might be that encounters with people in future will provide more information. This is something that will need to be tackled over a period of time so it will be wise to rest in between and get on with other things.


So, he makes a note in his diary to think about the issues raised later that evening and again the next day, when it is more convenient.


Robin still feels a bit distressed, though less so now, but thinks this is probably just the after-effects of a fight-or-flight response and not an indicator that there is anything further to respond to.


Since he has a little time now, he settles down, takes a few slow breaths, relaxes his muscles, and focuses on the issues. He decides to think about the worst and best case scenarios first. What is the worst it could be? She could be right. OK, check the evidence for that first, and consider what can be done to head off the worst reputation damage. The worst would be if he got upset in front of people, because that would add weight to the allegations. Robin resolves to look calm no matter what.


At the other extreme, it is quite likely that this is just an attempt to hurt him or to hold him back in some way. People do not think he is a joke but the colleague is hostile towards him for some reason. Again, he needs to stay calm in front of people to minimize the effect of any further attacks by her. His plan to study the problem in more detail later without getting distracted now is confirmed.


Robin's story (2): That evening, Robin sits down to think about the day's shocking attack. Almost immediately he notices the beginnings of a fight-or-flight reaction and a slight feeling of panic.


Robin's calming thoughts: Robin reminds himself that he is physically safe on his sofa at home and that any efforts to deal with this situation will require careful thought and calm action over a period of time. He takes some calming breaths while these thoughts help him regain control. He decides that his reaction to recalling the horrible conversation means he needs to go over his analysis daily for a few days to fully process it and avoid being hindered by it.


Robin then repeats the same calming analysis he used earlier in the day and soon feels much calmer. He makes some notes about how to analyse the situation and begins to think it through calmly.


Protracted uncertainty


Mark's story: Mark is unemployed and his money is running out. He has been interviewed for a great job and the recruiting agency thinks he has a good chance – perhaps the best of any candidate. However, the employer is slow to make a decision and Mark has been waiting for a week. If he gets the job then his problems are solved. If not, things look pretty bleak. Every day people ask him ‘Have you heard anything yet?’ The phone rings – but it's not for him. His spouse looks worried most of the time. He looks through job sites for other jobs but there's nothing today. He goes back over the recent interview and the feedback from the agency. What is the decision going to be?


‘Worry, worry, worry. What to do, you know?’ as my old Polish landlady used to say. Situations like this can lead to intense thinking, vigilance, and repeated, mild, fight-or-flight responses.


This kind of situation can go on for a long time, making it dangerous unless you clear up the uncertainty about responses quickly and conclusively.


Mark's calming thoughts: Mark has been managing his reactions carefully since the first day. He understands that keeping stress reactions appropriately low from the very start is the ideal approach and avoids the risk of a worsening spiral developing. He also knows that learning effects will help him as he repeats calming thoughts from one day to the next.


So, while other people have seemed anxious he is not. Each day he reminds himself of the reasons he can remain calm and just carry on with his job search and finding ways to save money. Each day that has become a little easier.


He knows that there is nothing he can do now to alter the company’s decision. Also, whatever they decide he will not need to make an immediate, intense, physical effort. There is little point trying to guess the outcome but he has judged his chances at about 40% probability of getting the job, all things considered.


Mark has achieved further calm through planning and action. He has covered the downside risk of not getting the job by continuing to hunt for another one as effectively as he can. There was nothing new today but he has made four other applications since the interview. He has calmed his spouse and assured people that he will let them know when he hears something. When the phone rings, he reminds himself that, whatever the result, the only responses required from him will be careful reappraisal of his job hunt, or modest re-planning of his life for the new job. Both will require calm consideration and he will have days in which to do that thinking.


When he receives notification of the interview result, even if it is by telephone call (rather than email or letter), his only required effort will be to listen and take note of any details provided. Mark plans to thank the caller, no matter what they say, and avoid getting into a longer conversation.


Examples to try


With the following hypothetical situations, identify as many stress triggers as you can and decide what your calming thoughts would be. Are any extra efforts needed? Are they urgent? Intensely physical? Do this before looking at the suggested analyses.


Scenario 1: Imagine you are driving someone to a hospital appointment. The road is busy and you come to a long traffic jam caused by roadworks. When you arrive at the hospital you cannot find anywhere to park. Fortunately, the person you are helping is able to get out of the car and go to their appointment without you. You set off to find somewhere to wait until they text you to be collected.


Suggested analysis: (a) The busy road is a trigger because it suggests you may be delayed and need to hurry. However, you are driving a car so you are just sitting down and will not require an intense physical effort. You cannot drive faster in the traffic. Your navigator app is already guiding you on the fastest route. There is nothing more to do. Even when you get to the hospital you will not be able to run to save time. (b) The traffic jam is another stress trigger but the analysis is the same as for the busy road. You are just sitting down. (c) The lack of parking is another stress trigger because of the delay but again you are still sitting in your car. An urgent mental effort is needed to decide what to do but that is done in a couple of minutes. Now you have plenty of time to find somewhere to wait.


Scenario 2: Imagine that you made a comment on social media about a friend's wedding photos. You thought your comment was a good joke but someone else has taken you seriously and has attacked you as insensitive. Another person has jumped in and agreed with them. You explain that it was only a joke and they get more angry. Just then you realize you have to get off social media to do an important task.


Suggested analysis: (a) The first attack is a stress trigger because it threatens your social relationships and reputation. It requires a response immediately and there may be a longer-term effort to restore your reputation. However, neither effort is physical. You will have to think and type or talk. That is all. It takes you only a few minutes to type a quick explanation. (b) Being attacked by a second person is another stress trigger and the analysis is similar to the analysis for the first attack. However, now things are worse. (c) Them getting more angry in response to your honest explanation is another setback and stress trigger. Some intense thought is required but it does not have to be for more than 20 minutes or so. Instead, your initial response can be composed in few a few seconds. Just repeating your first explanation is a good start. (d) Realizing you have to get off social media is another stress trigger because it stops you doing something you want to do and suggests the need for an extra effort to compensate. However, this certainly will not be urgent and will almost certainly involve calmly typing or speaking to calm others down and clarify your intentions.


Scenario 3: Imagine that you want to check if you have received some money you are expecting. You tap on the app on your phone but instead of starting normally and opening with your fingerprint it asks you if you already have an account. Slightly confused, you tap to show that you have and it asks you for your 12 digit customer number. This is all very strange and you have to get the details because you have not memorized them. After a few minutes you finally get through all its security stages and set the app to open with your fingerprint as usual. To test this has worked you log out and then start the app again. However, it again acts as if the app has just been installed, asking you if you already have an account. You remember that this is just another problem with this incompetent bank.


Suggested analysis: (a) Seeing the unexpected appearance of the app is a stress trigger likely to set off intense thought, though perhaps mildly at first. (b) The long-winded security process is also a stress trigger because it unexpectedly takes extra time and perhaps requires some kind of effort to get back on schedule. The effort is almost certainly mental rather than physical if your day's tasks are of the usual modern types. (c) The app failing your test is a further setback and trigger. Not only does it waste yet more time but there is now a problem to be solved if the app is ever to be useful again. Longer-term there is a question of whether to change banks. However, both these efforts would be non-physical and probably not urgent. All modern administrative challenges require careful thought and patience. The expected receipt can be confirmed by using the bank's website if it is important.


Scenario 4: Imagine you are revising for an important examination in a subject you find quite hard. You start by revising some important definitions in the textbook. You start by testing yourself and find that you cannot remember much detail. You recall that the examination will require detailed, exact knowledge so you read the definitions carefully. After just a couple of minutes you realize that some of the definitions make no sense. They leave important questions unanswered and often rely on terms that are themselves unclear. You try looking up those terms on the internet but the task gradually expands and your begin to wonder if you are taking too long doing it.


Suggested analysis: (a) Finding that you cannot remember the definitions well is perhaps a disappointing setback but the remedy is guaranteed to be nothing more than sitting quietly and thinking carefully. Mental work requiring more than about 20 minutes of effort is always better done if some rest is included. In this case the working day during revision must be broken up with many breaks if it is to be efficient. (b) Finding that some of the definitions make no sense is another trigger but the analysis is the same as before. (c) The apparent failure of the internet idea is another trigger but yet again the analysis is the same. You still need a more efficient method but no stress reaction can help find it more quickly. (It is not part of calming thoughts but I would suggest memorizing the definitions that make sense, memorizing details of other definitions as far as they can be understood, and then relying on your improved knowledge to sort out the mess that remains.)


Scenario 5: Imagine that, a few days ago, you discovered that a young person in your family had started vaping secretly. You are still wondering who, if anyone, you should tell. You also worry because you know this is not good for the young person. Nicotine is addictive and interferes with sleep. The health risks of vapes are not well understood and many contain toxic substances. Privately you spoke to the young person and advised them to stop vaping. They agreed that this would be a good thing to do and that they would try. However, today you noticed a subtle vape smell on their clothes and you suspect they have not stopped yet.


Suggested analysis: (a) Discovering the vaping was a stress trigger. It dumped a load of unexpected problems in your lap. What should you do? Who should you tell? How should you talk to the young person? However, none of these required urgent solutions and none required an immediate, intense, physical response. Fight-or-flight and intense thought were not required. No physical danger was created so no muscular tension was justified. Vigilance concerning vaping is helpful but it did not have to be continuous or intense. (b) Talking to the young person was another trigger. In addition to the problem of deciding what to say (not requiring urgent thinking) there was the theoretical risk from a conflict (but with no realistic prospect of having to run or fight). (c) The vape smell is another trigger, setting off the same efforts as the original discovery, and with the same analysis. Perhaps the temptation to think intensely is increased by the uncertainty. (The young person might just have been with another person who was vaping.)


Real reactive calming


Ideal activities for your first attempts at reactive calming are those that you can start and stop at any time and that provide a steady stream of stress triggers but are not too hectic or challenging. If you normally find the following activities stressful then good examples include trying to solve mathematical problems, writing job applications, reading comments on social media, and watching action and horror movies.


For many people, just going to work provides a stream of stress triggers. Although you cannot as easily switch this off and the triggers can get intense, it will often be possible to use ordinary work stress triggers for practice.


Take your time to do your analyses. Start superficial and get more rigorous. Leave a few seconds for the calming effect of analysing each stress trigger to come through.


Do not give up if you do not feel calmer immediately. Keep practising so that you are sure you are doing the analyses correctly before concluding on whether they help you.


Planning reactive calming


You are more likely to have reactive calming thoughts if you plan to do so and form specific intentions. Typical occasions for reactive calming are:



  	at a regular point in your day, such as when you arrive home from work or school, or when an alarm on your phone goes off to remind you


  	whenever you feel a bit stressed


  	whenever you notice one of the common stress triggers (e.g. conflict, a setback)


  	at a planned recovery time you chose because you knew you would be likely to feel a bit stressed. (Again this might happen when an alarm goes off or when some other predictable event happens that you will notice.)





The best time to have reactive calming thoughts is usually without delay but calming thoughts later in the day can still be useful to reduce any accumulated stress.


We are more likely to act on a plan if we form a specific implementation intention to do so and link it to a cue that is reliable and that we will notice. To do this, clarify the situation in which the reactive calming is to take place then decide to do the calming in that situation. Start with the situation, then think of the action. This is more effective than the other way around.


Intentions to think that are part of a daily routine or project plan should be linked to an event that is a reliable part of the day (e.g. getting settled on your train to work if you are a regular commuter), an event that is part of a project, an alarm on your phone, or simply looking at your list of things to do and seeing the planning action listed there.


Intentions to think that are in response to unanticipated situations might be linked to noticing various types of stress trigger, noticing feelings of being stressed, or negative emotions. These might occur during or immediately after a challenging situation or might gradually grow and get noticed only later in the day.


Intentions to think calming thoughts can also be linked to the decision to start trying to solve a problem. This is another good time to get calmer.


Accumulating benefits


Reactive calming has a cumulative benefit at three levels:



  	within a session of reactive calming


  	over multiple sessions for the same distressing incident


  	over similar distressing incidents.





Within a session


The calming effect of a single session of reactive calming is probably the result of its total duration and the proportion of stress triggers and resulting efforts that are identified and successfully de-stressed. It may also help if a high proportion of the session is controlled and calm.


If all possible stress triggers and efforts have been de-stressed in a session then it is helpful to go over them again, patiently and carefully, just as before. This is a memory building process so repetition will increase the total time spent on building each memory.


If the distressing incident might be repeated in future then it is particularly important to keep calming yourself, even if that means repeating your analysis several times. If each incident ends with you in control, with stress reducing, and stress relatively low then your reactions will tend to reduce from one incident to the next. However, if each incident instead ends with you highly stressed and emotional then the reactions can build from one incident to the next instead of reducing.


Over multiple sessions for an incident


Multiple sessions, spread out over hours, days, or even weeks, can provide further cumulative benefit for a particularly upsetting incident. The incident may or may not be recent. Issues arising from the upsetting experience must be thoroughly processed and rendered harmless. Each session should be kept calm and should end calmly.


Upsetting experiences at this level might include bereavement, being dumped by a lover, losing your job after being treated unfairly at work, being physically assaulted, or being stuck in a lift.


Experiences like these, if not thought about carefully and rationally, can leave us with:



  	exaggerated fears of the experience being repeated


  	exaggerated fears more generally


  	resulting unhelpful changes in our behaviour, especially unnecessary avoidance of situations seen as risky


  	stress reactions and unpleasant emotions on recalling the experience, perhaps at night or when something reminds us.





The experience might have just happened or might have happened years ago but not been processed thoroughly at the time. Your behaviour might have been affected for years and in several ways so there might be a lot to identify and unwind.


Whether the experience happened 10 seconds or 10 years ago the fundamental question is: what now needs to be done in response, if anything? Is effort needed to repair damage to your reputation, to finish a project, or to repair a relationship, for example? If the experience was some time ago then you might already have adjusted your behaviour but not in a sensible way. What did you adjust and is that now appropriate? What should you do now?


One issue that can arise is whether a bad experience of a particular type is now likely to happen again. If a rare event happens to us then that does not necessarily mean that it is likely to happen again. There might be grounds for a slightly increased probability of occurrence if something about us or our circumstances makes the event more likely. However, this usually only means that an extremely remote risk rises to being just remote. It still is not likely enough to justify a permanent fight-or-flight response or muscle bracing.


E.g. Steve was driving home one night when something suddenly hit the bonnet of his car hard, causing serious damage. He could not drive on because the car engine stopped. Steve was shocked. Later it was established that a meteorite had hit his car. Steve thought about the probability of it happening again. Nothing about Steve, his car, or his driving habits put Steve at special risk and there were no news stories about a meteor shower or a rising incidence of meteorites. He concluded that the risk of another meteor strike was still extremely remote.


E.g. Sandra had been driving for about 30 years with no accidents. However, one morning a cyclist appeared out of nowhere, Sandra swerved and hit a parked car. She was shocked and when her car was returned to her, repaired, she was momentarily fearful. What if it happened again? She could have killed the cyclist or died herself. However, she reasoned that she had been driving for 30 years and this was the first accident. Her age may have meant she was a little more likely to have an accident than before and roads were busier than they used to be but the chances of an accident remained low. Every sensible driver knows that driving is one of the most dangerous things we do in the developed world but she had no need to avoid driving or take more than the usual precautions. She resolved to take special care at the junction where the accident occurred but otherwise drive as before.


I am not aware of any scientific studies specifically looking at the impact of this kind of analysis of past bad experiences but Guastella and Dadds (2009) studied the impact of writing about past bad experiences in a structured but not sophisticated way. Students with a bad past experience were randomly assigned to two groups and then did a writing session once a week for three weeks. Two months later they came back to answer questions about their mood. One group was simply asked to write about their deepest feelings about the chosen experience. The other group was given different instructions for each of the three sessions. In the first, they just described the incident and their emotions at the time. In the second, they described their emotions now and ways of thinking to help them cope (but with no guidance on how to do this). In the third, they were asked to write about the benefits they had gained from the writing. Two months later both groups felt slightly better but the group that had written on three different topics gained most.


Over similar incidents


For stress triggers we face often, the benefits of this calming accumulate as the thoughts are repeated over days and weeks for the following reasons:



  	Your thinking becomes more fluent and easier.


  	You might be able to do your calming sooner after a stress trigger occurs, reducing the period of unnecessarily strong stress reactions before calming is done.


  	You can become more rigorous in spotting possible stress triggers and in analysing and assessing each of the possible efforts arising from them.


  	Often you will be remembering the results of past assessments for stress triggers that have happened before.


  	Your assessments will carry forwards as proactive assessments of stress triggers that repeat in future.





E.g. Imagine a year 10 student studying for a GCSE in mathematics and struggling. The student has a maths class almost every day and homework two or three times a week. There are also frequent tests in class. Each problem set by the teacher is an extra task for the student. Each moment of confusion, each mistake, and each experience of being stuck is a trigger. Each class is itself a trigger. Each time the student thinks about mathematics that is a further trigger. Those thoughts include fantasies about telling the teacher to shut up or demanding to be excused from studying something so hard and useless.


While this seems like an intimidatingly large number of possible stress triggers, they are repeated over and over again. Within a few days all the usual triggers can be thoroughly de-stressed by reactive calming. Also, with an understanding of the logic of stress reactions it is obvious that they are useless for mathematics. Mathematics requires us to sit quietly and think carefully, always. Even in the hardest test this is the best strategy.


The benefits of pre-assessing stress triggers before they happen can be taken further as discussed in the following chapters.


In addition, you will probably learn more about solutions to the repeating challenges involved. If you know what action to take in response to a stress trigger then there is no need for precautionary reactions while waiting for an action to be decided.


Chapter 6: Proactive calming – thinking ahead


Proactive calming is done in advance of events and focuses on the need for stress reactions at future times. It is entirely about the future.


The value of proactive calming


Reactive calming is powerful and useful. For repeating stress triggers it begins to have a proactive effect as past assessments affect the reactions to repetitions of familiar triggers. However, it is easy to go further. Proactive calming involves pre-assessing the need for stress reactions for events that have not yet happened (and may never happen). This is useful for:



  	activities we are unwilling to start because we expect them to cause a lot of stress


  	extreme events that are only remote possibilities but would be highly challenging if they occurred


  	situations we rarely if ever face


  	new, challenging courses of action we are only thinking about taking.





E.g. Imagine that you will be seeing some people this evening and one of them is a horrible, angry guy you have had bad encounters with before. Earlier that day you decided to think about this and decide your approach. You begin by carefully going through what is likely to happen that evening and some of the alternative situations that could arise. You de-stress each possibility, which leaves you feeling calmer and more ready to face the evening, even though you realize that you will have little control over events. You also begin to develop ideas about how you might make a nasty clash less likely and what to do if the angry guy starts something anyway.


The benefits of proactive calming include:


Recall: Reactive assessments done just after a triggering event will be faster and more fluent if they have been rehearsed earlier.


Immediate, unconscious reactions: It is possible that immediate stress reactions will be less intense because an assessment has already been made.


De-stressing possible courses of action: When thinking about plans, our stress reactions may reflect the type of efforts we associate with that course of action. If the course of action has already been assessed as needing no stress reactions then thinking about taking it should be less triggering


Together these effects can help to reduce procrastination and allow us to solve problems and make plans more calmly.


E.g. Martin has a difficult phone call to make and has been putting it off. He and a friend have been trying to find a flat to rent together but Martin has decided he does not want to continue; instead will look with someone else. He knows this will be a blow to his friend and there could be angry words. Feeling guilty for letting this situation go on for a few days already, he sits down and proactively calms himself about the call he must make. He reminds himself that a phone call cannot result in immediate fighting or fleeing and that the call will go best if he is calm and patient. He thinks about possible reactions by his friend, possible efforts arising, and confirms in each case that a stress reaction will not help. Typically, his effort will be to repair the relationship with his friend and that may take a little time. It cannot be done by one heroic, intense effort. Calmed by this, Martin makes the call.


De-stressing the process of thinking ahead


However, proactive calming requires thinking about potentially triggering things that might happen. If that was done by simply imagining all the bad things that might happen then it would be distressing rather than calming.


We need to know how to think ahead without triggering stress reactions and having an unpleasant experience. We also need to be confident that we can do so.


In theory, this process should not cause stress reactions because the actions are safely in the future. However, it seems that at some level we often do not distinguish fully between real and imagined situations and actions. Just thinking of doing something dangerous, for example, can cause a mild reaction. This is especially likely to be a problem if you are stuck or in a high risk situation.


Here are three techniques for ensuring that proactive calming remains a calm experience. (These are also useful when problem solving and planning, as described in Chapter 10.)


Overall status of future situations and actions


At the start of a session of pro-active calming, remember that stress reactions are generally not relevant when thinking about situations and actions that lie more than a few minutes in the future. Stress reactions cannot help during proactive calming.


While the logic is obvious and this recognition is helpful, it does not completely remove stress reactions from thinking about the future. Other techniques help to reduce unnecessary, unhelpful stress reactions.


Psychological distancing


When thinking about particular situations and actions, take care to remind yourself that you are not facing them now. Specifically:



    	In your mind, position potential situations and actions firmly in the future at some specific future time, at least a certain amount of time in the future, or just not immediately.


    	Be very clear in your mind that possible situations you are considering are possibilities only, not necessarily accepted as your chosen interpretation or prediction.


    	Similarly, be very clear that actions you are thinking about are only theoretical possibilities under consideration, not intended actions.






If you are writing notes or talking to yourself, use words that remind you of these points. For example:



  	‘What shall I do first tomorrow?’


  	‘If the boss is unhappy with this idea then she will not tell me until tomorrow at the earliest.’


  	‘When I am making that journey tomorrow, if I find that there is too little time then I could, potentially, run the last kilometre.’


  	‘I can do that immediately after I've finished this planning.’


  	‘So I could do that, but when would be a good time?’





Do not list actions for yourself prefaced with just the words ‘I must’. If you do then part of your mind will think you mean doing all those things right now and have no choice.


These ideas have yet to be considered by scientific stress researchers and so there is no evidence beyond reason and personal experience to support their use. However, there have been studies that show a reduction in stress reactions when people plan for themselves using the language they would use to plan for another person. For example, instead of saying to yourself ‘I could jump in’ the words would be ‘He could jump in’ or ‘Pete Smith could jump in.’ These create a psychological distance that reduces stress reactions (Kross et al, 2014).


Also, both Nook et al (2017) and Shahane and Denny (2018) found that people who wrote about unpleasant images felt less negative if instructed to write using language that placed the images far away in space and time.


Appropriate planning tools can help mentally position efforts in the future. You can list next steps to do, draw some other style of project plan diagram, or simply write tasks into a calendar or a day planner with time slots.


Reasoning rather than simulation


One method of developing ideas about how to tackle future challenges is to imagine them and mentally simulate what might happen, trying different approaches to see if they work in the imagination. Many people do this with future conversations.


This has some value but the cost is the repeated imagining of potentially stress-triggering situations and events, often with little hope of a good result. This can trigger stress reactions because, at some level, the mind does not distinguish between what is real and what is imagined, and because problem solving is failing.


It is much better to spend time first developing ideas about what to do by reasoning. If this results in a course of action that has a good chance of success then simulation may be worthwhile.


So, to get better results from planning with less distress: (1) Think of and write down one or more courses of action (e.g. things to say) that follow a sensible strategy. In other words, you have intellectual, ‘in principle’ reasons for thinking they are good. (2) Mentally rehearse just those actions, without the imagined reactions of other people or things. (3) Once you are confident and fluent in the course of action, it may be safe to mentally simulate it in an imagined situation (though perhaps not worthwhile).


E.g. Suppose you are trying to think of a way to ask someone to do something they probably will not want to do. You try some words out in your head. They don't feel right. You can imagine the other person not listening to you, refusing, or just laughing. You try again, and again. It's a little frustrating. Nothing seems to work and your imagination is producing increasingly angry versions of the imagined confrontation. This is not a good way to plan the conversation.


Instead, you could consider these questions: What are their interests? What do you want? What is it fair to ask for? What should the other person consider? What evidence is there that clarifies what is right? What is the best evidence? Is there anything the person might not understand and that has to be explained? Are there any points that need to be in a particular order if they are to make sense? How long is the conversation likely to take (seconds, minutes, hours)? What mood should the other person be in? Would it be helpful to have someone else there? When would be a good time to raise the subject? Do you need to ask permission to start the conversation, even if it is just for politeness? How should you start the conversation? This type of analysis is much more likely to lead to a good approach than mental simulation.


The thoughts recommended in the following chapters for proactive calming rely heavily on reasoning rather than mental simulation.


Planning proactive calming


You are more likely to have proactive calming thoughts if you plan to do so and form specific intentions. To form the specific intentions needed, clarify the situation in your mind and then decide to have proactive calming thoughts in that situation. Typical occasions for proactive calming are:



  	at a regular point in your day, such as on your commute to work, or in response to an alarm on your phone


  	at a planned mental preparation time you chose because you anticipated a challenging situation (Again this might happen when an alarm goes off or when some other predictable event happens that you will notice.)


  	just before any session of thinking about a tough problem.





A combination of reactive and proactive calming can be used around challenging situations and sessions of thinking about them:



  	just before thinking ahead about the challenging situation: proactive calming, focused on triggers you might experience while thinking, such as failing to make progress and remembering potential problems


  	just after thinking ahead about the challenging situation: reactive calming, focused on triggers just experienced


  	just before the challenging situation: proactive calming, briefly perhaps if you are already well prepared


  	just after the challenging situation: reactive calming, perhaps more thorough if things went badly and perhaps identifying problems arising that need further thought and deciding when to think about them


  	just before thinking about problems arising from the challenging situation: proactive calming, again focused on triggers you might experience while thinking, such as failing to make progress and remembering what happened during the challenging situation


  	just after thinking about problems arising from the challenging situation: reactive calming, focused on triggers just experienced.





Accumulating benefits


As with reactive calming, proactive calming has accumulating benefits and in the same way. This process is one of learning so, rather than wearing off, it builds as stronger, more available memories are built and consolidated.


Chapter 7: Proactive calming – pre-assessments


The process


Having established that thinking ahead to potentially challenging situations can be done calmly it is time to do it in detail to de-stress future triggers. For example, this might be for the day ahead, an unpleasant task you have been putting off, or a specific occasion that is likely to be challenging.


As with reactive calming, be systematic, meticulous, and patient. Think through what might happen, including possibilities that could be severe even if they are unlikely. Even one or two triggers overlooked could cause unnecessary stress reactions.


Firmly position these in your mind as future possibilities, not things happening now.


For each possible stress trigger and each possible effort arising from the trigger, have calming thoughts, going slowly enough to feel the relief before moving on to another trigger or effort.


As with reactive calming, assess the appropriate levels of stress reactions using the same logic:



  	Would there be any need for an effort by me? (Consider the short- and long-term needs. Do not try to decide what the action should be.)


  	For each effort, would it be urgent or would I have time to rest and generally pace myself? (If not urgent then all stress reactions are unnecessary.)


  	For each effort, would it be physical or just require sitting quietly and thinking carefully, doing some typing, or perhaps just talking? (If the action is non-physical then imagine doing it for a moment e.g. sitting quietly and thinking carefully. If it is physical but not urgent or not intense then the fight-or-flight response and muscle tension would not be needed.)


  	Would there something that must be monitored and, if so, would it need intense, continuous vigilance or would there be an easier way?





With practice it is not necessary to deliberately think through each of these points. You will know immediately if any of the stress reactions have a role and otherwise decide easily that they are not needed and what type of effort is required.


E.g. Imagine you are thinking forwards about a speech you must give in front of a large audience. If you forget your words at some stage then that could require extra effort to avoid confusing the audience, manage the time, recover your damaged reputation, and prepare for any future public speaking challenges.


E.g. Imagine you plan a car journey through a big city to go to a meeting. What could happen during that journey that might drive stress reactions? Obvious possibilities are being delayed in traffic, getting lost, breaking down, having an accident, running out of fuel, and having the wrong address or time for the meeting. Each of these could require extra efforts for multiple purposes. For example, if you are late arriving then you might need to make an extra effort to get into the meeting room quietly, apologize later, repair your reputation, work out what you have missed, and catch up on what you have missed.


E.g. Andy's girlfriend, Jess, is a lovely person but sometimes gets into angry rows with people, including her parents and Andy. At the weekend, Andy and Jess are meeting some people and one of them has rowed with Jess before. Andy begins to worry that things could get heated but catches himself and thinks about what might happen and what stress reactions could really be helpful. He confirms in his mind that, no matter how heated things get, his best approach is to remain calm, self-assured, patient, and reasonable. No stress reaction can help with that. If Jess begins to get upset with the other person, with Andy, or both then she will start talking faster and become unreasonable. However, Andy can calm her and the other person by remaining calm and reasonable himself. By talking at a normal or even slower pace he can impose his calm, reasonable approach on the conversation. There is nothing better he can do.


The next chapter looks at going further and adjusting plans to reduce risk, which also helps reduce stress reactions. However, it is helpful to do initial assessments before thinking about adjustments to plans because the planning process itself can trigger stress reactions otherwise. This triggering can be from the effort of planning, from realizing that a plan will most likely fail, and from imagined situations and actions being confused with reality at some level in our thinking.


Persistently unsolved problems


Problems that have been hard to solve and are important can be strong stress triggers that need rigorous calming. This uses both reactive and proactive calming at different times and for different purposes:



  	after recalling the problem (e.g. when reminded of it or just when it pops into the mind for no apparent reason): reactive calming, usually deciding to think calmly about the problem on a future occasion (e.g. later that day)


  	just before trying to think of solutions to the problem: proactive calming, focusing on stress triggers that might arise while trying to think of solutions to the problem


  	while thinking of solutions to the problem: (1) reactive calming in response to stress triggers arising while thinking, (2) proactive calming for stress triggers anticipated when carrying out what is hoped to be a solution to the problem


  	while or after carrying out a solution to the problem: reactive calming that focuses on the triggers arising, such as setbacks and surprises.





The detailed example for a difficult team illustrates these elements in use.


This type of calming does not in itself solve the problem. However, it makes working to solve it much less unpleasant and increases the time and energy available to work on the problem. Repeated failure to solve important problems can be so stressful that it can seem impossible to think about them without feeling stressed. However, it is possible and it is more efficient to tackle them in a calm, systematic way. Patiently plan your approach, take rests, build memories, make notes, explore possibilities, and conduct trials. This is far more effective than unbroken, urgent striving.


More detailed planning


When thinking ahead to possible future challenges, all this detailed analysis allows more specific intentions for reactive calming to be formed. These specify which particular thoughts you want to have in response to particular situations. It is simply deciding that the pre-assessment you have just worked out is to be repeated in the future situation.


This is an option that may be added to the pre-assessments.


To manage our stress reactions while challenging events are unfolding, we must remember quickly to check that precautionary stress reactions are not needed, decide on appropriate action instead (e.g. plan a thinking session, take a breath, relax muscles), and remember to do risk-managing actions when appropriate. This can be difficult, especially when we are already starting to feel stressed. This is why forming more detailed implementation intentions beforehand can be valuable.


Detailed examples


The following examples include some risk management planning, which is discussed in the next chapter. This is to make the examples more realistic.


Preparing for a challenge


Sanjay's story (1): Sanjay has been working on a difficult and important document and has given a draft to his supervisor for comments and suggestions. The supervisor will be returning the draft later that day, probably with many supposed ‘corrections’, requests for more work, and other issues. This supervisor is quite demanding and rude. Although he does not realize it, the supervisor is not a good writer and is sometimes wrong or unfair in his criticisms and demands.


Sanjay's calming thoughts: Sanjay is not looking forward to this and is aware of his own tendency towards perfectionism, meaning that he tends to focus on what is wrong or incomplete even in situations where these flaws are insignificant. Sanjay is trying to become more selective and focus on perfection only when it is worthwhile. He knows he needs to stay calm, especially as there will be a lot of work to do later.


When the supervisor’s feedback arrives it will be bristling with stress triggers, such as demands for extra work and some errors identified. Some comments may be insulting, harsh, or perhaps patronizing. There might also be some points that Sanjay will want to argue about, so that could mean confrontation and a persistently difficult relationship with a difficult person. Sanjay could experience a fight-or-flight response, muscle tension because of the confrontation with a higher status person, and intense thinking about how to fix the problems with the document and how to tackle a confrontation over some of the feedback. Just thinking about the arrival of the feedback is giving him an unpleasant feeling.


To reduce this feeling and prepare for later, Sanjay does some pre-assessment calming and some planning. First, the feedback is not here yet so there is no need for any immediate reaction. When it does arrive there is no realistic chance of having to fight or flee. He will just have to think, do some typing, and maybe some talking (which is as physical as this can get). Even though the supervisor is higher up the company hierarchy, there is no need to show deference by body language and no danger of a physical attack. Sanjay just needs to get physically comfortable, relax, and think.


If the feedback calls for some extra material or restructuring then he can do this by thinking calmly and typing. If the feedback points out some of Sanjay’s errors then the only response required is mental: check the items, type corrections, learn any lessons. Sometimes errors can be embarrassing. They might be very silly, very important, or perhaps persistent errors he has made many times in the past but only now recognizes. Thinking about all those past errors can be unpleasant. But, even with such errors, the worst that can happen is that he may have to do more to improve his reputation among colleagues. The effort will be spread out over weeks and will be entirely a matter of careful thought and perhaps some conversations. This is very unlikely and, even in the worst case, will not require an immediate, intense, physical effort.


If Sanjay’s supervisor visits him rather than just sending feedback, Sanjay will not need to duck his head or brace for impact. This is not a physically dangerous situation, though Sanjay’s relationship with the supervisor might be at stake in some small way. Sanjay plans to relax his neck, shoulders, and back.


To limit the downside, he does some planning. He is about to start fantasizing about an argument with the supervisor but catches himself just in time. He plans using his intellect rather than his imagination.


He decides not to dispute any of the feedback until he has given it careful thought and made all the corrections he agrees are worthwhile. He will also think of better solutions, if he can, before discussing any of the supervisor’s feedback with him. This will minimize the risk of unnecessary argument.


Sanjay also decides that, no matter how insulting the supervisor’s comments are, he will simply respond by writing new words, where necessary, and letting his work be its own defence. If his words need some justification then he will explain only if his supervisor does not accept the revised words. If any of Sanjay’s explanations are not accepted then he will simply do what the supervisor wants on those points.


He carefully considers this last point, making sure he understands that a few blemishes due to bad ideas from his supervisor are very unlikely to make a difference to the overall impact of the document when it is completed. Perfection is not important on this occasion.


Sanjay has nothing planned for the evening except for dinner and some internet browsing, so if there are still issues to think about he will have time to do that and have a relaxing walk.


Sanjay's story (2): Feeling calmer and slightly refreshed, Sanjay starts clearing some emails then goes to lunch, having put the supervisor out of his mind. When the draft returns by email later that afternoon, Sanjay sees it is bristling with the usual red text and rude comments but he hardly experiences any emotion at all. His preparation helps and he easily stays calm and settles down to revise the draft.


A difficult team


Josh's story (1): Josh has recently been promoted to the role of team leader in a website development team in a medium-sized company. He had previously been just one of the team members and took the promotion with mixed feelings. He wanted the extra money and the chance to develop himself but he knew the team, for various reasons, was extremely difficult to manage. Some individuals were difficult people, expectations of the team were unreasonable, and they were working with technology that was increasingly unsuited to the company's needs. Team meetings in particular were chaotic and unproductive. Angry rows were common but mixed with a lot of passive aggressive resistance and time-wasting.


Josh's first week as team leader was a nightmare and the first weekly team meeting was a disaster. A couple of team members clearly thought that Josh was the wrong team leader. Others just carried on in their usual, awkward way. It was difficult to tell how much work had been done and no useful decisions were reached. The next two weeks were just as bad. Every day Josh racked his brain for ideas to try to improve things and he was feeling increasingly stressed, stuck, and unhappy.


Josh's calming thoughts: That evening Josh's girlfriend did her best to comfort him. She had been learning to manage her own stress reactions and helped Josh reactively calm himself after his bad day. Just thinking about the team problem set off stress reactions for Josh because it was important and difficult. He knew he was stuck. They identified that the team's many problems were a persistently unsolved problem that would need thoughtful, calm attention over many sessions and probably weeks of effort. However, it was not something that needed to be solved in the next 30 minutes and was best tackled calmly over several sessions of controlled thinking. They agreed to have dinner then discuss the team problem for an hour afterwards.


The first thing they did after dinner when they started to work on the team problem was to proactively calm Josh about the problem solving he was about to do. Josh de-stressed, in turn, recalling bad behaviour by team members, recalling other issues, not having any ideas for improvement, recalling uncertainties that were stopping him from progressing, thinking of possible actions but realizing they would not work, and finally imagining possible actions and imagining them failing. He planned to think about the situations and actions in a way that put them firmly in the future and as possibilities only until confirmed as his adopted plan. He also planned to analyse the situation in an abstract way, writing notes, rather than start by mentally simulating future situations.


The main idea they discussed was for Josh to have a private meeting with each of his team to discuss with them what they found most frustrating about their current situation and what would help them be happier and more productive at work. Josh aimed to show people that he was working to understand each person and that he would arrange work and solve problems to help everyone do more valuable work and be recognized for it. In principle, this was a promising idea so Josh picked the first person to meet and wrote his questions out. He headed the list ‘Questions I could ask during the meeting.’ This was all possible without imagining the meeting taking place.


Josh's girlfriend pointed out that the meeting itself could include many stress triggers so Josh proactively calmed himself about the meeting. They thought about things that might happen, pre-assessed them for stress reactions, and decided on some de-escalating actions to take if the meeting started to get heated.


Although their discussion was remarkably calm, Josh still felt a bit stressed at the end so he reactively calmed himself, confirming that there was now no action for him to take other than resting and getting ready for bed. Josh slept quite well.


Josh's story (2): The next morning Josh arranged the first one-to-one meeting and was able to hold it that afternoon. Josh had chosen to speak to one of the more reasonable team members and his questions elicited a flood of past injustices, mistakes, and current problems that he had not known about. Many of them were things he could now sort out as team leader but others looked too hard, for now at least. Happily, this flood of issues was something he had spotted as a possibility the night before and his proactive calming helped him stay calm throughout the meeting. It was clear that he would have to carry on with this process and it would not be easy. He would need to keep calming himself both reactively and proactively, as he had the previous evening, to get through.


A social gathering


Angie's story (1): After work Angie is meeting some of her old friends for a drink and a chat. It will be a good chance to catch up. However, she knows that some of her friends can be a little unsettling so she anticipates the usual problems and proactively calms them. Some of her friends are competitive and like to demonstrate their superiority in conversation by talking about their jobs, exotic holidays, the achievements of their children, expensive home improvement projects, and so on. In the past, Angie has often made the mistakes of trying to compete with this or of feeling bad about herself because she feels she is not as rich or as impressive.


Angie's calming thoughts: Although this is a competitive social situation it is not a fight for dominance or survival so there is no need for a muscular effort. Angie decides that it simply does not matter if some of her friends are more impressive than her. She is happy enough and their situation is not relevant to that. There will be no extra efforts arising and no new problems to think about. She will not try to compete and will tune out if anyone starts getting competitive, even if it is in the subtle way they usually do it. This includes talking about problems they have that only wealthy people have, or about activities that only wealthy people can do.


Angie's story (2): Another of Angie's friends often talks about her life as if other people know everything up until the latest developments. This can be unsettling because Angie gets the feeling that she is supposed to know what has been going on in the friend's life. 


Angie's calming thoughts: If the friend starts one of her confusing stories then Angie confirms that there will be no need for urgent thought because this is typical and she can just interrupt her friend and ask her to give some background, reminding her that they have not talked for many weeks.


Angie's story (3): Another potential challenge is that several of her friends can get boring. They stick to the usual, safe topics and tell Angie things they have told her many times in the past. Angie sometimes wonders what she can do to liven things up and also wonders if she really should have these people as friends at all.


Angie's calming thoughts: Angie reflects that, however poor the conversation, any effort she makes to improve matters will be mental. An intense physical effort is not needed. She thinks of some quirky conversation topics she can introduce and talk about. She also reflects that boring conversation is normal for most people, most of the time. It is often little more than a way to pass the time while showing friendship. These are good people she has known for a long time. She can relax and just go with it.


Severe future challenges


When preparing for an experience that is likely to be extremely challenging (e.g. an important academic examination), repeat the calming analysis, perhaps over several sessions, in the lead up to the challenge. Elaboration and consolidation will increase the strength of the prospective memories involved, especially if there are time gaps between planning sessions. (Note: Prospective memories are memories of what we intend to do in future.)


It is important to be relaxed and calm during this planning and, especially, to get calm if stress reactions should begin so that calmness builds over time rather than fear.


Chapter 8: Proactive calming – risk management


Increase the scope of proactive calming


Plans can be created or adjusted to make extremely negative outcomes less likely, which can reduce stress reactions.


Four ways to do this are discussed in this chapter:



  	responding to potential future situations where proactive pre-assessment revealed the possibility that a stress reaction might be needed


  	focusing on extreme cases (usually the worst case)


  	routinely using widely applicable planning ideas that manage risk powerfully


  	using tips specific to particular types of task.





Risk management can be done at various times. Sometimes it is before and sometimes after pro-active calming using pre-assessment.


Pre-assessed as potentially requiring a stress reaction


Pre-assessing potential efforts can reveal possible future situations where you would need a stress reaction. For example, perhaps you can imagine a difficult conversation turning into a physical fight or perhaps there is the possibility of something shocking and confusing happening where you would need to work out a solution within just a few minutes.


Having identified this possibility, think of ways to make it much less likely. This is often easy because so little original thinking is needed.


For potential confrontations think of signs that things are getting risky, decide what you will not challenge or do because it would escalate the situation, and think of something you could say or do that would de-escalate the conversation.


For potentially hectic and unfamiliar situations, plan research and learning beforehand and build some slack time into your schedule for rest, stress management, and problem solving. Decide on a simple default plan that will help you if things go beyond your more specific preparations.


The extremes


Another approach is to consider the worst case scenario(s). What is the worst that could happen and what could you do to avoid it or cope? As soon as you have an answer to the most extreme worries the planning process will feel less stressful.


E.g. If the worst that could happen is that a disagreement turns into a physical fight then all you need to do is think of something simple you can do to diffuse the situation if the other person starts to look angry.


Finding ways to avert the worst case scenario reinforces the reassuring messages from the pre-assessments and makes it easier to calmly consider other possibilities and go into more detail.


Considering the best case might be a good next move because the best case also often requires a considerable effort.


Widely applicable risk management patterns


Some techniques are so useful they should be a standard part of your planning for almost everything.


Incrementalism


As you plan, try to think of ways to build in flexibility and opportunities to gain more information. One of the best ways to do this is to finish a larger task by finishing small tasks that make it up. This is often called incremental delivery.


E.g. Imagine that five toddlers need their nappies changed. Would it make sense to stop them all playing, then take all their nappies off, then do any cleaning necessary, then put fresh nappies on them all as the final stage? No. Obviously you would check for the nappies needing the most urgent change then do the toddlers one at a time. Only a crazy person would try to keep five toddlers stationary for several minutes. Using this approach no toddler has a fresh nappy until near the end of the process. In contrast, the incremental (i.e. one toddler at a time) approach delivers the first toddler with a fresh nappy with the minimum of delay.


In the example of changing nappies the best approach is obvious. However, in other domains people sometimes do not see that incremental delivery is the better approach. Here are some more examples to show incrementalism in other domains.


E.g. Imagine that Marjorie writes crime novels for a living. Her first novel took years to write and her process was chaotic. For years, nothing was finished and she had nothing to show potential publishers and interested friends. Instead she had notes, half-finished chapters, unfinished plot summaries, incomplete character descriptions, and several different working titles. It was only in the last three months of work that she pulled it all together and produced a draft she thought good enough to submit to publishers.


Now working on her fifth novel, her approach is completely different. As soon as possible she completes concept descriptions, book titles, plot summaries, character descriptions, and individual chapters so that she can get feedback from people she knows, including her publisher and their marketing people. This way her progress is faster, the results are better, and there is less delay between her finishing the novel and the launch being planned and ready to start.


E.g. Simon and Penny have bought a plot of land with a derelict cottage on it. Their plan is to live in a caravan while the cottage is demolished and a far larger, grander home is built for them on the site. The initial construction plan has them in the caravan until all the work is finished and they can move into a complete, fully decorated new home. However, the excited couple are not looking forward to living in a caravan for the 10 months required. This will include several winter months and if the work is delayed then they will be stuck in the caravan for even longer.


After lengthy talks with their architect and builder they reach a plan with some incremental delivery in it. The substructure must all be done at once but after that it will be possible to create a living space by completing part of the construction while leaving the rest for later. The living space will be undecorated but weatherproof and secure, with more space than the caravan and basic services operating. A second phase will increase the size of the usable living space even while some sections of construction are underway, and there is also a phased approach to decorating. The plan is more complex but Simon and Penny prefer it.


Slack


Take care to manage resource limitations to make your life easier. This applies to your time, money, and space in your home. The closer you get to a resource limit the harder it is to make plans and to cope when you try to follow the plans. Also, the more setbacks trigger stress reactions.


E.g. If you have planned a very full day then it is more difficult to fit in one more activity. Other activities may have to be rearranged at short notice to accommodate some urgent but unexpected task.


E.g. If you are making a journey in three stages by train and the connections are tight then it is more likely that you will miss one and be seriously inconvenienced.


E.g. If your room is already very nearly full of stuff then putting things away, getting things out, and finding space for one more thing are all much more difficult.


To reduce the problems caused by tight schedules, spaces, and other resource constraints, try to create ‘slack’ for all important resources so that it is easier to make changes and cope with the unexpected. In particular, leave some free time in timetables, schedules, and plans, keep some money in reserve, and have some unused space. This reduces the triggering effect of setbacks.


Load smoothing


Pay particular attention to the overall level of challenge you will face in future at different times. In addition to psychological stress, there are other forms of stress that require some kind of recovery by our bodies:


Doing work: e.g. digging a trench, memorizing 100 words in a foreign language, proof reading for an hour.

Extreme temperatures: e.g. over-heating, strong sunlight, being too cold.

Disease: e.g. infection, wounds.

Chemical attacks: e.g. poisons, smoking, allergens.

Other problems: e.g. dehydration, nutritional gaps, loss of sleep.


The familiar theory is that, if the sum total of our stressors is greater than our recovery capacity then we begin to crumble.


Think about what could be tiring or unsettling and allow time for rest, recovery, and future problem solving. This gives you a better chance of responding well to future pressure and avoiding a worsening spiral.


Progress and potential problem sharing


The consequences of setbacks are often magnified because of the knock on effects for other people. For example, if your journey is delayed then that might mean a meeting has to be delayed or start without you.


The impact involved can be reduced by routinely letting people know how you are getting on, when you are behind schedule in a way that might affect them, and even when you have a potential problem that might have an effect for them too. Do this routinely and early rather than holding back the news and eventually confessing that everything is a disaster so unfortunately you will have to let them down.


Make clear that you are not updating them to get their help. Use phrases like ‘just to let you know’ and ‘for your information only’.


Prior research


Allow time for detailed research and planning ahead of potentially challenging situations. This is easier than ever thanks to the internet. If you do this then, by the time you start to act, you have already found out a lot about the situation you are going into and have committed that information to memory where it can help you in a crisis. This too reduces the risk of being overwhelmed by a worsening spiral of problems and overreactions.


Avoiding dangerous situations


It is common sense to avoid war zones, angry crowds, chucking out time in city centres, isolated locations, dark alleys, parks at night, and other dangerous locations and situations. If you do not need to be there then keep away.


Tips for some typical challenges


Here are some activities relevant to many people with notes on their typical drivers of psychological stress reactions and management priorities. This combines ideas for pre-assessments of the need for stress reactions with ideas on risk management.


Journeys


Journeys, especially journeys made for the first time, can be challenging because of problems on roads or with public transport. I personally have walked along rail tracks from a failed train on two occasions but this is nothing compared to the hardships endured by many people most years as they try to return home from a holiday abroad. Missing connections is a typical hazard.


The planning has you thinking about possible problems so it is important to position this firmly in the future. Use your intellect to plan and prepare to be calm in a variety of potential problem situations. These include delays, missed connections, breakdowns, discomfort (too hot, too cold, nausea, headache), lost luggage, getting lost, arriving late, and being too late to do whatever it was you were travelling to do.


Prefer travel plans that give you options if one route is blocked or delayed.


One unusual feature of travel delays is that, occasionally, it can help to make an intense physical effort. This could be you running from one train platform to another to catch a train. However, remind yourself that this effort is not needed until your train pulls in at the station. At that time you can get physically geared up to move fast. Until then you can relax as lazily as you like.


Difficult decisions


Factors that make decisions difficult include having a lot at stake, complexity, unfamiliarity, and uncertainty. This can arise in something as simple as trying to write a difficult email.


Stress reactions can arise when:



  	we consider actions we might take, which might be strenuous


  	we consider the possible consequences of those actions, which might also require a response


  	the thinking process becomes more difficult (e.g. we discover an additional constraint to meet or something more we do not know or that is uncertain, or we find that something we thought might be a solution will not work)


  	having made a choice we are about to make a resulting commitment (e.g. sign a contract, send an email).





Stress reactions can include urgent thought, vigilance (looking for relevant information), and mild fight-or-flight responses.


To avoid the harms of urgent thought, think carefully in sessions of no more than 30 minutes at a time and take breaks. To minimize possible reactions while considering your options, make it clear in your mind that courses of action are possibilities only, not to be taken now, and that possible outcomes are possibilities only, typically not likely to occur for a considerable time if at all, and typically not likely to require an intense physical response. While you consider your options it is reassuring to remember that the actions and reactions will not start until you act on the choice.


By the time you are ready to commit to your choice by acting, it should be well established in your mind that the actions and their possible consequences are in the future, cannot involve an intense physical effort, and are best tackled with calmness and careful thought.


Use a good method of thinking, get more information if you can, and manage risk.


Confrontations


When we confront someone over their behaviour, or someone confronts us, we often feel considerable pressure. This is a classic situation where instinct says there is physical danger but in the modern world, if we are at least reasonably polite, we are almost always physically safe. The fight-or-flight reaction and muscle tension can stand down.


In advance of a confrontation there is often urgent thought to prepare, then more urgent thought afterwards as we process what has just happened. This can be done in a controlled, planned way if it is predictable, which it usually is.


Plan the conversation in an intellectual way rather than by mental simulation in your imagination, carefully designing it to be low-key but focused. Plan to be firm and persistent but avoid insults and aggression if you want good results. This also keeps your stress down.


Struggles for power and survival


Many confrontations are part of an ongoing series of confrontations with the same person or group, often over the same issues. These can become highly charged, with both parties thinking carefully about their tactics. Sometimes those tactics can get nasty. They can also become bitter struggles for power or simply survival.


At work you may find yourself in a corporate war zone for a variety of reasons:



    	you have risen higher up an organization


    	one or a few individuals are persistent ‘politicians’


    	the organization has developed a culture of power struggles


    	the organization is going through a period of more intense struggles e.g.


	
			change is needed but being resisted


			there is a fight over direction


			there is general chaos


			two senior people are battling and others are aligning behind them


			a merger has taken place


			the organization is doing badly financially and people are scrapping over the dwindling money and jobs.


	




The issues and remedies are similar to those for ordinary confrontations but the battles can be more complex, more cunning, longer term, and more wearing for everyone concerned.


Reputation damage


A very common fear in social situations is that your reputation will be damaged in some way. Public mistakes, particularly in front of many people, people you know, and important people, can be particularly upsetting.


The extra efforts involved include any immediate action needed (e.g. apologies, explanations, corrections), rebuilding your reputation, and reviewing your performance to understand what went wrong (if anything) and how to improve in future.


In all cases there is nothing you can do with an immediate, intense, physical effort. It is always better to be calm, patient, and low key. You may need to act immediately but not physically. Rebuilding your reputation and reviewing your behaviour will require consistent, calm, focused efforts over a period of time.


Rejections


Typical examples of this are being rejected by a potential lover or employer. The setback itself is a stress trigger if you think you could still be accepted with one more effort, and because you usually still want a lover or a job.


In addition, it makes you wonder just how attractive or employable you are. That implies some extra effort to remedy any problems there may be with yourself or your ability to convince others of your merits.


Consequently, rejection usually hits hardest at people who have few opportunities.


Technical challenges


Very difficult mental challenges such as writing software, advanced mathematical reasoning, complex legal cases, innovative engineering projects, and some types of scientific research can cause considerable psychological stress.


In addition to heavy mental work and, often, long hours, there can be a tendency towards intense thinking that does not switch off. Fatigue is intensified and productivity falls. Other things in life can be neglected.


Genuine rest breaks and sensible pacing are important for overall productivity in the medium and long term.


If working a very long day for a deadline is necessary then so is some extra time off immediately afterwards to prevent further decline.


Bereavement


Bereavement is, probably, something that causes us a very special form of distress in addition to the four stress reactions discussed at length in this book. Sadly, on top of that we are confronted with a stream of stress triggers.


Many people today die after a long illness. That is hard for the sufferer but also for their loved ones, who may be making frequent visits to hospital and facing decisions about healthcare.


Immediately after death an official administrative process begins that few people are familiar with. It involves making decisions, answering questions, and signing forms. A funeral of some kind has to be arranged, probably with a social gathering to follow. That needs a venue, catering, invitations, and so on. This is a lot of work and would be challenging for someone who is not mourning a loved one. Hopefully there are people who can help out.


Once the funeral is done the really hard work of learning to live without the other person can begin. This is particularly tough when one of an elderly couple dies. The survivor now has to learn to do the things their spouse used to do. Living with others is easier for practical reasons because tasks can be shared. A person living alone has to work harder just to do the simple chores of life.


None of this requires an immediate, intense, physical effort but it does require energy and, often, a lot of thinking. However, even in the most intense periods there are at least a few minutes to rest from time to time. The professionals in hospitals and elsewhere deal with the administrative issues every day. They know what to do and are used to the difficulties the bereaved experience. You do not have to answer every question immediately.


If the person who has died has done some of the planning already and left notes then this is helpful.


Major life changes


Beyond bereavement, other major life changes bring streams of stress triggers. These life changes include changing schools, leaving home, starting a new job, moving house, moving to a different country, moving in with someone, and starting a family.


The first few weeks at university are, for many young people, their biggest life change up to that point. They have left home, moved to a new part of the country or even a different country, joined a new social scene, and started a new academic course, perhaps in a subject that is relatively new to them. If they tackle this by throwing themselves into everything new, without allowing time to rest, and without proper sleep or exercise then the experience can be overwhelming.


All the psychological stress reactions are likely to be set off by this level of challenge.


Major life changes create innumerable new problems to be solved, some simple but some very difficult. They need to be planned with care to allow time for thinking and for rest.


It can help to be mentally prepared, for example by studying a map of the place you are going to, checking out key people you will meet by searching the internet, or learning about the biology of pregnancy and related health advice.


Illness


Illness combines non-psychological stress (e.g. immune system fighting a virus, recovery from a wound) with psychological stress reactions arising from extra tasks (e.g. hospital visits, daily exercises, remembering to take multiple medications) and reduced capability (e.g. feeling very tired, nausea, not being able to perform some movements).


Fortunately, most of us are lucky enough to have people who will care for us. It is also well understood that an ill person should be resting.


Stress management is more difficult with stress-related headaches. When these are not too severe, we often feel obligated to keep on working and hope that medication will reduce the pain and prevent things getting worse. Typically we will not be as productive as usual and may have to stop working for periods of time. This puts us further behind with tasks and increases the pressure to work when we can. A nasty cycle can develop where a person is repeatedly recovering from a headache only to develop another one soon after.


The only way out is to reduce the psychological stress reactions – which are not necessary for most workers – and break the connection between working and headaches. In the case of the most common tension headache the problem is in chronic tension in the head and neck, both front and back, that causes soreness over time. So, managing muscle tension is particularly important, especially some key muscles at the back of the head.


Academic assignments


Academic assignments such as essays and mathematical problem sheets naturally prompt urgent, intense thought because they are designed to push students into new learning. Stress triggers include struggling to understand the question, not being able to find relevant references, getting stuck on a problem, realizing you misunderstood the task, and computer problems.


Some assignments, such as dissertations and other projects, are especially long and difficult. They may involve doing complex mental tasks for the first time, such as writing more than 10,000 words, designing research, or writing a questionnaire. The longer duration and cluster of hard problems makes persistent failure a greater risk.


Students doing compulsory subjects they find hard to learn (typically mathematics or a foreign language) are also at risk of struggling, getting stuck, and experiencing persistent failure along with all the problems this can cause. Strong feelings of tiredness, boredom, resentment, and a desire to do other things are common.


This inherent challenge can be made worse by the typical student errors of starting assignments too late and being sleepy from late nights.


Obviously the effort required is mental, not physical, and the effort has to be paced over several days (usually). Start as soon as you can and focus on those aspects of the task that create the most uncertainty. It may be possible to reduce intensity after that initial effort. Aim to finish a good first draft with time to spare so that it can be read and refined. This often makes a big difference to the quality of the final submission.


If you are struggling or stuck then take extra time to plan your approach, especially the thinking. No matter how hard the problem, there is no need to feel stuck and tired. Some techniques that are particularly useful for this are described in Part 2 of this book: Plan thinking, Plan metawork time, Attack persistently unsolved problems, Retrieval practice, and Change states deliberately.


Academic examinations


Academic examinations create challenges that are different from academic assignments. Exams involve a longer period of preparation and then brief but intense challenges during the exams themselves. Exam preparation is, for many students, a stressful period. The exams themselves are worse. Getting your results is the final, often unpleasant, part of the overall experience.


Studying and revising are inherently tiring because of the mental work involved. The stakes are high. Typical stress triggers include feeling sleepy, doing badly in a mock test, not being able to understand something you know is important, not being able to remember something despite effort, repeatedly trying and failing to find a way to study a topic effectively, realizing you are fighting to get yourself to do any work at all, and discovering there is only a week to go.


It is crucial to get enough sleep (more is needed when you are learning intensely), pace your efforts, and remember that none of the effort is physical. Sitting quietly and thinking calmly is all that is needed. Physical activity is a pleasant break that helps keep you healthy and awake.


Most people will benefit from planning their mental approach during exams in some detail. Identify potential triggers and plan the thoughts that will help keep you calm yet focused. For example, what will you do if you cannot answer a question you cannot avoid? When can you take a 30 second break to relax your mind completely during the exam? What will you do if you feel panicky?


Why is receiving exam results so often stressful? It looks like there is nothing more you can do to influence the results so where is the potential effort? The potential effort lies in:



    	deciding whether to challenge the results and, potentially, doing so


    	reacting appropriately if you do not want to be insensitive to others around you


    	explaining your results to other people, which may be harder if they are poor results


    	changing your plans if the results are very different from your expectations. (In the case of UK A levels, the wrong result can mean having to take urgent action through ‘clearing’ to find a university course at short notice.)





None of these is a physical effort and even in the worst case there is little that has to be done immediately.


More detailed planning


This risk management thinking can also be made more effective by forming specific intentions to recall and do risk managing actions at the appropriate times.


As before, identify the situation in which you want to recall something and do it, then decide to do the intended action in that situation.


Chapter 9: Reduce undermining beliefs and behaviours


If you have been using the ideas in the previous chapters of this Part, you probably have a heightened awareness of the triggers for your stress reactions and greater confidence in your ability to manage your stress reactions. It is time to examine and stop things you might still be doing that induce unnecessary stress or undermine your management of stress. Without the knowledge you have already gained, you might have been reluctant to let these go.


These potential problems can be divided into beliefs and behaviours.


Undermining beliefs


False beliefs can come from a variety of sources and have a variety of effects, such as increasing the intensity of stress reactions and discouraging management of stress reactions.


The process of elimination


To tackle undermining beliefs we must address two related things:



  	beliefs about what is true, what is good, or what kind of person we are


  	individual patterns of thought that may be habitual and are often specific to particular contexts.





The individual patterns of thought have grown up around the beliefs and tend to be supported by them. However, revising a belief does not automatically eliminate all the thought patterns that relate to it. They may be weakened but they can continue so, in addition to revising beliefs, we also need to retrain our individual thought patterns. Revising a belief gives us the motivation to go on and retrain our patterns of thought.


This is more difficult when we are exposed to persistent, perhaps authoritative, messages that reinforce false beliefs and unhelpful thought patterns.


The process involves potentially all the following steps:


Identify potential false beliefs: This can be difficult because we rarely think directly about those beliefs, and the patterns of thought that have grown up around them are often just emotional or stress reactions with no conscious thoughts that can be noticed and easily understood.


However, potential false beliefs can be identified by recognition and by deduction. Recognition is where we see a debunking of a false belief and realize that it contradicts something we falsely believed.


E.g. Reading this book might cause recognition of the false belief that the only way to manage stress is to avoid stress triggers in some way (e.g. take a break, a holiday, avoid working, avoid tackling problems).


Deduction is where we deduce from clues that a potentially false belief probably exists. Unusually strong emotional reactions can be a clue.


E.g. A person with a phobia can deduce that they have an overgeneralized and so exaggerated fear of spiders that extends beyond genuinely dangerous species on their skin to any spider in any situation.


Another type of clue is having had extreme experiences (good or bad), especially if they were repeated many times. It is normal for people to learn from such experiences and this may go as far as overgeneralization and exaggerated fears or expectations.


E.g. A child who suffers sexual abuse by a priest repeatedly over a period of two years is at risk of learning several things that are not generally true. A lifelong negative attitude towards priests and their churches is just the start. The child might also learn to distrust adult men, adults, everyone, or just believe that life is cruel and dangerous. If the abuser's tactics for keeping the secret are accepted then the child might come to believe they are powerless, unimportant, will not be believed, might be punished by the priest at any time, wanted the abuse because of their sinful character, or that the abusive behaviour is normal and acceptable.


A false belief is not an inevitable consequence of an extreme experience or a long series of consistent experiences. There also has to be at least one mistaken inference that creates a false belief from an experience. However, some mistaken inferences are common, especially when we are children:



  	accepting the advice and apparent views of others even when they are wrong (e.g. ‘You stupid boy!’, ‘People are either winners or losers.’)


  	misinterpreting the reactions (e.g. facial expressions, remarks) of others


  	overgeneralizing when evaluating oneself or others, perhaps based on a crude mental model of human psychology (e.g. ‘I am useless.’)


  	overgeneralizing across groups of people or animals (e.g. ‘All spiders are dangerous.’, ‘All middle-aged men are controlling.’)


  	overextrapolating from events (e.g. an initial failure taken to mean failure will always occur)


  	thinking an extreme event experienced is more common than it is


  	not allowing for circumstances fully when evaluating oneself or others (e.g. not allowing for inherent difficulties of a task, competitors, luck)


  	thinking that a lack of evidence of progress means there has been no progress when in reality there is just no evidence


  	focusing on information consistent with existing beliefs


  	attending selectively (e.g. always to negative information)


  	recalling selectively (e.g. always focusing on negative memories)





Even with these identification methods, some false beliefs, especially long held ones, are hard to identify. However, it probably is not crucial to identify them all because routine calming thoughts still act to counter the exaggerated stress reactions that the false beliefs cause.


Revise beliefs: Sometimes this is not difficult because the truth is evident as soon as we focus deliberately on an issue. Sometimes more learning and thought are needed to decide what we think is true, good, or us.


Possible approaches include internet research to find the latest scientific knowledge, personal experiments, and learning to identify danger more accurately to avoid being generally fearful.


Set up mental guards against misleading messages: It is helpful to create a habit of mentally contradicting or correcting misleading messages when we come across them.


E.g. People often say that just talking about your problems is a good thing. Obviously, this is not a correct generalization. Some conversations about problems are helpful but some can make things worse. A mental guard against the common misleading generalization is to notice what has been said and say to yourself ‘But only if it's helpful talk. Just wallowing in problems is worse than useless.’


Form new intentions for patterns of thought: This involves predicting or noticing when we have patterns of thought (often just reactions with no conscious content) that undermine stress management and disagree with our revised beliefs. We can then decide what to think instead and form specific intentions to have those thoughts, deliberately and clearly, in future.


E.g. A young man dreams of becoming a professional actor, does some training, and starts attending auditions. After the first six he is downcast because instead of getting work he has had no word back from anyone, not even a polite rejection. He feels hopeless and a failure.


After thinking this through, he realizes he has not made allowances for the difficulty of the task and reads that not hearing back is normal for auditions. He resolves to remind himself, every time he thinks about having no acting work, that (1) this lack of results is normal, especially for actors with no track record, (2) he will be working every week to improve his acting skills and his approach to auditions, (3) luck is a huge factor in auditions, (4) he may need to attend far more auditions to get his first break, (5) it is the inherent difficulty of the task that is mainly the cause of his lack of success so far, and (6) failure so far is not evidence that he is a terrible actor or an unattractive person with no chance of ever making a living from acting.


We may also be able to rehearse the new patterns of thought. This can be done without being in a situation that triggers the unwanted, habitual reactions, just to learn the points. It can also be done conveniently in the triggering situation where that situation can easily be created.


E.g. Continuing with the example of the aspiring actor, the triggering situation he identified was thinking about having no work. To practise having his intended reassuring thoughts he deliberately thinks about having no work and then has the reassuring thoughts. This he repeats several times until it is easy.


Focus on mental tasks where rationality is important but harder to achieve (see next section).


Notice and correct unwanted irrational thoughts: Sadly, even our clearest and most sincere intentions do not always lead to the thoughts we want. Old patterns can happen anyway. It is not easy but sometimes we can notice when we have made a thinking mistake that is driving unnecessary stress reactions and correct ourselves.


Repeat and revise our intentions over time: As well as correcting ourselves, we can can also repeatedly form our good intentions and rehearse them as often as is necessary to produce lasting, consistent change.


Where to focus on being rational


Do not just wait to catch yourself having mistaken thoughts. Do the thinking tasks that often produce mistaken thinking in a deliberately rational way. Focus especially on the judgements that are inherently difficult and, therefore, prone to irrationality.


Form specific intentions to do this. In particular, plan to be deliberately rational when working out:



    	the cause(s) of something


    	what happened when you were not there to see


    	your own effectiveness


    	what someone believes or intends


    	what other people think of you


    	what will happen.





These are all assessments where you should be aware of your limited ability to know the truth and aware that this increases the risk of bias.


Do not wait and try to identify when you are thinking about these things. Just make the assessments deliberately. As you do this, consider and question the evidence you have to help you. The following subsections discuss these difficult situations in more detail.


Understanding causes


It is almost never the case that one factor is the cause of something and always will be. Often we cannot be certain what causes or has caused something. There are almost always multiple causes and the causes change over time.


Typical distorted thoughts are ‘I've mucked it up again. I always do.’ and ‘That's my bad luck again.’ If you catch yourself having simplistic thoughts like this then think more carefully and correct yourself.


Make a deliberate effort to think of multiple alternative causes, write a list, hold on to uncertainty rather than pretend it can be ignored, and notice when things might change.


Judging others


Similar issues arise when judging others. They are almost never completely good or completely bad and they will change over time and learn.


When assessing people it is common to ignore the influence of circumstances (especially when thinking about other people) and ignore the influence of personal characteristics (especially when thinking about ourselves). We have to remember that our behaviour is made less consistent and predictable by the following mechanisms:



    	We tend to respond to circumstances, sometimes in quite subtle ways, so if circumstances are slightly different then this may change our behaviour.


    	We learn from experience and behave differently in future as a result.


    	We make mistakes, forget things, have different levels of energy at different times, and consequently behave differently on occasions, even when our external circumstances have not changed and we have learned nothing new.





Also take care when thinking about large groups of people. When thinking about the characteristics of people in large groups (e.g. ‘women’, ‘middle-aged people’, ‘accountants’) it is almost never correct to generalize across everyone. For example, there are glamorous middle-aged people, interesting accountants, mean vicars, kind conservatives, and selfish socialists. There are (almost) always exceptions.


The truth is almost always nuanced. Try to state your assessment in a more nuanced way, capturing variations between people and situations, and acknowledging uncertainty.


Judging yourself


It is almost never the case that you are 100% good or 100% bad, or that you will always fail or always succeed. Typically, you will have strengths and weaknesses, change over time and between situations, and learn. Take care to assess yourself separately for different attributes, notice your changes, and position yourself on a scale rather than giving a binary, good/bad, or success/failure judgement. Recognize that, in situations where there is a binary distinction between success and failure, you are sometimes successful and sometimes fail.


Typical distorted thoughts are ‘I'm stupid.’ and ‘I'm hopeless at maths.’ Such extreme assessments are almost never factually correct.


What others think of you


When thinking about what other people think of you it is almost impossible to be sure of anything. People often do not know what they themselves think. They change their views. Do not assume you know how others see you or that everyone sees you in the same way.


Making predictions


There are two common biases in thinking about what will happen in future. One is to be too positive about the future. The other is to be too confident that your prediction is accurate.


For example, a strong optimist is sure that success will easily be achieved and so often does not take sufficient precautions. Sometimes people are too negative about the future. A strong pessimist is sure that failure will occur no matter how much effort is made. Consequently, they may suffer unnecessary anxiety but also make plans that limit the possibilities for success, so that their pessimism is in part self-fulfilling. (For example, a person expecting a confrontation might start a conversation in a confrontational way that triggers a confrontation.) Both the optimist and pessimist are too confident in their view.


Objective realism is a much better perspective. The objective realist is, on average, neither too positive nor too negative, and also is realistic about predictions, knowing the range of possibilities is wide. Consequently, the objective realist more often has good reasons to take precautions but also good reasons to take action and even to be prepared to exploit the occasional lucky break.


E.g. If you think you will never get promoted at work because a particular boss hates you then you are probably incorrect. Other factors will also influence your promotion prospects. Your own performance may be important, that boss may move on, or start to see you differently, or lose influence over your promotion, or perhaps decide it is politically advantageous to promote you. It may still be wise to seek an alternative position but be wary of accepting an overly certain model of your situation and future.


A typical cognitive distortion is overgeneralization from a tiny sample of experience.


E.g. If someone has tried to do something once and failed then an overgeneralization would be think that all future attempts will end in failure. The circumstances in which this is a valid inference are narrow and involve much more than the percentage failure rate so far. Learning and luck could easily allow success next time.


Another type of prediction is the prediction of harm. A dangerous downward spiral can come from misinterpreting experiences involving anticipating harm, felt as fear. The person is somewhat fearful of something (e.g. clowns, spiders, fish) and, when exposed to the fear stimulus, becomes frightened and rapidly moves away while still feeling frightened and before learning from experience that there was no real danger. For some people this can develop into such a powerful fear that they cannot bring themselves to stay with the frightening thing long enough to learn the truth about it.


Some common undermining beliefs


Perfectionism


Perfectionism is a pattern that can increase stress reactions. It is based on wanting to do as well as possible but failing to consider important factors such as the mental and physical cost of the efforts involved and the significance of unpredictability.


Perfectionism can involve behaviours such as these:


Over-tight plans: Trying to make good use of every second by packing activities in tightly without considering unpredictability tends to lead to plans that fail in reality. The mistake is to overlook the fact that, because things happen that were not expected, plans usually need some slack and flexibility. Trying to hold to a tight plan or adapt one quickly as events unfold unexpectedly is immensely challenging. Knowing you have a tight plan also makes every possible hitch a more potent stress trigger.


Once this mistake is understood it is important to plan to think differently when making plans for yourself, reviewing plans, and when people ask for time in your schedule (e.g. for a meeting).


Over-complex preparation: Preparing for events in detail is generally a good idea but there is only so much you can remember. For example, detailed planning for a negotiation is good but not if the plans are so complex that you cannot remember them during the negotiation. These bring anxiety about forgetting the plan and errors during the negotiation. The mistake is to prepare without allowing for the cost of preparation and the problems of over-complex preparation.


Once this is understood it is important to plan your approach to preparation so that you decide how much time to allow and keep the complexity of your preparation sensible within this time allowance. Preparation can sometimes be simplified by having a default action you will take if something unexpected happens (e.g. ask for more time, suggest coming back to the topic later). The default action might not be the best thing to do in every situation but it helps avoid bad outcomes.


Excessive effort to optimize: Sometimes it is necessary to achieve perfection before something works properly (e.g. a clock mechanism). This is typical in engineering. Driving for perfection in these situations is entirely justified. However, in other situations there are many viable approaches and, although there is one best approach (e.g. the least costly, most environmentally friendly), it is impossible to know what it is so any reasonable guess should be equally acceptable.


The perfectionist may carry on trying to find the best approach even when there is no way to identify it and the thinking needed is more costly than the gains that might be made. In other situations, if we get the high priority things right then most of the rest adds very little. Yet a perfectionist may still try to get everything perfect even in these situations. A perfectionist may also continue working to mitigate ever more remote and trivial risks.


Plan to recognize when perfection is worthwhile (e.g. making a clock, writing a mathematical proof or a crucial email) and when it is not (e.g. writing an email that does not matter, telling a joke to drunk people, keeping to the schedule on holiday), then behave accordingly.


Trying to be liked by everyone: The idea that it is possible to be liked by everyone or to please everyone is unrealistic and can create enormous pressure and social anxiety. People have unpredictable and often conflicting preferences and expectations. If your conversation strays into controversial areas then you can easily put someone off but if you stick to safe conversation topics then some people will write you off as boring. Hide your real feelings to avoid giving offence and you may be seen as false. If person A likes you then that can make person B an enemy because person B hates person A or person B likes person A and resents the competition. At work, just being good at your job can create enemies among your competitors. People who like you most of the time can have bad moods or take against you briefly or permanently because of a misunderstanding.


The world's most popular tennis player in my lifetime is almost certainly Roger Federer but there are still people who despise him. Trying to win everyone over and keep them happy with you is an impossible task.


Accept that being liked by everyone is impossible and stop fretting when someone is unfriendly. Decide which relationships to focus on.


Expecting perfect behaviour from others: It is also unrealistic to expect people to be well-behaved at all times, including showing you consideration and respect whenever you want it. This expectation makes every lapse a trigger for stress reactions. Trying to get them to live up to that standard creates stress for you through uncomfortable conversations, negotiations, and more disappointments.


Accept that perfect behaviour is not a reasonable expectation and decide which lapses are worth acting on.


Expecting an easy, comfortable life: In advanced countries today many people have periods where their lives are easy and comfortable but it is unrealistic to expect this all the time. Without challenges we become weak and fragile, leading to problems. Such high expectations make every difficulty and discomfort another trigger for stress reactions.


Accept that unbroken comfort is impossible and unhealthy. Decide when comfort is worth working for.


Frequentism


Frequentism is the mistake of thinking that the probability of something happening in future is the same as the frequency with which it has happened in the past. This incorrect rule is particularly misleading when we have very little experience to go on. It can lead us to be too negative or too positive, depending on what is initially experienced.


Being too negative can lead to stress reactions from the strong sense of a setback and also demotivation because of anticipated failure.


E.g. Imagine that Alan is unemployed and looking for a job. He applies for a job but gets rejected. His frequentist thinking tells him that the probability of him getting a job next time he applies is zero because he has always been rejected in the past. Alan feels miserable and stressed by what he sees as his hopeless situation.


Alan's friend Brian applies to 10 jobs at once but gets rejected from them all. Brian is only slightly disappointed by this. He had thought before applying that his probability of getting a job from the first 10 applications was only about 0.4 (or 40% if you prefer), based on the current job market and his qualifications. He does not use frequentism and, bearing in mind his failure so far, he revises his view and now thinks his probability of getting a job from his next 10 applications is about 0.3 (or 30%). Alan disagrees, thinking that since all 10 applications were rejected the probability of getting a job from even 10 more applications is still zero. Brian is calm and carries on applying. Alan is dejected and gives up.


Being too positive can lead to failing to take sensible precautions, leading to damaging problems, and more stress triggers.


Frequentism also ignores the effect of changes over time. In the job application example above, Brian's skill in applying for jobs will increase as he makes more applications. This will slightly improve his chances.


Frequentism was one of the leading definitions of probability, some decades ago, with experts of the day promoting it in books, papers, and lectures. Also, using past frequencies is still a useful shortcut when we have many past experiences. Some familiar statistical methods still rely on frequentist thinking and embed frequentist terminology. Consequently, you may be exposed to misleading endorsements of frequentist thinking and may even have been taught it.


When you come across frequentism, protect yourself by correcting it mentally. Think ‘But if that was correct then my probability of something that has never happened before should always be zero, which of course is wrong.’


The correct logic to apply is Bayesian. Have a view initially, taking into account all that you know, then modify it in light of experience.


A more sophisticated application of Bayesian thinking distinguishes between the true long run relative frequency of an event including those in the future (e.g. the success rate of job applications), which is an unknown fact about reality, and a probability distribution over all possible long run relative frequencies that shows how likely each frequency is to be the true one. When thinking this way, we start with an open mind about what the true long run frequency is (i.e. they all have similar probabilities of being the truth) but as experience builds up our view starts to narrow around the true frequency.


Thinking this way gives us more informative, reliable probabilities and an open-minded attitude that promotes both taking sensible precautions and being willing to make an effort even when things look discouraging.


Once you understand the theory, identify situations with repeated outcomes where you might be tempted to extrapolate using frequentism. Plan to do something better and not be too swayed by the outcomes so far.


Over-simple representations


The way we represent things mentally, in other models, and in language is a compromise between accuracy and complexity. A more complex representation can be more accurate and useful but it takes more work to create and work with it.


We often represent things in an over-simple way. This is partly because it takes time to develop a more accurate, nuanced representation, partly because of laziness, and partly because of believing that the over-simple representation is more accurate than it is.


Here are some common types of over-simple representation and some problems they can cause:


Binary representation: Binary representation (‘black-and-white thinking’) characterizes things using attributes with only two possible values. For example, light or dark, good or evil, up or down, political left or right, success or failure, yin or yang, in pain or pain-free, and sick or healthy.


Using a more sophisticated representation is usually better. Some things can be characterized in a binary way with very little loss of information or precision. For example, a non-dimmable light is either on or off, almost everyone has chromosomes that are either XX or XY, and the result of a driving test in the UK is either pass or fail. However, most things are better represented by more than two values or by one or more continuous scales. For example, we can state the exact degree of illumination of something rather than just say it is light or dark and we can say how high something is rather than just say it is up or down.


Binary representations can lead to thinking in extremes. Many continuous (i.e. ‘sliding scale’, ‘spectrum’) attribute values have a unimodal distribution, meaning that most items are near the average. However, if we have divided items into two classes then there is a tendency to think that every member of each class is typical of that class.


E.g. Imagine that a war is raging somewhere in the world and an accusation of genocide has been made against one side but with no detail on what type of genocide. Represented like this there either was genocide or there was not. For most people, the word ‘genocide’ brings forth thoughts of the Nazi attempt to exterminate all Jews. The tendency then is to imagine that this new accusation is of something like that. Surprisingly, the international legal definition of genocide includes crimes where there was only mental torment, the scale was small, and there was little or no official direction. A more graduated scale for genocide would prevent misunderstandings and extreme thinking.


E.g. We usually think of people having type 2 diabetes or not having type 2 diabetes. However, people simply vary in their responsiveness to insulin and the dividing line between having diabetes and not having diabetes is somewhat arbitrary. It is better to think of people falling on a spectrum from excellent insulin response to completely failed insulin response. A person near the official threshold for type 2 diabetes should still review their diet and exercise levels.


Stress triggers might also result from classifying your performance as either success or failure and failing to notice improvements.


Using multiple levels or a continuous measurement scale is typical in science but still there are people who are enthusiastic about binary attributes. They see duality everywhere: yin and yang, light and dark, good and evil, socialist and capitalist, oppressors and oppressed.


Single attribute representation: It is easy when something can be summed up by a single attribute, such as a measurement on a single scale. However, this is often too simple.


E.g. A typical way to characterize a person's political views is to place them on a scale from left to right. However, many people agree with ‘the left’ on some issues but with ‘the right’ on others. Trying to sum people up with just one scale does not work well. It would be better to list their views on each of a list of issues, or perhaps model their views in some other more complex but realistic way.


E.g. A simple way to characterize a person's mental ability is to put them on a scale from smart to slow, as if one level explains all their abilities. While there is a general intelligence involved that seems to be driven by a large number of genes and this predicts many important outcomes in life better than most other things, general intelligence is still a weak predictor. For example if a smart person plays chess for the first time against someone much less smart who has been playing for years and has received coaching then we still expect the smart person to lose. Learning is powerful.


A better way to think about human abilities is to divide them into learning skills and other skills, and understand that we all have a variety of skill levels across many skills. Furthermore, these skill levels fall as well as rise, due to forgetting. There probably are biochemical differences between people that affect how quickly they learn but their learning skills for particular types of task can be more important and can be changed.


A consequence of over-simple representations of people is that we can sometimes overgeneralize about them, thinking that they are consistent when they are not. This can lead to overconfident predictions of their behaviour. This intensifies stress triggers if our assessment is that the person is against us in some way.


This includes thinking that a person is either all good or all bad and so seeing them as more reliable or more threatening than they are. Both can lead to more stress triggers.


Homogeneous groups: Another common type of over-simple representation is to think that everyone in a particular group is the same, not just in their membership of that group but on many other attributes. With this kind of thinking a person might imagine that all mathematicians have poor social skills, all Scottish people hate the English, and all rich people are snobs.


Again, this can lead to overgeneralization and overconfident negative predictions.


E.g. Rob has been looking for a job for months with no success so far. He finally gets an interview but is rejected. Off the record, the employer admits they preferred someone else because Rob was a few years older than others applying for the role and they thought he might have difficulty working for people younger than himself. Rob realizes that this age difference is likely to be true for other roles he applies for but then he makes the mistake of thinking that all employers will be the same in their attitude to this age difference. He feels stressed and becomes morose. However, a few weeks later he is interviewed by someone who has recently had a good experience with an older person and sees Rob's few extra years of experience as entirely positive.


Single causes: Yet another form of over-simple thinking that contributes to overgeneralization, overconfident negative predictions, and so stress triggers is to imagine that outcomes have only one or a very few causes when the reality is different.


Many outcomes, such as getting a job, finding a lover, or germinating seeds, depend on many variables rather than just one or two. Consequently, outcomes are hard to predict and, often, the best we can do is think in terms of probabilities. If a person thinks an outcome is driven by just one or two factors then they can make overconfident predictions, with all the stress implications already mentioned.


Attribution errors


An attribution error is a mistake about the cause of something. Humans make attribution errors quite often.


E.g. When people are induced to do a task for a small reward they often think they enjoyed the task more than if they are given a larger reward. This is because, in trying to explain to themselves their willingness to do the task, the large reward seems like a more complete explanation.


Sometimes we erroneously take our feelings as evidence that there is something objectively wrong with our lives.


E.g. A person who has missed several hours of sleep will tend to feel sleepy easily. If that happens during a lecture then it is possible that the sleepy person will attribute their sleepiness to the lecture being boring rather than to their failure to get enough sleep.


E.g. A typical cause of panic attacks is to mistake ordinary feelings from physical exertion or arousal for a heart attack. This increases the physical feelings and increases the fear that a heart attack is happening. This feedback loop quickly results in panic.


Understanding this effect and correcting a misattribution can help lift mood and reduce stress.


E.g. I used to have days when I felt particularly frustrated and fed up with my life. Eventually I recognized that this happened most on Saturdays and that my life was not somehow worse on Saturdays. What I learned to call my ‘Saturday feeling’ was the result of continuing to strive as I had all week but being too tired to match my ambitions. Having recognized this and named it, I now avoid that mistake and so enjoy Saturdays more.


It is likely that some attribution errors lead us to feel more stress than we should. Some physical feelings might be mistaken for stress reactions and taken as evidence that our situation is worse than it really is. Such feelings include:



  	rapid heart beats and breathing from exertion


  	sweating from exertion, heat, over-eating, or hormones


  	muscle tension from posture


  	slight nausea from illness, movement (e.g. at sea), or over-eating.





Some misattributions based on false beliefs can more directly drive stress reactions.


‘My feelings are a reliable guide to reality.’


This belief might lead someone to think that (1) if they have negative feelings (e.g. of stress) then there is something objectively wrong in their life and (2) if their negative feelings are strong then that means the real-life problem is serious. This could make them feel worse than they would have with a more realistic view.


People are often advised to trust their feelings or go with their gut but in reality feelings can be misleading. We sometimes think we are experiencing emotion when we are just tired, sleepy, experiencing hormonal changes related to ovulation or menopause, unwell, or sluggish from not doing anything all day. Sometimes our emotion stems from a misunderstanding or is out of proportion to our real problems. The information processing that drives emotions is sometimes quite primitive.


‘My thoughts are a reliable guide to reality.’


If those thoughts are unduly negative then, again, this could make real-life problems seem more important than they are.


In reality, our thoughts are not a reliable guide to reality (as well as not being a guide to what we ‘really think’). If we put effort into gathering more information and thinking carefully then we will often reach more reliable conclusions.


‘My fearful, negative thoughts are what I really think.’


This belief can undermine rationality and attempts to calm oneself.


The idea may stem from the lingering effects of psychoanalytic ideas, such as those of Sigmund Freud, circulating in society. In this view, we have an unconscious mind that is big, powerful, intelligent, and mostly in control of us. It is the real us. On top of it, often a helpless passenger, sits the conscious mind, often trying to pretend to others that we are happy and in control, and trying to suppress the unconscious mind. People sometimes think that their dreams and behaviours when intoxicated are a better indication of what they really think than their conscious thoughts.


In reality, much of our thinking is unconscious but not in the way that Freud imagined. Subsystems operate, largely without conscious thought, to control balance, combine visual information from our two eyes into one 3D perception, construct grammatical sentences when we speak, and do other such tasks. Unconscious scheming, if it happens at all, is quite crude. Our dreams and thoughts when intoxicated are just about the worst indicator of what we are really like, not the best; they are what happens when our brains are not functioning coherently.


What we think about some issue is determined each time we think about it, can be wrong, and can change over time, with or without new information being received. Panicky, exaggerated thoughts are more likely to be factually wrong than right. A moment's more thought may allow us to realize this and reach a better conclusion.


Psychological beliefs that block stress management


Some incorrect beliefs can reduce our motivation to manage our stress.


‘I am unable to manage my stress reactions.’


The person may think that uncontrolled stress reactions are an inevitable response to life's challenges for everyone or just for them. Not only could this intensify stress reactions but it may prevent efforts to manage stress reactions.


People who think they cannot manage their stress reactions may believe they have a choice between tackling their problems and suffering stress, or not thinking about their problems and avoiding stress. They might accept high stress as inevitable when tackling problems or might avoid challenging situations or demand (unrealistically) that the world change to accommodate their frailties.


This false belief might be encouraged by personal experiences such as failing to manage one's stress reactions (which do not prove that failure will always occur or that the person cannot learn to manage their stress reactions much more effectively) or by seeing examples of people who seem unable to manage their stress reactions when faced with even mild challenges.


This false belief may also be the result of well-meaning but misleading advice on managing stress. Stress management advice online overwhelmingly focuses on doing less work, avoiding stressors, and instead doing things like hobbies and meditation that keep thoughts away from tackling your real-life problems. Ideas like solving your real-life problems and learning to stay calm under pressure get almost no mentions. (I confirmed this by asking three leading generative AI systems for advice because this type of system reflects what has often been written about a topic rather than what is really good advice.)


Also, this failure to manage stress reactions is endorsed by well-meaning people who show sympathy and try to comply with demands for a safe and unchallenging environment (e.g. in school).


In reality, most people can manage their stress reactions and almost everyone can learn to.


‘I should feel stressed.’


Believing this could lead to a reluctance to manage stress reactions or even a tendency to exaggerate stress reactions.


Reasons for thinking that stress should be felt include beliefs that:



  	others expect us to struggle with stress reactions


  	where other people have problems, feeling and looking stressed about their problems shows we care about them


  	when others appear stressed, we should match them


  	feeling stressed is a sign that we are working hard, as we should be.





In reality, stress reactions can be managed effectively, as this book is explaining in detail. There is no need to accept struggles as inevitable or go along with apparent social norms. It is better to be one of those people who stays focused and effective in the face of difficulties, even when others are crumbling. Show you care by telling people you are willing to help them if they ask.


‘I need stress to feel motivated.’


Acting on this belief, a person may be reluctant to manage their stress reactions, fearing that they will lose motivation if they do.


In reality, stress more often reduces motivation because people often seek relief by avoiding their stressors. Motivation is the result of having good reasons to act, not the result of stress reactions.


The misconception may be the result of the correlation between feeling stressed and acting determinedly. This arises because having good reasons to act also amplifies the effect of setbacks and other stress triggers.


‘Having a mental health problem would be advantageous in life.’


The drawbacks of this idea are obvious so why would anyone think it? Possible reasons include wanting to be more accepted within a social group where mental illness is common, wanting to seem more interesting or gain sympathy and kindness from people, and wanting to control others and get what you want by offering your fragile mental health as a justification.


‘I feel positive about this experience so do not need to manage my reactions.’


The person might think that they are excited and challenged, not stressed.


In reality, when stress reactions are accompanied by positive emotions rather than negative emotions, those stress reactions should still be managed. Sleep may be disrupted, there may be fatigue from intense, prolonged thought, and there may be unwanted stress hormones circulating in the body. However, the stress drivers may be less intense and less prolonged because positive emotions are more typical when we know what to do in a challenging situation and resolve it successfully.


‘I have an emotional problem that needs an emotional solution.’


A false belief that bad feelings are the result of an emotional problem rather than a practical, real-life problem can divert attention away from solving real-life problems and towards actions that will not help.


In reality, most bad feelings are driven by real-life, practical problems or problems with body chemistry. If bad feelings occur when you confront a difficult real-life situation then they are almost certainly not the result of a purely emotional problem; there is at least one underlying real-life, practical problem to be solved.


Psychological beliefs that amplify stress reactions


Some false beliefs intensify stress reactions.


‘Any stress reaction is harmful to me.’


Believing this could increase the intensity of stress reactions because noticing a stress reaction could itself be another stress trigger.


In reality, stress reactions are usually minor and short-lived, sometimes have a slightly beneficial effect at first, can be managed, and usually do not have lasting negative effects. If you can easily manage these minor stress reactions down then it is usually advantageous to do so but not serious if you do not.


‘Stress reactions make my performance drop.’


Again, this belief can intensify stress reactions due to the expectation of reduced performance and then further problems as a result.


Although this is an important risk that should be managed, reduced performance is not inevitable, may be only a small effect, and performance may even rise for some tasks in the short term if stress reactions are not too severe.


‘Any stress reaction is a mental illness.’


Someone who mistakenly believes this may react to their own stress reactions with more intense stress reactions.


In reality, we can easily manage most stress reactions and there is a huge difference between feeling a bit upset or under pressure and having a mental illness. However, we often hear people saying that something they do not like is ‘affecting my mental health’. Even though this is usually a manipulative ploy, this way of talking suggests to listeners that small challenges that usually cause only mild stress reactions are, nevertheless, causing mental illness.


‘Stress leaves me lastingly traumatized.’


Thinking that any stress will lead to lasting weakness can intensify the stress reaction because it increases the perceived consequences of stress.


In reality, stress reactions rarely have lasting negative effects. Even if the stress reactions are protracted and cause illness, we can recover fully if the stress reactions abate. Even if the stressful event is extreme (e.g. being involved in an incident where you feared for your life and other people died around you) only a minority of people later experience Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. More often, experiencing challenging situations has only a temporary negative effect and sometimes we adapt and become stronger. We learn more about how to solve the problems involved and how to manage our own stress reactions.


This is explained at length by Haidt and Lukianoff (2018) as they discuss bad ideas that they argue are harming young people in the USA and in similar cultures. They provide many examples of messages in public that promote the idea that people are fragile and easily traumatized, so must be protected from anything that might be challenging to them. They argue that this misconception is an example of a distorted belief typical of the sort that Cognitive Behavioural Therapy tries to reduce because of their harmful effects.


Unhelpful behaviours


Several common behaviours can lead to unnecessary stress reactions and failure to manage stress reactions. Here is some advice on these behaviours.


Pointless exposure


Consider ways to avoid being needlessly exposed to potential stress triggers. We cannot run away from life but we can choose not to expose ourselves to needless potential stressors for which we might otherwise have to make plans.


Examples of needless exposure to potentially challenging situations are:



  	watching movies, TV shows, or other videos featuring frightening horror, fights, being trapped, being treated unfairly, or people arguing in an ugly way that makes things worse


  	watching or reading the news and interviews or discussions on topical matters


  	trying to do something extremely difficult as part of a hobby


  	a social meeting with someone who is difficult to talk to, over-sensitive, or often raises unpleasant subjects (but with nothing to be gained by talking about them).





News media do more than just collect information about bad things that have happened. They almost always make events sound worse than they are and discuss, at length, bad things that might happen. Journalists try to make us feel outraged, fearful, or saddened to increase our attention to their material and stimulate activity on social media.


E.g. A headline says that ‘unemployment in IT soars’ but the reality is that unemployment in the sector has risen from 3.9% to 4.3%.


E.g. Another headline says that ‘Children living in poverty in the north suffer more as government issues new regulations.’ It sounds terrible: children, poverty, suffering, unfair discrimination against the north, and all this apparently because of new regulations from the cruel government. What is the reality? Perhaps this story is about a small group of especially poor children (not all those classed as ‘living in poverty’) who are suffering a little bit more because of colder weather and the government is issuing some regulations on special help for them along with several other policy and funding improvements.


This is made worse when politicians, activists, and charities try to get our attention, which they often do with exaggerated negative claims that are then replayed by the news media.


E.g. A news channel shows sections of a speech by a politician in which she says that ‘two thirds of young women have been sexually harassed at work.’ This is based on a survey by a trade union body where respondents (trade union members, so primarily working in the public sector) were asked if they had been ‘sexually harassed, bullied, or verbally abused at work’ – not just ‘sexually harassed’. The politician's speech made it seem that two thirds of young women had been sexually harassed by a male colleague and our imaginations fill in the details of unwanted touching or repeated crude jokes. However, these could have been relatively rare compared to other incidents included in the statistic: (1) verbal abuse, which could have been by people who were not colleagues (e.g. patients in a hospital, drunk people in a bar, criminals facing a police officer or prison officer, dysfunctional teenagers insulting a teacher or social worker), (2) bullying by female colleagues, and (3) mild, non-repeated remarks with a flirtatious intention that were unwanted and, again, might not have been made by male colleagues. In some jobs, it would be surprising if anyone, male or female, had not at some time been subject to verbal abuse.


I have noticed that conversations with some people who regularly buy a newspaper (e.g. The Telegraph, The Guardian) often turn to something that outrages them, having read about it in their newspaper. I wonder if they also experience extra anger at other times when they read their newspaper and when they reflect on its messages privately.


If you want to be well informed about events, choose your sources carefully and limit your exposure. You might start by checking only headlines in news media (skeptically). If something genuinely important has happened then you might then check it by looking at the best source, which might be an official report rather than media distortions of it. If the story is about events captured on video then try to find and watch the whole video and consider what you might not have been shown if the video does not show the whole episode.


Similarly, drama often presents situations, especially conversations, that have become much worse than needed due to persistently foolish behaviour by the characters. This increases the emotional content and spins out the storyline over more episodes. Choose your entertainment wisely.


Active problem solving at night


Do not lie in bed at night trying to solve problems in your head when you should be sleeping. Instead, plan sessions to work on problems when you are fully awake, can take notes, and will not be distracted.


It is tempting to search for solutions to problems while lying in bed with your eyes closed. There are hours free and few distractions. We also tend to feel more competent than we really are when somewhat sleepy.


However, the results from nocturnal problem solving tend to be poor. Thinking while partially asleep tends to be unreliable compared to thinking while fully awake. Trying to solve problems when lying in bed disrupts sleep and can lead to stress reactions that are badly managed.


Although there is no research on problem solving at night, there is research on negative thoughts. Targhi and Mazandarani (2024) found that negative thoughts just before falling asleep correlated with sleep problems while Fichten et al (2001) found that older adults were more likely to complain about poor sleep compared to other older adults who were poor sleepers if they had negative thoughts during periods of wakefulness during the night.


So, if you catch yourself trying to solve a problem in bed then deliberately stop. Either cut nocturnal thinking to a minimum or amuse yourself with easy activities like recalling pleasant memories or counting sheep.


Uncontrolled mental simulation


As already explained, mental simulation (especially of conversations) can induce stress because of repeated failure and because, at some level, the mind does not fully distinguish between reality and imagination. A more controlled approach is needed.


However, some people rely heavily on mental simulation even when it repeatedly fails to deliver solutions. This can be distressing for them.




Poor stress management methods


Do not use ineffective or counterproductive methods to manage stress.


People use a variety of thoughts in their attempts to manage stress and some of these have been identified by researchers and included on questionnaires used to study how people try to cope. Several of the commonly mentioned approaches have serious limitations or can be counterproductive.


Prolonged avoidance


One way to avoid feeling distressed is to avoid thinking about challenging, upsetting problems we have not yet solved. We might do this by distracting ourselves with other activities or entertainment, or stop thinking while we do a relaxation exercise such as meditation, or try to stay ‘in the moment’ and not think about the past or future.


As long as we can avoid thinking about the problem, we feel calm – mostly. If the problem resolves itself or someone helps us then this may be enough.


However, the problem can also remain unsolved and distress us every time it comes to mind – especially since we know we are failing to solve the problem. The distress then leads to more avoidance. This is a dangerous loop that can sustain avoidance.


Calming thoughts that assess whether a stress reaction is appropriate and identify the general type of response needed (e.g. sitting and typing) make such problems less distressing and are a better response to them. Even if we cannot think of a solution we can at least reduce our distress. Also, if we find a problem less distressing then it is easier to think productively about it and a solution is more likely to be found.


If we solve a problem then that is immediately helpful but also adds to our store of solutions to problems we might encounter in future. We become stronger by calming ourselves and learning.


A similar but not identical pattern is thought to contribute to the development of phobias. The person becomes fearful of something (e.g. spiders) and repeatedly responds to encounters with the feared thing by becoming scared and running away. The person gradually associates the thing with increasingly intense fear and does not learn from direct experience that it is not dangerous.


Removing motivation


Some methods involve removing our motivation for taking action to solve our problems. These reduce our sense that an effort is needed and so reduce stress reactions:


Denial: refusing to believe the problem is real.


Fatalism: telling ourselves there is nothing we can do.


Optimism: giving ourselves unrealistic self-reassurances (e.g. ‘This will turn out ok.’).


Not caring: telling ourselves that things do not matter as much as they really do. This method is also known as disengagement. It might take the form of telling ourselves that a problem is not worth getting upset over or that we do not care what happens to us.


All these methods have two major disadvantages: (1) Problems are more likely to remain unsolved. (2) They involve self-deception and are hard to maintain consistently; the truth will keep intruding.


Potentially false reassurances


Here are some commonly-used but often false reassurances:


Other people have this too: This is reassuring if other people have the same problem and appear to be happy but not if some appear to be struggling.


This will make me stronger: Telling ourselves that this adversity will make us stronger may be another optimistic, empty reassurance. It probably will make us stronger.


Friends will help me through this: Thinking that your friends will help you through could be helpful if that is true but otherwise an empty self-reassurance. What if the source of the stress is lack of friends or the behaviour of friends?


An unrealistic silver lining: Thinking of an upside to a setback can be helpful if it is true. An unrealistic silver lining might be something trivial that does not come close to compensating for the setback or might be weaker than that.


E.g. It is hard to see a nasty argument with a friend as an opportunity to communicate openly and learn more about each other. The truth is that a nasty argument is the opposite of helpful communication.


Logically irrelevant reassurances


Logically irrelevant reassurances include the following:


Downward comparison: This involves telling ourselves that things could be worse. This is an empty and irrelevant claim. Things can always be worse and, anyway, what matters is that things could be better.


Life will go on: Reflecting that we will still be alive despite our problems is a limited reassurance and not entirely credible. Eventually we all die. We try to have a good life before that happens, which is why our problems matter.


Just talking


A popular misconception is that just talking about problems is helpful. In reality, talking can make things better or worse. It depends on whether progress is made towards solving problems. Talking is helpful if any of the following occur:



  	we gain an insight into our situation, perhaps realizing it is not as bad as we thought or revealing new possibilities for solutions


  	we devise or learn a solution


  	the other person offers help.





In contrast, talking makes it worse if any of the following occur:



  	we wallow in our problems (perhaps encouraged by the other person), magnifying our perception of them but without making any progress


  	the other person encourages us to see our situation as hopeless or likely to get worse (when in reality neither is true)


  	the other person exploits our vulnerable state for their own ends.





Responses requiring physiological recovery


Some things that people do when distressed require physiological recovery. These include drinking alcohol, smoking or otherwise taking nicotine, other drugs, over-eating, self-harming by cutting or burning, and physically tiring activities taken to extremes.


There is a risk that the physiological recovery required will take resources that could have been used more productively and for recovery from stress reactions.


In reality, none of these help. It should be obvious that these behaviours do not solve the real-life problems. Instead, they add physical damage and, often, a huge distraction from solving the real-life problems. Although it should be obvious, there are many people arguing the opposite, knowingly or unknowingly.


There are major industries that relentlessly promote their products (e.g. alcoholic drinks, cannabis) and a tradition has developed of taking it as a given that these help with coping. Social media include material that glorifies and romanticizes suicide and self-harm (e.g. by cutting). Miguel et al (2017) reported how easily they found this kind of material on Twitter, Tumblr, and Instagram, most of it free of warnings and recovery-oriented content. Probably much of the content was produced by people at risk of suicide themselves or self-harming.


Quigley et al (2017) reported the impact of social norms for suicide and self-harming among Scottish adolescents. They used anonymous questionnaires and found, among other things, that 17.7% of their sample had had thoughts of self-harm and 12.6% had actually self-harmed, while 12.6% had had suicidal thoughts and 4% had actually attempted suicide. The percentages for boys were much lower than for girls. Overall, 47.3% of the sample thought self-harming was ‘understandable in certain circumstances’ or ‘completely ok’, while 43% thought that of suicide. The other answer option available for this question was ‘Completely wrong’, which these behaviours are from both a practical and moral point of view.


It is not necessary that messages be deliberately designed to promote self-destructive behaviours. Reporting suicides in news media is known to trigger more suicides (see a review article by Gould, 2001).


Perhaps worst of all, websites offering advice for tackling self-harming routinely describe these self-destructive behaviours as ‘ways of coping’. That is exactly the mistake they should be correcting. To have this false idea endorsed by credible organizations apparently with the best interests of the unhappy person in mind gives the misinformation more credibility and makes it more dangerous.


Responses with other damaging side effects


Some mistaken coping acts have other damaging effects (often in addition to requiring physical recovery) that create further reasons to be distressed.



    	Over-eating can lead to obesity, itself upsetting to most people.


    	Alcohol and other intoxicating drugs can lead to mistakes and addiction, damaged relationships, and so further worries.


    	Smoking is damaging to health, expensive, and increasingly seen as unattractive rather than glamorous, as it once was.


    	Self-harming by cutting or burning is distressing to loved ones and can lead to scarring and infections.





Chapter 10: Problem solving and planning


The calming thoughts so far discussed are useful for gaining some control and reducing overreactions. Reactive and proactive calming (even when it includes some risk management) usually require only superficial thoughts about your possible courses of action and can be carried out quickly and easily. Even a comprehensive analysis takes just a few minutes. You can make yourself calmer even when you still do not know how exactly to respond to the latest challenges life has thrown at you.


Previous chapters have also explained how to remain calm while thinking about potentially challenging future situations and actions. Problems can be thought about without triggering stress reactions and causing more problems. You can just think calmly and carefully, take rests often, and stop when you have done enough rather than rolling on in the hope of solving all your life problems in one heroic effort.


It is now possible to think in more specific detail about what is going on and what you could do. The suggestions on problem solving, including planning, in this chapter focus on two topics that are strongly related to stress. Part 2 of this book goes into planning more broadly and in much, much more detail.


Dealing with overload


For obvious reasons, when we are feeling stressed the problem is often that we have too much to do. This combines the stress of heavy work with psychological stress. There might be a clever way to do our tasks that makes it possible for us to get them all done but often there is no such solution; we have to defer some tasks or not do them at all.


Dropping or deferring activities we would like to do is normal for busy people. If you can, say ‘no’ more often, focus on just your main priorities and let other things go, take regular rest breaks, catch up on sleep, have days off, holidays, and so on. Many people try to do too much and reducing demands is a good idea but at other times we could do more if we responded to stress drivers better.


The more serious problem comes when we have made commitments to others and now must break them. They may be unsympathetic and insist that we ‘work faster’. We might feel that we could perhaps work faster. Perhaps we have been loafing and pretending to work so we could easily work faster.


Alternatively, perhaps we have been working diligently but we know we have taken rests and been careful in our work. We might think that we could somehow work faster, but is that realistic? If we concentrated harder, took more risks of error, spent less time thinking about how to improve our methods and tools, took fewer breaks, and worked longer days, would that help? It might mean we do not improve, become too tired to work efficiently, and make more mistakes, which then cost more time than we thought we would gain from our adjustments.


We have a ‘best pace’ for working that is less than flat out. It is the pace we can sustain for as long as is necessary and that gives the best progress, taking into consideration error risks, the benefit of learning to work better, and problems that might arise from doing less in other areas of our lives.


If you are working at your best pace and so cannot do more then a good way to talk about this with people you have to disappoint is to be honest and give them a chance to influence what you drop or defer.


Explain why you cannot do it all and that if you push harder then your productivity will drop, explain some options for what you could do, and let them express their preferences. If you are doing more than one thing for someone then they must think about their priorities. They may be able to wait longer, go without, give some tasks to someone else, or simplify their requirements. If you are working for more than one person then you may need to communicate with them as a group or go to someone higher up in a hierarchy so that priorities can be set.

 
This can be a daunting conversation, even though it is a responsible and honest approach. Planning such conversations should be done with little or no mental simulation and, of course, the conversations do not require any intense physical effort.


Planning for conflict


Risk management for competitive situations (e.g. business, war, politics, power struggles at work, arguments with unfriendly housemates) is fundamentally different from risk management when there is nobody trying to outwit and beat you. Instead of bad things happening to you by accident, someone is trying to find your weaknesses and use them to damage you. It can feel more frightening and hopeless as a result, especially if you are outnumbered.


This situation requires careful thought about what each side might do and possible reactions. Thinking a few steps ahead may be important.


When an internal power struggle is happening in an organization you will usually need to do these things:



    	Gain more information about opponents and get insights into their tactics and overall strategies.


    	Find ways to neutralize their attacks.


    	Limit information about you – especially your thinking – that is available to opponents. Doubt usually makes opponents more cautious.


    	Avoid writing, saying, or doing anything that they can use against you (perhaps taken out of context).





Conflict is harder to deal with when the other person’s real motivation and character are unclear. An attack can come from someone who has never been unpleasant before. It could be someone you have had little contact with. For some reason they have come to see you as a threat or obstacle and that is enough.


This can introduce uncertainty of fundamental importance. Which of these is attacking you:



    	an honest, reasonable, fair-minded person who has perhaps just misunderstood something or become over-emotional


    	a dishonest, unreasonable, unfair person who wants all they can get?





If the other person has honestly misunderstood or overreacted then sensible responses would include:



    	being open with them


    	explaining your thinking, including any problems you are grappling with, by way of mitigation or as a way to start a problem-solving conversation


    	apologizing for anything you can, even if it is little or nothing, to show a willingness to repair the relationship, hoping perhaps that the other person will acknowledge their own role.





But suppose you did these things and the other person was unreasonable and unfair in response?



    	They might use information you disclose against you.


    	Instead of joining you in problem solving they might say your mitigating circumstances show the motive for your wrongdoing and attack more aggressively.


    	Instead of accepting your apology and making one of their own for their role they might use your apology as an admission of sole guilt and attack more aggressively.





If you have more than one opponent it only needs one to remain attacking to turn your attempt at reconciliation into a serious vulnerability.


Therefore, using an open, conciliatory approach without knowing for sure that you are facing honest, reasonable people is dangerous. It is better to neutralize attacks, blocking them by contradicting allegations directly and remaining firm, without being aggressive in return. This will not calm the other person and they may continue to be aggressive but it stops them gaining an advantage from their aggression.


Some attacks use allegations that can paralyse honest, caring people, making you easier to exploit. A simple, firm, neutralizing response is all the more important.


E.g. Imagine a colleague has persistently misunderstood something technical and is heading towards a serious mistake as a result. You have pointed out the misunderstanding but the colleague did not understand and is still heading for disaster. You explain again, as patiently as you can. The colleague then says ‘You are such a patronizing old bore. Why don’t you just leave me alone!’


The tempting but risky response to this is to say ‘I am sorry you feel that way. Maybe I did not make myself clear. Perhaps we could talk about this over a coffee?’ An aggressive reply would be ‘I wasn’t being patronizing, you idiot.’ The firmly neutralizing but non-aggressive reply (and by far the best) is something like ‘I was not being patronizing. You have misunderstood something important. The consequences could be serious so I explained it to you again.’


E.g. Imagine you have recommended a course of action to your boss who surprisingly does not like it. You soon realize he does not understand the issues fully. He may know something you do not but it looks like he is probably mistaken. You start to explain your reasons for the recommendation but he interrupts, saying ‘Stop there. Look, your dogmatic attitude is becoming a problem. I want you to work on being more of a team player.’


The instinctively deferential but risky response is ‘Sorry. I really don’t intend to be dogmatic.’ An aggressive response is ‘I am not dogmatic. You are wrong and just saying that to shut me up.’ The non-aggressive but neutralizing response is ‘I am not dogmatic. There are several strong reasons for the recommendation I made and I simply want to be sure you understand them.’


E.g. Imagine that you have had to talk to an employee about punctuality after they repeatedly arrived at work late. The employee was resentful and you are not sure the importance of punctuality has been understood. The next day you get an email from someone in the Human Resources department saying that the employee has complained about you being racist, saying you also bullied them. This is a shock and completely untrue but the employee has a different skin colour to you and the email from Human Resources is quite formal. This is a dangerous situation for you.


A risky response would be to email back saying ‘I had to talk to the employee about punctuality yesterday and perhaps somehow this created the appearance of racism. I am sure we can just talk this through.’ This can be used against you as if it is an admission of racism. An aggressive response would be ‘Racism has nothing to do with it. This lazy, disorganized employee has been persistently late for work and is generally awkward.’ The emphatic language and generalizations about the employee make this an attack. The neutralizing response is ‘There has been no racism or bullying. The employee was late for work on several occasions and yesterday I explained that punctuality was important. I am not sure the employee has yet understood this.’ This is better because it clearly denies the allegations and responds with facts about what happened and a legitimate uncertainty. It is firm but fair.


PART 2: MOTIVATION AND PLANNING


Chapter 11: Overview


Overview


Even if you have managed your stress reactions superbly, you may still feel discontented, frustrated, despondent, stuck, or directionless. Managing stress reactions reduces distress and allows you to think about your life more effectively but it does not, in itself, solve real-life problems.


The overall objective of Part 2 of this book is to help readers decide what to do and be happy to act on what they have decided, even if things are somewhat incomplete or uncertain. This helps us in some common, difficult situations, such as these:



  	feeling down and hopeless because the future looks bleak for us and everything we think of doing seems like a bad idea


  	a lengthy effort to rescue a loved one who has lost their way and is struggling with life


  	feeling discontented, or that we are directionless and wasting time


  	battling what seems to be procrastination as we struggle to start something we once thought was a good idea or that other people think is a good idea for us


  	losing the will to carry on with an important but challenging project (e.g. a project to improve ourselves or our situation)


  	struggling with a major life decision (e.g. concerning studies, career, or a relationship).





The approach in this Part is rational and pragmatic because these feelings, however distressing, have a logical basis and so do the solutions. A direct solution to almost all motivation problems is to develop a better plan with a better rationale for choosing to do it. An indirect, longer-term solution is to develop better planning skills. This Part explains such skills.


(In this book, ‘planning’ encompasses any situation where we are trying to decide what to do. Planning ranges from building a multi-year career plan to thinking about what to say in a possible conversation, from choosing modules to study on a degree course to choosing a way to tackle a particular calculation problem, and from planning a computer project to planning a holiday.)


Having a better plan with a better justification:



  	immediately makes it easier for us to act (if the plan has at least enough details to get started)


  	helps us be determined (because we know we are doing the best we can or, at least, close to it)


  	typically, gives us good reasons to feel more positive about the future


  	often brings better experiences later.





Having better planning skills:



  	leads to better plans with stronger justifications, more often


  	gives us more motivation to plan (because we know it is more likely to be worthwhile)


  	makes us feel more positive about the future (because we know we can make further good plans as events unfold).





Of course, making a more attractive plan is easier if one's life has just changed for the better (e.g. a great new job, that special person, retirement). However, a better plan with a better rationale is usually possible without any immediate change in our circumstances, often by getting more information and thinking about it more effectively. Also, just receiving good news does not necessarily allow us to act. For example, if you unexpectedly won a huge fortune then you might feel energized immediately but still unable to act; it could take days just to learn where to put so much money.


The interesting details of solving motivation problems concern what exactly we are not doing right at the moment, what extra information to seek, how to improve our plans, and what processes to use.


(Although the focus in this book is on personal decisions and motivation, not organizational decisions or motivating other people, the ideas can also be applied to helping others.)


Building better plans, rationales, and planning ability cannot be done overnight. It is a long journey from being a young person, directionless and perhaps despairing, to being someone with good, well-justified plans, efficient routines, and the confidence to face whatever is coming.


The core content of this Part is a collection of 57 powerful planning techniques for different situations that tackle common problems with motivation and direction in our lives. Each of these techniques is tied to the situations in which it is useful, creating what is sometimes called a ‘pattern language’. (Note: ‘Pattern language’ is rather an odd name for a collection of often-useful solutions to commonly-occurring problems but perhaps the idea is that the names of the techniques are the ‘words’ in the language.)


However, before getting into the pattern language there are some useful preliminary sections covering:



  	how to learn from this Part


  	some crucial insights into motivation


  	some ideas on good and bad plans and rationales (with cross references to relevant planning techniques)


  	some ideas on why planning can go well or badly (with more cross references to planning techniques).





Suggestions for self-improvement


This is a big, technical Part of the book. If your main problem now is being stressed and distracted then it is probably better to focus on learning to manage stress reactions before tackling motivation and planning. Having said that, if the main reason for your stress is difficult decisions about what to do then learn the basics of stress reaction management and then try to find a suitable method to tackle your difficult decisions.


Understand the basic logic of motivation and why better plans and planning are the key to improvement. This is explained over the next few sections.


After that, you could try to find some planning techniques that are right for you now and apply them to your most pressing planning challenges. Even if you only flick through the catalogue of techniques you will probably realize that there are more options than most people think. The material on techniques is rigorously organized and intricately interlinked. You could try to use this to find relevant techniques or you could just read the stories in the examples until you find something close to your situation.


Alternatively, you could start by learning more about the characteristics of good plans and rationales, and see if that helps you improve the plans you have.


There is a lot of content here so if you want to get most benefit from it then you will need to come back to it repeatedly, learn the techniques, and so gradually build your skills. The material is too rich in ideas to be evaluated quickly.


The amount of time needed each day depends on:


Level of expertise: Initially you might spend two hours a day reading and learning. That will quickly reduce and at times you will not need to learn anything new.


Changes to current life challenges: If the type of planning needed in your life changes then more education and problem solving will be needed to choose appropriate techniques, master them, and produce new plans. Later, on some days, very little planning will be needed if you are simply doing routine things according to an established timetable.


Vulnerability: A person who is more vulnerable to feeling tired (e.g. because of illness) or depressed (e.g. for genetic reasons or because of childhood trauma) should spend a lot more time carefully ensuring that their plans are in good order, and diagnosing and solving motivation problems.


Chapter 12: Understanding motivation


Understanding more about motivation helps us work out where we are having problems. The following sub-sections provide some useful foundations.


Motivation is largely rational


Some fundamental insights


Our thinking is generally more rational than is often thought. Emotions related to motivation are not random. If we have a course of action worked out that is clearly the best for us, with no value in continuing to plan, then we typically will have high motivation to carry it out and we will act. Our motivation is high for that particular course of action and not for others. We have a good plan and the rationale for doing it instead of something else is strong.


Conversely, if there are problems with any of this then we may be unwilling to act, perhaps stuck, easily discouraged, and often gloomy about the future. If our motivation for a course of action is low then, when we feel a bit tired, we will give it a miss. If we have some distracting alternative activity then that may be chosen instead. If progress is poor then we will quickly be distracted by doubts about the plan and thoughts about what we might do instead. If the rationale for a course of action is weak then there is a larger risk that we really should be doing something else.


If we are struggling to find a satisfactory plan then we may find the experience tiring, worrying, depressing, or all three. This can become a deep sense of being stuck. We might even start to avoid thinking about our problems because the experience is too unpleasant and debilitating, reducing our chances of developing a better plan that will end our misery.


General solutions to motivation problems


Here are two general solutions to motivation problems:


(Short term) Develop a better plan and rationale: You have probably experienced the impact of thinking of a better plan. Perhaps you were stuck, frustrated, or despondent but then a good idea came along and almost immediately your mood, outlook, and readiness to act improved. You felt relieved and perhaps even enthused. We can get the same effect from discovering a powerful reason for carrying out a plan that previously was not so attractive. Better plans and rationales are often the result of getting more information, advice, or simply thinking more.


Since motivation is driven by the quality of our plans and the robustness of their rationales, developing a better plan with a more thorough rationale will usually increase motivation. Often, developing a better plan and rationale is the quickest way to improve motivation and get started with action. For example, it usually takes longer to build wealth, physical fitness, or professional skills.


Our motivation to carry out a course of action is strongest when we know exactly what to do to carry it out and we are sure it is outstandingly the best available compared to alternatives, including the option of taking more time to think of a better course of action. That certainty comes from having a good plan with a strong rationale for choosing it rather than something else, which in turn is easier if the course of action really is a good one.


Our motivation for a course of action is weaker if the plan or rationale is poorly developed or the course of action seems no more attractive than alternatives. We can sometimes be delayed by doubt when choosing between two or more courses of action even when both would be an improvement over taking more time to think of alternatives.


Our motivation is higher if we expect to be successful and that expectation is driven in part by our assessment of our own relevant abilities. Consequently, people who think they lack capability may be reluctant to start action because they hope to think of another course of action that requires less of them.


(Long term) Increase planning ability: Having greater ability to make and evaluate plans helps motivation in three ways: (1) It gives us a better flow of attractive plans with robust rationales. (2) It gives us more motivation to plan, because we expect to gain from it. (3) We can expect ourselves to upgrade our plans in future, adapt them to unexpected developments, and detail and execute them better. This gives us more positive expectations for our current plans.


Conversely, having poor planning ability means that even a good plan will often bring only temporary relief. Sooner or later circumstances will shift so that the plan has to be adapted and motivation will fall again.


If you understand the logic of motivation and these two methods to improve motivation then the natural response to feeling gloomy about the future is strong motivation to create a better plan and improve your planning abilities.


What motivation is not


Motivation is neither a fuel nor a baseless psychological commitment or emotion. Motivation must be in respect of a particular course of action, unlike energy, which can be applied to any course of action. Motivation is the result of believing that our course of action is the right one, or at least a good bet. Ideally, that belief will be well founded.


When we say we are ‘motivated’ or ‘have motivation’ we mean that we have motives (i.e. good reasons) to do something – good enough to justify action even with competition from other demands on our resources.


It makes no sense to say ‘I know what I want to do but I cannot find the motivation to do it.’ This kind of conflict is not a failure of motivation but a misreading of the situation or misunderstanding of the word. Logically reasonable alternative explanations include:



    	‘Although I want to do this, I feel so tired/sleepy/sick right now that trying to do it will feel really tough and that level of unpleasantness is not worth it. This is not the time. I need a rest/sleep and then I will do it.’


    	‘I want to do this but not right now because I have a problem on another topic that demands my urgent attention.’


    	‘I know this is something I probably should do but I am not really convinced.’


    	‘I know what I want to do but do not know how to start, so I am stuck.’





Most psychological theorizing and research about motivation has focused on  the observations that people are more motivated when they expect the course of action to be rewarding, when they expect to be successful, and when they think they are effective people. These tendencies do not capture the full logic of the situation though they do suggest other steps that can be taken, including obtaining more resources and developing other abilities. However, I focus on planning because creating a better plan is so often a quick way to improve motivation dramatically and developing better planning ability magnifies the benefits.


Motivation is not the result of having an attractive course of action; it needs to be more attractive than alternatives or deliberately selected, knowing that the alternatives are about as attractive.


E.g. Imagine that you face certain death within seconds but suddenly see a way to escape. The escape route is extremely dangerous. You will certainly be injured and most likely will die but it offers a chance of survival. Most people, if not paralyzed by fear, would make a maximum effort to take this escape route. In ordinary circumstances we would not do anything so risky but now, when the alternative clearly is worse, we are willing to commit to it.


Now imagine that instead of one possible escape route appearing, two appear but they are both about equally dangerous. Many of us would hesitate indecisively because of the difficulty of choosing. We might even hesitate too long and die from the original peril.


This insight into the nature of motivation explains why the general solutions outlined above reduce motivation problems so much: If you lack a plan of action that you are motivated to carry out then there is a motivation for trying to develop a better plan and rationale. If even that is lacking, because the prospects for creating a better plan and rationale are poor, then there is a motivation to develop greater planning ability. It is only if we are stuck even at that level (which is unlikely with so much advice in this book) that there is a risk of lying in bed, listless and unproductive.


Identifying and solving planning problems


There are many different specific ways that our motivation can be problematic so no one technique solves all problems. A particular problem might be dominant for a particular person on a particular occasion but next time they struggle a different problem could be the reason.


It may not be obvious at first how to improve our plans, rationales, or planning abilities. Problems with ‘motivation’ are usually more subtle than often thought. Our doubts about courses of action may well have legitimate, rational grounds that need to be addressed, or may be the result of subtle reasoning mistakes within an otherwise mostly rational view. This is despite experiencing a variety of emotions on top of the reasoning.


The purpose of this Part is not to help people get motivated to do things they already think they want to do. That would be irrational. It aims to help readers develop courses of action that they also know are good for them or, at least, a good bet so they will carry them out determinedly. It also aims to help readers improve their plan-making and plan-evaluation skills.


Planning is complex


Planning, even if it is just for ourselves, is inherently complex. Planning includes developing plans and developing rationales for choosing one plan instead of others. Rationales can take different forms, such as:



  	the reasons for each design decision made along the way to developing a plan


  	predictions of the consequences of each alternative plan, which are then evaluated and compared to choose the best


  	assessments of alternative plans against criteria, which are then combined to reach an overall merit score


  	random choices where the best plans are equally attractive.






We usually try to separate the planning challenges of our lives rather than regarding our lives as one gigantic planning challenge. Typically, we have plans on different timescales, such as long-term career plans that are created separately from planning a holiday or what to do before lunch.


Separating planning challenges simplifies the overall challenge but links between plans can be hard to avoid. For example, long-term plans often depend on us doing the right things, in detail, each day. Or perhaps our plans for leisure sometimes overlap with career plans or looking after our health.


Some of our planning is for new activities or projects. However, much of our planning is done to modify or add detail to a plan we are already carrying out. In this latter case, we benefit from the opportunity to learn from what has happened so far and use that information in further planning.


Motivation challenges vary


Here are some situations where ‘motivation’ is a well-known issue:


Persistence/diligence: Keeping going with things that are good for us but a bit boring or tiring e.g. exercise, tidying, maintenance, healthy eating, studying, working hard. We often wonder if these efforts are paying off and whether they are worth continuing.


Abstinence: Continuing to avoid doing things that are bad for us e.g. eating junk food, boozing, late night gaming. When temptation is strong, we again wonder if resistance is worthwhile. (This is covered in detail in Part 3 of this book.)


Direction: High stakes decisions in the face of huge uncertainty, mostly about the far future (e.g. education and career choices, what to do if you run a business).


Procrastination: Where we feel strangely reluctant to do something that most other people think is a good idea and very likely to be good for us. This may be accompanied by a willingness to do something less important instead (e.g. colouring a study plan instead of studying).


Distraction: Where something happens that prompts an urge to think intensely about something and perhaps take other actions, interrupting other activities that we planned.


Activation: Where it is hard to do anything at all. We feel stuck, demoralized, depressed, even ill.


Motivation fluctuates during activities


Our motivation to continue with a chosen course of action typically changes over time. We might start something enthusiastically, expecting great results quickly and easily, but then lose impetus as difficulties arise, results are not as good as we expected, we feel tired or unwell, or some unrelated problem arises that requires urgent attention.


Sometimes this loss of motivation is rational. New evidence or insights correctly lead us to decide that the course of action should be put on hold for a couple of hours while we deal with a crisis elsewhere, given lower priority, or abandoned.


On other occasions, the loss of motivation is mistaken and the result of problems such as getting distracted by a problem we can leave until later, forgetting the rationale, not doing enough to measure and monitor progress, and not refining our plans sufficiently.


Our thinking is slightly different if we have made a commitment to a course of action. If we are not yet committed to an action and discover an extra disadvantage with it then our determination to take the action is usually reduced. However, once we have made a commitment then the discovery of an extra disadvantage usually causes us to try harder to overcome it – up to a point.


Motivation changes as we age


In some periods of our lives, we are content with our work and relationships and simply enjoy them and the patterns of behaviour that we have developed.


In a typical day most of us experience long periods where the justification for our actions is solidly established, usually being entrenched in mutual commitments with other people. For example, we go to work each day because not doing so would trigger a difficult situation, eventually leading to job loss and potentially serious career problems. Given our situation the best approach is clearly to get up and go to work. We rarely agonize over it.


At other times we have the opposite situation, with a seemingly endless set of possibilities and little to help us choose between them. If we do choose a course of action in this situation, we may find it hard to focus on it without being distracted by alternatives. We may be deeply uncertain of our best direction.


Sometimes we face major choices with profound and lasting implications for us, such as choosing an educational course, a career, a lover, a job, or a new place to live. At these times we may be undecided for days at a time, uncertain of which to choose, and so unmotivated to proceed with any of the options. (But we will be motivated to decide.)


These fluctuations in motivation follow some typical patterns as we go through life.


When we are children, our parents and other adults provide important action planning functions for us. For example, they encourage us to put effort into schoolwork and avoid getting fat for reasons they understand but most young children do not. The adult knows that progress at school helps a person’s prospects and their contribution to society. The child more often just does the work because they do not want to get into trouble and sometimes it is fun or at least less boring than doing nothing.


Many children experience motivation problems with activities that are good for them in ways they do not understand but adult guidance and encouragement help. The situation can be difficult.


When a person transitions from childhood to adulthood (during their teens or early twenties), most will try to plan and choose for themselves. They may use adults increasingly as advisers rather than take their instructions or may reject parental guidance.


This period usually includes some major life decisions about education, careers, and sometimes romantic relationships. There may also be relocation (e.g. living away from home for a university course) which brings day-to-day self-care challenges and new relationships. There may be medical decisions that now fall to the young person instead of their parents.


In all these there is a risk of getting stuck (i.e. unable to think of a satisfactory way forward). The action planning challenge is high but the person’s ability is still relatively low.


These transition years also often bring surprises in relationships that can be immensely distracting because they create apparently urgent crises and opportunities that demand our attention.


A young person’s assessment of their own competence may be confused by large differences in competence across their different skills. Many young people develop amazing abilities in academic subjects (e.g. mathematics, literacy, science), sports, and computer games. In all these areas they benefit from structured, graduated, massive practice opportunities and usually receive systematic instruction and coaching. In contrast, they may have had little instruction in the life skills they need in their teens and have almost no personal experience. They may have received bad advice from parents, friends, or the internet.


Some young people are protected from feeling stuck by irrationally positive assessments of themselves and their plans, helped by poor awareness of negative possibilities. Others are more aware of the potential for problems especially in some areas of their lives (e.g. getting a job, making and keeping friends, finding and keeping a lover, choices about medical help). They may have high aspirations but low expectations of themselves, making them less content with the plans they have.


It may not be a coincidence that rates of depression and substance abuse peak in the late teens and early twenties.


As we age, our planning abilities usually improve (though perhaps more slowly than when we were younger) and we have good plans worked out in more detail for more aspects of our lives. However, our life challenges continue to shift. Events that create new challenges and the possibility of struggling to make action plans include starting a new romantic relationship, starting a family, changing job, relocating, new development stages of our children, redundancy, children leaving home, retirement, and ill health. All these tend to be more common at particular ages and stages of life.


Our priorities change too. Finding a romantic partner might be overtaken by building a career, then by caring for children, then looking after elderly parents, and then our own health. The priority of a career often falls as our time to retirement falls and we accept that our careers have peaked; there is less at stake.


The long-term trend over life in developed countries is that motivation levels at work do not improve as we go through adult life and life satisfaction tends to fall up until retirement. Suicide rates peak in the early 50s, with men from less wealthy families being the most affected.


There are some things that get more difficult as we age and become less important because we have fewer remaining years at stake. This is particularly noticeable when we are elderly, especially if we live alone. Happily, life satisfaction tends to rise dramatically in retirement despite the fact that more of us are focusing on managing our failing health instead of doing work for others.


Self-assessments are important


Our determination to carry out a course of action depends partly on how successful we expect our efforts to be, which in turn depends partly on our beliefs about our own abilities. The phrase ‘self-confidence’ is often used but this phrase can be misleading. We assess ourselves and that leads to levels of confidence in our own ability to do particular things.


Our self-assessments reflect evidence of our abilities now and our abilities to improve. Improvement is more important in the longer term.


E.g. In 2022 my mother died and I had to carry out tax calculations related to inheritance tax and other taxes, a process likely to take several months. I had not done that before and knew little about what was involved. However, I am a qualified Chartered Accountant and had high confidence that I would be able to learn the process and carry it out. I did and, although it was hard work, the tax office accepted my calculations with no questions or challenges.


Our abilities can be quite specific, though some generalizations can arise from successfully tackling a wider variety of problems in a particular domain.


E.g. A person who does a sponsored parachute jump to build their ‘self-confidence’ will probably be disappointed by the results. Immediately after the jump they may think ‘Wow. If I can do that then I can do anything.’ But, just a few hours later, faced with a problem on their computer they may find they are no more optimistic than before. The ability to get yourself to do something that instinctively feels physically dangerous is not the same as the ability to diagnose and solve problems with computers.


E.g. People who know me would probably say I am good at mathematics but in reality there are some types of mathematical problem I can solve and many, many others I cannot. Faced with a problem of an unfamiliar type, I would probably be more confident of my ability to solve it than most people but still would not be surprised by failure.


Our self-assessments should reflect both our past performance and other knowledge about our abilities including what we have done and learned to improve our abilities, and what others tell us.


Our self-assessments should also consider the difficulty of tasks where we succeeded or failed. Failing to do something hard might be unimportant while succeeding at it might cause a sharp rise in self-assessments for relevant abilities.


Developing expertise successfully usually involves tackling a series of tasks that tend to get more difficult as we improve our skills. Each demonstration of successful learning gives us evidence that we are ready to try something harder. However, we also get such evidence whenever we learn something useful, even if it is from a struggle or failure. Just reading this book might give you a more positive assessment of some of your abilities because it provides reasons to believe you can improve.


Tactics that are unlikely to be as effective include repeated success at tasks we already know we can easily do and praise from others that seems generous given what we have done. Telling someone they are great at something even though they have performed poorly is a bad idea. It is unlikely to be convincing but, if it does raise self-assessments, then it can lead them to feel happy about their poor performance and do less to improve.


Chapter 13: Good plans and rationales


This section describes the characteristics of good plans and rationales, and the potential motivation problems arising from weaknesses. This is helpful guidance for creating plans and rationales (even without looking at the planning techniques explained later in this Part) but also will help to identify specific motivation problems. There are many different types of motivation problem and diagnosing those that affect you at any moment is important.


(The text in small capitals names solutions to these problems that are explained in the pattern language a little later.)


Appropriate plan detail


The right level of detail at the right time is surprisingly important. Here are some tips on avoiding the major mistakes:


Enough to start or continue: Plans should have at least enough detail that we know exactly what practical step to take next, so that there is no need to solve any more problems before acting. Otherwise we may struggle to get started or continue, and perhaps not realize why. This may be experienced as procrastination or feeling stuck.


The mistake might have been to think we had a plan worked out but not notice that it lacked crucial details. This might be more likely when most people know how to do something but we do not.


Practical detail should be worked out in advance of periods when we will not have time to do more planning.


E.g. Before a time-pressured day it can help to work out a task list and recall it a couple of times so that we will fluently think of the next thing rather than having to go back to notes and work something out.


See break tasks down and its supporting patterns.


Enough to be confident: If solving a particular problem at some stage is vital to success and it is possible that we may fail then trying to work out those crucial details early gives us the confidence to start action. It avoids starting to follow a plan that will fail.


E.g. Imagine that Julie is attractive and popular. Martin sees her occasionally at work and is strongly attracted to her. He imagines having a romantic relationship with her, getting married, and having children. However, Martin is not attractive or popular, and cannot think of a way to talk to Julie that might allow him to get her interest and spend more time with her. Without solving this crucial problem, all his other plans are just fantasies.


See develop strategy bottom up for related ideas.


Often we must judge if detail is needed now or can safely be left until later. We can be reasonably certain that detailed planning for sub-tasks will be successful later when:



  	we have done the same or similar tasks before


  	many others have done the same or similar tasks before without having special abilities we do not have.





People vary in what they know how to do and this is one reason they evaluate the same course of action differently.


More thinking about a plan usually results in a better plan and so a more positive evaluation of its net benefits and more willingness to go ahead. A similar effect occurs because people have different skills. If we spend more time developing the skills needed for a course of action then that course of action will usually look more attractive as a result.


Occasionally we just have to take a risk and hope to work out a solution in time, using all that we will learn and acquire along the way.


Not wastefully detailed: Provided we are confident that we can detail our plans when needed, it is most efficient to add detail on a rolling basis. That is, work out the initial steps in detail and add detail to later steps only as time goes on. Do not delay taking action by working out comprehensively detailed plans long in advance of them being needed. Often, such plans are wasted because circumstances and ideas change. Usually, if we wait, we can devise better plans using all that has been learned up to that point.


Enough for a rationale: Lack of unambiguous practical detail and quantification in a plan increases the uncertainty in the rationale. Depending on the form of the rationale, this may mean that predictions of the consequences of following a plan are less certain, evaluations against criteria are less certain, or there may be less certainty that each design decision was optimal.


Separation from other plans


Planning is easier if the scope of individual plans can be defined so that they are separate from each other, or nearly so. For example, by setting aside fixed blocks of time for particular activities (e.g. work, leisure, rest, chores) it is usually possible to separate planning for each activity. (See reserve blocks of time.)


If this is not done then we may be overwhelmed by thoughts about the possible knock-on effects of our planning decisions.


Feelings generated


The feelings generated when we follow a plan can be crucial. Our moods and feelings of contentment with life tend to be closely linked to small things, like sleeping well, and not so closely linked to big things like having children and being rich. A good plan will maximize periods with neutral or pleasant feelings and minimize periods with unpleasant feelings. Intensity is also important.


Negative feelings: These include fatigue, pain, nausea, embarrassment, and shame. Often, subtle changes to body position, use of tools, or the way we describe our actions to others can have large, helpful effects on our feelings. Avoiding intensely negative feelings is especially important. Rest periods can be used to manage fatigue and so avoid many intensely negative feelings.


E.g. Desperately cramming for an examination is likely to be tiring and unattractive. However, spreading the effort over more time, working a bit slower, and taking frequent rest breaks will make the effort less unpleasant.


E.g. Doing a task in the garden or home without the right tools often feels unpleasant because it involves uncomfortable body positions and puts strain on small body parts, such as fingers. Using the right tool often allows us to do the task in a more comfortable position and spread the load over larger muscle groups. Instead of strain and pain we get a gentle workout that might even be welcome on a cold day.


E.g. Imagine that you cycle to work each day and on your route there is short but steep hill. If you pedal up it then you sweat heavily and arrive at work damp and smelly. By walking up that hill (or getting an electric bike) you can avoid the unpleasant sensations and embarrassment of sweat and smells.


E.g. Suppose your holiday starts with a four-hour drive but you hate driving, especially for so long. To reduce this you plan two stops along the way, one for shopping and the other for a short walk in the countryside. The time taken from start to finish is more but you have already started your holiday on the route and avoided the unbroken tedium of four hours on the road.


Positive feelings: These include physical pleasure, effectance (the feeling we enjoy when we can see we are making things happen easily), and social happiness. We do not need and should not pursue long periods of happiness; pleasant, relaxing, or neutral feelings are what we can sustain for long periods.


E.g. Some people find a task easier to bear when they have company they enjoy. Others like an excuse to be alone.


E.g. Taking exercise can be made more pleasant in various ways. Watching videos can reduce the boredom of low intensity gym work. Swimming can give pleasant, relaxed feelings of weightlessness. Others enjoy the sense of speed from cycling. Others enjoy competition. Others dance. Game computers can create the illusion that our exercise motions are causing spectacular effects, giving heightened feelings of effectance.


Sometimes we can plan to alternate between useful action and pleasant treats. Rest might be sweetened with some food, drink, or other treat. This helps us through parts of the plan where our determination to continue might be challenged by a long period of intense, negative feelings.


See plan with timetables, keep some managed slack, plan frequent rest times, choose for efficiency, predict and use primetime, and their supporting patterns.


Sensitivity to states


Plans should explicitly allow for changes in our state (e.g. energy, mood) that make us more or less willing to act at particular times.


Sometimes we just do not feel like doing something because we are not in the right state for it. In that moment, the course of action may or may not be something we should act on. We might say ‘I have no motivation today’. But motivation is not a fuel that we need a supply of. More likely the problem is that we feel one of these:



    	tired


    	sleepy


    	sluggish from lack of physical activity


    	mentally fuzzy due to hormones or a post-viral problem


    	hot or cold


    	in pain (e.g. a headache – perhaps not a very bad one but just enough)


    	ill (e.g. nausea, shivery)


    	the wrong mood (e.g. too excited to concentrate, sad from bereavement, sexually aroused).





This means that an action that is a good idea for us typically is perhaps not the right action at this moment because it is currently too hard. (See predict and use primetime.)


Tiredness, sleepiness, and sluggishness differ but can be mistaken for each other. A person who is tired needs to rest. If you do a heavy workout in the morning then you will be tired but not sleepy as a result. You can rest for a couple of hours and feel much better. If you have a restful evening then you will still feel sleepy at bedtime. Many people experience sleepiness during the day but this is because they have a sleep debt from not sleeping enough over previous nights. Finally, long periods of inactivity can lead to feeling sluggish even though we have no sleep debt and do not need to rest to recover.


There is a dangerous cycle that should be avoided. Having no good plan can lead to feelings of despondency and lack of physical activity that, in turn, leads to physical sluggishness. If this sluggishness is mistaken for tiredness or sleepiness then continued inaction and further despondency can result. The person tries to rest or sleep when they do not need to and should be physically active. This creates a vicious circle. The problem is more complicated if worry has interfered with sleep, causing sleepiness combined with sluggishness.


It is important to be aware of this risk, avoid mistaking sluggishness for tiredness, and ensure at least some physical activity each day, if possible. This can be as simple as walking for 20 minutes. If there is sleepiness too then try to go to bed earlier rather than having a morning lie in.


Plans should reduce this risk, allow flexibility to accommodate times when we are not in the right state for action, and avoid those times where possible.


See also tolerate performance variations and change states deliberately.


Available resource fit


Plans should make most use of resources that are plentiful for us and be especially efficient with resources that are scarce.


Making use of our scarce time is often important. Our plans should be composed of activities that are easy to fit into our day between activities from other plans. Plans that contain activities that are hard to fit into our day can be delayed and unattractive.


Activities fit the available resources more often if they:



    	are quick to do


    	are undemanding physically and mentally (so we do not have to be unusually rested to start and will not be left exhausted)


    	do not create a risk of something time consuming or tiring happening immediately or soon


    	are easy to pick up and put down without a lot of wasted time


    	do not require a special location or time of day.





E.g. Imagine you have to revise for an important examination. You make key notes, photos, and knowledge quizzes available on your phone. Now you can fit in a few minutes of revision at almost any time.


See break tasks down, make small daily time commitments, reserve blocks of time, refine put-downs and pick-ups, and predict and use primetime.


Resource efficiency


Other things being equal, we want to minimize the resources used to take action. These resources include our time, energy, health (because some actions damage our health), money, and space. We might also be concerned about the resources of other people, pollution generated, and so on.


There are many ways to refine plans to make them more efficient with resources. In particular, see make and learn a better approach and choose for efficiency.


Incrementalism


One characteristic of good plans that cuts across some of the others is incremental delivery of valued outcomes. This incrementalism achieves successful outcomes a bit at a time, as you go along, and is almost always the best approach. The opposite of this is working for a long time with no valuable results until the end. This can be devastating for motivation, causing unwillingness to start and loss of determination over time.


E.g. Most houses are built in such a way that the house cannot be used until all construction work is finished. This is not a problem for large housebuilding companies constructing simple buildings in large numbers. (Note: But they will often finish one building on a large site quickly to use as a show home and may have some buyers move in before all the homes on a site are finished.) However, it is a problem for ambitious, innovative, self-build projects that will be hard to do and hard to afford. For these it can be helpful to finish part of the building early so the owners have somewhere better to live than a caravan nearby.


E.g. If you want to create a website, do not spend months building it on your computer, aiming to upload and launch it when everything is in place. Instead, start with a very simple website and upload it to the web so everyone can see without delay. Then make it better, day by day, week by week, uploading the improved site each time.


Incremental delivery of valued outcomes has some huge advantages:



    	The first valued outcomes are received earlier.


    	Learning is faster and earlier, including learning how to achieve best results and learning what those results will be.


    	The peak investment of resources is reduced since payback starts earlier, offsetting the cost of actions.


    	If the work is interrupted by events, value has already been received and waste is reduced.


    	Agreement to start is usually reached more quickly and easily because the risk profile of the plan is more attractive.





See adaptive incremental improvement.


Flexibility


Another highly desirable characteristic of plans is flexibility (which often comes from incrementalism). Flexibility allows adaptation to changing circumstances, goals, abilities, and new, better ideas.


Excessive plan detail too far into the future can reduce flexibility because we feel reluctant to change a plan we have worked so hard on. Although it sometimes helps to work out crucial details far in advance, lightweight planning for future increments is usually best. Planning effort is wasted when plans change, which they often do.


A lack of flexibility can make us reluctant to proceed because we fear getting trapped or having effort wasted. If an inflexible plan becomes obsolete because of unexpected events then we can be delayed for longer trying to work out a new plan when our options are limited or not obvious.


See make flexible plans and defer commitments.


Planned monitoring


A good plan includes monitoring of its own progress. This can include resources used, intermediate results produced, outcomes, and side effects. Flaws in monitoring can cause serious motivation problems.


Once we start to take action we begin to expect to see results. Ideally, we want to be convinced that what we are doing is truly worthwhile. If we have inadequate feedback then we can become discouraged, even if we are making worthwhile progress without knowing it. Our expectations for seeing worthwhile outcomes tend to rise over time, for good reasons, so if the quality of feedback does not meet those rising expectations, we can lose motivation.


Sometimes the outcomes produced by a course of action are not easy to see. This is true for many efforts to get healthier or fitter, to stop bad habits, to develop expertise, and to do things to help society as a whole or protect our natural environment. Either the difference is not visible, or it is slow and gradual. If the feedback is too late, unreliable, or incomprehensible then, again, we may be discouraged.


A pattern to address this is improve progress data.


We can also be misled if we receive indications of progress, or lack of it, and do not process those indications fully and correctly. Sometimes we can sit down, focus, and carefully evaluate evidence and our options. In between those times we also revise our views about what we should be doing but without the benefit of a comprehensive review. These mini-revisions are often prompted by new information that weighs in our minds without being carefully analysed (i.e. they are partly processed indications). Several problems are possible from these.


Finding an obvious inefficiency in a course of action triggers thoughts that there might be a better course of action still to be discovered. This is a big issue for study courses at school and university because they often include useless material. It also affects large purchases, such as shopping for a car, where the discovery of a problem with our favoured model can lead to a renewed search.


Even a major flaw does not necessarily mean that the option is not the best. It is reasonable to be prompted to look further when we find one of these problems but it is helpful to recognize what is happening and not get caught in a never-ending search for a perfect option.


If we receive a series of indications that a course of action is a poor one or that some alternative is a good option, we may either under- or over-react to these if we have not carefully integrated their combined effects. It may be useful to write out the old and new information, and consider it carefully and comprehensively together.


Sometimes, a bad experience doing something in the past causes us to avoid it forever. This could be irrational if things have changed.


E.g. If a medical procedure did not work for us 30 years ago then it is rational to be cautious about the modern version but irrational to refuse to even consider the modern version, confident that is no better than the old.


Sequences of successes tend to give us a good feeling and encourage us to make more effort. Sequences of failures have the opposite effect. We are not always careful in evaluating what counts as a success or a failure. We like to see that things are getting done, that we are capable, and that we are getting more capable. If we are not getting that confirmation then we can become discouraged.


However, we may fail to consider the difficulty of a task and be discouraged or encouraged to the wrong extent as a result. Or we may overlook the fact that we are facing fewer tasks for some reason. Some people need to have successes nearly all the time to keep going while others can function even when they have experienced many failures consecutively.


E.g. Imagine a university student who has just completing a course in mathematics. For the last few years they have successfully solved mathematical problems on most days. But now imagine they start looking for a job in a recession and send their CV off in reply to many job advertisements. Most recruiters do not even acknowledge receipt of the new graduate's application. The others reject it without comment. Now the former student is experiencing no successes at all, for week after week. This stark contrast is hard for the student, who does not properly recognize that the circumstances have changed. This lack of successes and even any signs of progress does not mean that the student is a useless human being with no hope of getting a job.


It is crucial to understand the degree of difficulty faced and to recognize even small achievements and improvements. This helps sustain our willingness to start new plans and continue with ongoing plans.


Useful patterns for these problems include defer reactions to unprocessed indications and process indications thoroughly.


Planned self-management


Plans should include self-management activities so that the plans and self-management activities are more likely to be carried out consistently.


Plans of a particular type should often include activities to update the plan and for planning in other areas of life or at other levels.


Plans should also often include activities for managing stress reactions and managing vices.


This is not just important when planning, stress, or vices are particularly important. If we have had a long period where one of those is not a problem (e.g. a long rest with no stress) then we can easily slip out of the routines needed and be vulnerable when the challenge intensifies again (e.g. stress drivers restart).


A best choice


The rationale for choosing a plan should clearly and credibly point to one next step. However, that next step might be to:



  	spend more time on planning (including getting more information, if that is likely to be worthwhile)


  	continue doing what we would have done anyway


  	do one of two or more equally attractive plans, where the single chosen plan was selected at random to break the tie, or


  	do one plan that is clearly better than doing what we would have done, better than all alternatives, and there is no point in more planning effort





The last possibility is more likely if we have a plan that we expect to produce great results.


See build a rationale from inferences, evaluate against heuristic criteria, and evaluate at 10-10-10.


Uncertainty in a rationale is normal and not necessarily a problem. Our expectations for the future, if used in the rationale, can be thought of as a probability distribution over possible outcomes. (That is, some kind of breakdown of the possible outcomes with a probability or something similar against each one.)


We would like that distribution to have little or nothing that is unwanted (‘risk’), with all the likely outcomes being positive. In other words, we want little or no downside and lots of upside. Although we usually feel happier if the outcomes are more predictable, we will accept more uncertainty if it is caused by the possibility of wonderful but unlikely outcomes.


If there is no best choice from a rationale or the rationale is muddled, incomplete, vague, or otherwise unconvincing then we can become stuck and demotivated.


The strength of the rationale for some actions varies over time.


E.g. Many people resolve to get fit in January. At that time they are feeling particularly unfit and overweight after eating and drinking too much in Yuletide and New Year celebrations. They have also been off work for a few days and feel they have time and energy to exercise. They start exercising, perhaps paying for gym membership. A month or two later they feel a bit slimmer and fitter but they are also getting tired and short of time now they are back at work. They miss a session, or two, and soon stop going to the gym altogether. The serious gym members get their space back and enjoy the subsidy provided by the lapsed exercisers.


A pattern to address this is predict fluctuations in strength of rationale.


Sometimes we find we are losing motivation for something because a problem remains persistently unsolved. We may, perhaps for good reasons, have been anticipating finding a solution or, at least, making progress but now the progress so far is disappointing.


To address this we may need to do a proper reassessment of the course of action (process indications thoroughly) or make a strong effort to make progress on the persistently unsolved problem (attack persistently unsolved problems).


Sometimes we delay starting something because it seems to be difficult to do except in particular circumstances. For example, perhaps it needs an undisturbed period of two hours, or a few days. Or perhaps it requires us to feel in top physical condition, or to have enough money as a reserve. Useful patterns for these problems include plan with timetables, keep some managed slack, break tasks down, make small daily time commitments, refine put-downs and pick-ups, and retrieval practice.


Fluent memories


Even if we have a good plan with a good rationale, we may feel unsure and unmotivated because we cannot easily bring the plan or rationale to mind. For example, if we have been carrying out a plan for a some months (e.g. a fitness routine) then it is easy to forget the reasons we had for starting it.


Refreshing our memories by rehearsing them or rereading notes we made for ourselves can help with this. See retrieval practice.


Chapter 14: Good planning


The potential causes of problems with plans and rationales include the following problems with planning:



  	the problems faced are hard to solve (maybe nobody can)


  	lack of information about the current situation


  	not enough time to think


  	lack of knowledge of good solutions to relevant problems


  	lack of knowledge that supports predictions of the consequences of executing plans


  	poor choice of planning method


  	poor allocation of planning effort


  	lack of skill in using planning methods to make use of available knowledge


  	low cognitive ability (lack of focus, poor memory, thinking mistakes, unwell, fatigued, sleepy)


  	lack of help from someone more capable.





The following subsections explore the above list in more detail.


Inherently hard problems


Some problems are inherently hard to solve and nobody has a solution to them. Usually, we know this and do not try too hard to find solutions to such hard problems.


On other occasions, an individual might struggle with a problem that some or even most people have solved, often without even realizing it. Some behaviours that cause or avoid problems can be subtle. Some people do them and some do not. If you ask someone who does not have the problem how they do it then they may not be able to say or may give advice that is just an incorrect guess.


See attack persistently unsolved problems.


Information about the current situation


Knowledge of the current situation is useful as a basis for deducing the characteristics of solutions and because it helps us predict the consequences of potential solutions we might try.


Lack of this information can leave us struggling to even get started with planning. Combined with limited ability to predict, it can lead to great uncertainty about the consequences of action and so to difficulty deciding what to do and sustaining motivation for a course of action.


Typically, thinking more and getting more information will give us more certainty about the effects but not always. Sometimes we make discoveries that make us less certain.


This problem of overwhelming uncertainty can feel like a persistent inability to make up our minds. We have some interesting alternate courses of action but cannot decide which is best. Maybe we have tried to predict the future but it was too hard.


Useful patterns for these problems include reconnaissance, write about the future (certainty first), and get more information.


Not enough time to think


Having little or no time to think limits planning but there are some things we can do. Though not ideal, we can fall back on crude plans such as copying others, doing what we are told, following the signs, or just waiting to see what happens.


A better approach is to anticipate the need for planning and use the available time wisely instead of wasting it and then realizing, too late, that some more planning is needed.


Occasionally, what we should do depends on what happens and when it happens we will have little time to decide how to react. It is ideal to anticipate such situations and make plans for the main possible outcomes to which we may have to react. Knowing how we can adapt to circumstances in advance can be helpful and gives us the confidence to act even though the future is uncertain. See make flexible plans.


Knowledge of planning methods


There are many different planning methods and this Part of this book describes many good ones. Knowing more of the good methods makes it more likely that you will choose something appropriate, give enough time to planning, and plan effectively. (See build knowledge of planning methods.)


At first you may have only a high level, conceptual knowledge of a method but this has to be turned into a more detailed, procedural fluency if the method is to be useful.


Different planning challenges are best tackled with different methods so choosing the right methods for you in a particular situation is important. A poor choice can lead to being overwhelmed by the complexity of possible future courses of action and possible future events. Structuring your thinking poorly can lead to poor choices.


Underlying many of these issues is something called ‘bounded rationality’.


We often behave in a largely rational way, especially when we have time to think, we have relevant expertise, and the stakes are high. We mostly want to make the best use of our time and other resources. We are also most willing to do the things that make best use of our time and other resources. Consciously or not, we often consider the net benefit of alternative courses of action. That might also mean taking particular note of the peak effort required, or worst pain or discomfort. We tend to react in a broadly sensible way to new information and new realizations.


However, there are limits to our thinking. We cannot consider every possibility and we are often hindered by huge uncertainty. (Note: The term ‘bounded rationality’ was introduced by Herbert A Simon. It is explained again in Simon (2019).) We tend to review our plans only in a limited way because challenging everything on every occasion would be overwhelming.


Sometimes we get confused by our options. We focus on whether to go ahead with a course of action or not, failing to clarify what else we could do with the time and other resources involved.


Being overwhelmed by possibilities may leave us feeling confused, unable to clarify our options, and perhaps also lost in uncertainty. We need to find ways to structure the possibilities so that they are ordered and not overwhelming. We need to find ways to search for good courses of action in the most likely places (because it is impossible to check every theoretical possibility) and ignore what are probably dead ends.


We also need to accept that finding the best course of action is usually unrealistic. We need to be willing to go ahead with an action that is only satisfactory, though this is easier if we know we have flexibility to change in future.


Useful patterns to respond to bounded rationality include build problem solving knowledge, satisfice, plan with performance periods, plan with roles, adapt to unplanned progress, choose between bundles of synergistic actions, evaluate against heuristic criteria, choose for efficiency, and retrieval practice.


Knowledge of solutions


A crucial type of knowledge driving planning success is our knowledge of good solutions to common problems. The better our knowledge of these the easier it is to put together good plans with compelling rationales. Conversely, a lack of solutions can lead to fruitless planning and motivation failure. (See build problem solving knowledge.)


Also, a person might develop poor plans due to having bad solutions to daily problems, such as:



  	tackling fuzzy-headedness using stimulants, loud sounds, rapidly moving images, or frightening experiences rather than by catching up on sleep and getting some gentle physical exercise


  	playing computer games to get a sense of personal efficacy rather than tackling their real life problems


  	trying to dispel feelings of loneliness and lack of support from friends and family by joining crowds at concerts, festivals, and demonstrations rather than by cultivating deeper, more useful relationships.





While these poor solutions might seem convincing to the person who uses them, their poor performance over time may lead to justified loss of confidence in those solutions or mistaken loss of confidence in other abilities. In the short term, outcomes will be poor and, in the long term, motivation may fall.


Knowledge of consequences


There might also be problems predicting the consequences of alternative courses of action. A person who cannot do this at all will often struggle to choose between alternatives (though there are alternative methods for choosing that do not require predictions). A person who can make predictions but not reliable ones will often choose poor courses of action, leading to poor outcomes and, eventually, falling confidence in plans and so falling motivation.


Reasons for poor ability to predict consequences include:



  	overlooking types of consequence


  	overlooking stakeholders


  	overlooking periods of time


  	imprecise predictions


  	failure to consider uncertainty


  	predictions that are little more than guesses


  	biased predictions.





E.g. Imagine that a family with one child, aged 10, plans a long holiday to a distant theme park. The parents have been building up the excitement for their child and themselves. They focus on the imagined experience of the rides, characters, blue skies, and palm trees. They also imagine telling people about it and seeing the looks of admiration. However, this narrow assessment ignores other consequences of the holiday plan, which include a high financial cost that will require the money from months of work by the parents, the 9 hour flight with hours more in airport terminals and on buses, the jet lag due to changing time zones, the searing heat, long queues, and separation from people they know. While they can tolerate some of these things without tears and tantrums their child cannot.


After the holiday their stories about it to friends continue to focus on the positives but the reality they want to forget is that they saved up for months to endure 10 days feeling tired, overheated, frustrated, and often bored, for some photo opportunities and moments of stark terror on the rides. If they had considered all the consequences of their holiday plan objectively before booking then they would have done something else. However, their persistent failure to consider all aspects and now their selective memories of just the highlights mean that they may repeat their mistake in future.


The following external factors can increase uncertainty about future effects:



    	novelty (so that we have less directly relevant past experience)


    	complexity


    	effects into the distant future


    	feedback loops


    	non-linear effects


    	stocks and flows


    	lack of direct control over results


    	competitors


    	dependency on the perceptions and evaluations of other people.





Many career and business planning problems have most of these factors. If something goes well and people respond positively and strongly then this could lead to a virtuous circle where a good reputation leads to more success. Or something else could happen. Consequently, the plan could have hugely positive results or could fail despite long effort.


Useful patterns for these problems include build knowledge of consequences, create simple numerical models, write about the future (certainty first), develop strategy bottom up, make flexible plans, build resources before taking risks, adapt to unplanned progress, evaluate against heuristic criteria, and consider thinking more.


Choice of planning methods


An important consequence of bounded rationality is that some methods work better for a planning task than others despite being no more logical, systematic, or rigorous. They just fit the challenge better. In particular, their simplifications and rules of thumb work well in that task.


E.g. The best methods for career planning are not the same as the best for refining your daily routines. In career planning more prediction is needed, the uncertainty is higher, and it takes much longer to learn from experience.


Allocation of planning effort


The effort to develop courses of action should be focused on what is important, done at sensible times, and at the right level of detail (not too much or too little).


If the focus is not on what is important then we might have well-developed but unimportant courses of action but nothing for important areas of life, leading us to go ahead with the plans we have instead of doing what really matters.


E.g. Jake is struggling to study for his history examination. What he needs is detailed plans for the content of his study sessions, such as ideas for what to read, what to notice, and how to develop his knowledge ready for the examination. However, he does not realize thought planning is important and has developed a study timetable and created a comfortable place to study, which are helpful but not as important. He still cannot get himself to start (because he has no detailed plan for what to think about) and instead revises his study timetable, colours it in, and reorganizes his desktop before having a snack and going for a walk. Just a few minutes of planning focused on the correct area would make a dramatic difference to his apparent problem with procrastination.


If the effort is at the wrong time or wrong level of detail then a course of action we should have taken might not be developed sufficiently to be carried out.


Knowing what is most important to think about can be based on many sources of information. We might decide to allocate effort to developing a course of action because:



  	the activity is important


  	we have not done much planning in that area before


  	change means that existing plans must be revised


  	we think our existing plans can be improved considerably.





Deciding to think about courses of action is something that itself can be planned.


Useful patterns for these problems include reconnaissance, plan thinking, write about the future (certainty first), plan with performance periods, plan with resource allocations, consider thinking more, plan metawork time, break tasks down, attack persistently unsolved problems, and evaluate incomplete plans.


Mental and physical state


A person’s ability to think of good courses of action might be poor due to low cognitive ability. Some of this is due to our genetic inheritance but there are many things we can do to increase our cognitive ability to plan at a particular time.


In the very short term we can get some paper or a computer rather than relying on our memories alone, find a quiet place to think, remove other distractions from our environment, and quieten our minds.


With a little more time to prepare we can catch up on sleep, have a rest, hydrate, or wait to recover from an illness.


Repeated sessions spent planning will gradually increase our ability to plan through improvements in procedural fluency, memory, and error rates. This in turn will reduce working memory load and fatigue.


Our memory for particular types of item improves with knowledge. For example, a person who works with numbers a lot will develop an improved memory for numbers. Thinking about plans for a particular area of our lives will improve our stock of ideas in that area, our knowledge of what is likely, and so our ability to learn and think about relevant plans.


Help from others


Another way to increase the brain power applied to our planning is to get help from others. They can bring intellectual skills and knowledge. They can also, sometimes, help us carry out our plans. Their involvement in our planning can help them understand how they can support us in other ways.


Chapter 15: A pattern language


This section presents techniques for creating plans in different situations with the positive characteristics discussed in the previous chapter. It presents the techniques as a pattern language with patterns put into groups based on their objectives. Many of the patterns support each other and are often used together.


For each pattern a standard explanation format is used. The names of the patterns are, again, given in small capitals.


The idea of a pattern language and the presentation style used in this book come from A Pattern Language: towns, buildings, construction, by architect Christopher Alexander (Alexander, 1977). This famous book kicked off the interest in pattern languages generally.


The techniques are not the whole skill of planning that we need. Far from it. It is more important to know solutions to particular problems we encounter in our lives, such as how to make friends, handle conflict, or build a wall. The techniques in this pattern language just organize and apply that knowledge of solutions.


It is also important to plan in a way that does not set off stress reactions. Advice on doing this was given in Part 1 of this book in chapter 6 and chapter 10.


Develop ability to plan and decide


The following patterns contribute in various ways to our ability to plan and decide.


Reconnaissance


This pattern is similar to and supports get more information.


E.g. Tina has accepted a great job offer as a project manager in another company and is due to start in three weeks. She has already learned a lot about the company and the role to win the job but does not stop there. She wants to increase her factual knowledge of the company so that, whatever challenges her new job throws at her in the first few weeks, she is well informed and well placed to solve the problems that arise.


Using the internet she learns about the company’s history, structure, operations, scandals, court cases, product launches, top team, major successes, and current challenges. Within a few days she knows more than many of the company’s employees and feels better prepared.


New situations often bring unpredictable challenges but we can prepare by increasing our factual knowledge in advance.


Useful sources of information may include material from the internet (e.g. website pages, videos, podcasts, news stories, presentations by employees), talking to people, visiting locations, and reading books.


In addition to being better prepared we may be able to identify some potential problems and opportunities, identify areas where we should focus our planning and problem solving effort, and even lay some plans.


In summary, we are likely to face challenges we have not predicted so:


Prepare mentally by gathering and learning potentially useful information.


Build knowledge of planning methods


E.g. As a year 11 schoolboy, Josh was quite well organized. He had his school timetable and planner, and a fixed schedule of sporting activities that took up much of his time after school. This continued through A levels. However, as a first year undergraduate in engineering, Josh's disciplined habits fell apart. With so much free time and no parental supervision, he was disorganized, missed lectures, and had to ‘pull all nighters’ before exams. However, disappointing end of year exam results gave him the kick he needed and in the second and third years he got more organized. He developed his own weekly timetable with self-study periods and other activities written in alongside lectures and workshop sessions. Josh felt he was growing up.


However, as Josh was unable to line up a job before graduating, he returned to live with his parents while he looked for a job. With even less structure in his life than ever, Josh again started to drift. Fortunately, some advice from an old friend helped him understand how to get organized through the discouraging period of job hunting and within a few months Josh had a job and was part of the graduate programme of a large engineering company.


It was a dream come true for Josh except that the approach needed to keep up with the many tasks coming his way plus projects was again different to anything Josh had experienced before. He had meetings, deadlines, travel, no weekly timetable, and hardly any regularity from one week to the next. He tried various apps on his phone and eventually settled on three that, together, helped him stay on top of all his commitments.


Different situations require different approaches to planning.


Knowing a variety of useful planning methods reduces the risk of the following mistakes:



  	haphazard, superficial, insufficient planning that leads to stress, weak motivation, and inefficiency


  	sticking with a method that has worked in the past but now is not efficient.





In summary, different situations require different planning methods and it is better to have a method than be haphazard or do too little planning, so:


Build knowledge of useful planning methods.


Build problem solving knowledge


E.g. Marina has always been concerned about the natural environment and sustainability but as she nears completion of a course on how to be an interior designer her interest starts to become more practical. She reads about products for home decorating that are less polluting, such as organic fabrics and special paints. She learns about home heating and ventilation systems, and about special types of insulation and windows. She gets enthusiastic about low-energy cooking gadgets. As she learns more about the total environmental impact of all these things she begins to realize that everything matters, not just the products she buys. She learns about different work processes, about reclaiming objects and materials, about timing refurbishments, and so on, and on. Even as she struggles to get a job as an interior designer she keeps on learning more.


Her efforts make her head a growing database of good design ideas for sustainable, beautiful, low-cost interiors and renovations. Gradually she develops her own design principles to help her use the mental database she is building. She practises redesigning rooms she sees in magazines.


Effort is needed to build a stock of good solutions to common problems.


When she does get a job she soon finds that her wealth of good solution ideas is useful almost every day. Soon her boss is asking her for ideas on every job and often uses them. When Marina does her first proposal for a client it is in competition with two other design companies but Marina’s scheme is chic, easier to live in, lower in cost, and environmentally far superior to the alternatives. Her company wins the job. (Note: Marina’s is, sadly, a fictitious example like all the others in this book. However, if there is a real-life Marina out there, please get in touch because your advice will always be appreciated.)


A better stock of design ideas leads to better designs that generate stronger motivation to proceed.


As the years go by Marina just keeps getting better and she is soon a partner in a leading design company. Her advice is sought after and many of her clients stay with her for years because she makes plans for the long term and has suggestions for every room and the garden, adapting as the owners age and as items need replacement or refurbishment. Her stock of great design ideas means that her proposals are often the ones that people prefer and adopt.


Coming up with good plans and designs usually requires a lot of carefully acquired and refined knowledge of good solutions to typical problems.


Being good at planning and design usually requires more than intelligence and a design process. A much more important driver of success is a person’s stock of good design ideas and this is typically acquired over time through persistent effort.


In the example above, the problems and solutions were in a specialist professional domain. Other knowledge of problems and solutions will be common to most people, covering domains such as relationships, money management, food, accommodation, and travel. The most basic knowledge includes:



  	solving fuzzy-headedness by catching up on sleep, getting regular, gentle exercise, and managing stress reactions


  	escaping tiredness by appropriate resting, hydration, and nutrition


  	ending loneliness by building real friendships based on mutual voluntary reciprocal helping and non-harm.





The knowledge of solutions should incorporate information about the conditions in which those solutions are useful and what they achieve. This reduces the risk of doing things to achieve objectives that are not clearly recognized and, as a result, choosing poor methods to achieve them.


E.g. Jed frequently worries about his friendships but has not thought clearly about this issue. Instead, he spends a lot of time and money in bars drinking alcohol with people he knows in the belief that this will show he is sociable and generate friendships. He has also paid for several large tattoos on his body, which he imagines make him more interesting. These are expensive and ineffective ways to address his worries. If he focused his mind clearly on his friendships and thought widely about possible ways to develop them he might realize that learning more about people he knows so that he can help them in little ways that they can reciprocate is a better approach.


E.g. Jill has set out on an expensive trekking holiday abroad that culminates in a Himalayan hike. Her reasons for this are, she says to her friends, to learn more about fascinating foreign cultures, to do something for herself for once, and to have an adventure. An unrecognized motive for her trip is that she worries she is boring and has been inspired by advertising that said ‘Travel yourself interesting.’ She has also been needled by two of her friends who are constantly going on about their exotic holidays. She fantasizes about showing all her friends the photographs she will take and imagines their looks of admiration, envy, and fascination as she tells stories from her adventure.


Sadly, going on the holiday does not make Jill interesting. Her stories and photographs do not have the effect she imagined and she worries that she is still rather a dull and unimpressive person. If she had tackled this worry deliberately she might have decided that noticing even mundane things and having specific, useful things to contribute to conversations would make her interesting without the need to jostle with other tourists on muddy paths in popular foreign locations. She might also have realized that there is nothing to be gained by competing with friends over holidays.


Good solutions will typically provide fundamental benefits, efficiently. These fundamental benefits include rest, recuperation, removal of sleep debt, healthy exercise, building healthy cooperative relationships, a valued service to someone else, building or maintaining a useful asset, and acquisition of useful knowledge.


A person with a good stock of solutions, who knows when to use them, will tend to have better ideas for actions and designs, be more positive about the future, and be more motivated to move ahead.


In summary, we are more likely to go ahead, enthusiastically, with good designs and plans, and these require expert knowledge so:


Build knowledge of typical problems and good solutions to them.


Build knowledge of consequences


E.g. Eva and Terri are sisters with very different approaches to life. For example, Terri enjoys a large coffee from her favourite coffee shop every day. She hardly notices how much it costs and has no idea what she spends over a whole year. Eva used to have the same coffee but then, as part of a wider effort to understand how saving money would affect her life, she calculated how much it cost her each year (£620 – the equivalent of working for about 52 hours at her job); she was shocked and now makes a better coffee at home for a fraction of the price.


Developing a better understanding of the consequences of our actions can help us choose more wisely.


She also worked out how much more quickly she could afford to buy her own flat if she saved more money each day (moving from saving about £3,000 a year), and how much that would save her over her life. Saving £20,000 at a rate of £3,000 a year would take 6.67 years but at £3,600 a year it would take only 5.56 years – about a year less. Eva considered rent to be wasted money (compared to buying) and was paying £600 a month rent, so this was a saving of about £8,000.


In summary, in 6.67 years she would save about £4,000 on coffees and £8,000 on rent. The more she thought about how nice it would be to own her own place and perhaps choose who shared with her, rather than having to accept the decisions of landlords, the more she valued coffee at home.


She also worked out how many disposable cups she was saving and their carbon emissions. She had always known the pleasure the coffee provided but the cost was a surprise.


The implications of our actions can be hard to understand but without that understanding we often have no rationale for acting well.


Having a sense of the impact of our actions, including actions we repeat many times, requires us to build knowledge about the implications of actions. Just building this kind of knowledge is a powerful step towards making better plans and decisions.


Among other things, this knowledge helps us resist dysfunctional short-termism. For example, it helps you:



    	resist eating too much now to avoid becoming poor and obese later (and for a long time)


    	keep talking to your children to educate them while they are young and to nurture more self-disciplined, wiser, happier children and adults later


    	keep working hard in the gym to feel better a few days later and be healthier after that


    	save some money today to get something more important, perhaps with longer lasting benefits, later


    	go to bed now instead of gaming all night to feel less negative tomorrow and make more progress in your life


    	work hard on studies now for a better experience of studying in future, better results, and more career options.





Developing this knowledge of consequences might be done as part of making a particular plan or decision, or separately. In the illustration above, Eva does the calculations about her coffee habits as part of a wider effort to understand how her lifestyle would affect her future.


Most importantly, if this pattern of thinking about consequences is repeated many times then a body of knowledge will develop that informs and motivates many actions. It makes a person generally more focused and motivated than someone who has no idea of the consequences of their actions.


Many aspects of our lives are similar to those of most other people and the usual consequences of actions are quite well understood by most mature adults. Typical elements of a person’s life are birth, childhood, education, work, family, retirement, illness, and death. Working harder and more effectively at education, and choosing to learn knowledge that is useful, makes us more capable and impressive. This affects where we start in the world of work and how fast we progress. Spending time making friends tends to lead to having more friends and meeting more potential life partners. Working hard and effectively in a job affects our progression, income, and job security. Taking care of children diligently makes it less likely that they will die, be ill or injured, and more likely that they will be happy and progress well in their turn. Saving money along the way leaves us with more at retirement and greater security in our old age. These are only the most obvious points and most mature adults could elaborate for hours on these themes.


However, children, teenagers, and young adults may be less aware of these connections and consequences. This is important because the actions we take when young can have a profound effect on the rest of our lives.


In addition to age, differences in experience, intelligence, curiosity, and approach to life contribute to large differences between people in their understanding of the consequences of their actions. Some have almost no idea what their actions lead to and may struggle to justify any efforts at all. Others have strong ideas about the results of their actions but these are incomplete and highly misleading, so their choices are harmful. Still others have well developed knowledge of possible futures and this gives them the drive to keep going and the wisdom to do good things.


The more you know the better your knowledge guides you. However, sheer quantity of knowledge is not the only factor. The qualities the knowledge should have are listed and explained below. Each quality is picked out in bold.


Your knowledge should respond to change. In particular, it should protect you from repeating what has worked in the past when it will not work as well now and from abandoning ideas that needed more time. In particular, novelty can make an experience interesting but soon wears off, initial problems that make an experience unpleasant can often be overcome, satisfying a need can make an action rewarding but more is not better, and conditions can change.


E.g. Visiting a museum might be less interesting the fourth time than it was the first because of waning novelty.


E.g. A first attempt at ice skating might be painful and cold but growing skills could change that.


E.g. Getting your first car is a major lifestyle change but having two cars does not double the benefit.


E.g. The holidays enjoyed by a young couple (e.g. city breaks in luxury hotels, wilderness camping) might be unsuitable once they have young children.


Your knowledge should be solution-oriented, in the sense that it incorporates possible actions you could take and their likely effects. For example, you might think ‘If I did X then I could also do Y and that would improve Z’. A person without solution-oriented knowledge might not realize there is an opportunity to do Y and so not realize that X would be helpful. For them the future looks less positive.


E.g. Josh chose to start a degree in mathematics because it was his best subject at school and he could not think of anything else. He struggles to work hard on the degree course.


Karina chose maths because it has good ‘employability’ and she wants to get good results in examinations. She understands how effort she makes translates into marks and how a good result will help her get a good job after university. She works hard but only on the mathematics that will appear in the examinations and does not expect to need mathematics later in her life. In her mind this is just temporary.


Karina is predicting consequences but not thinking much of additional things she could do to exploit the results of the efforts she is making now.


Junhan chose maths for career reasons at first but has been learning more about the value of each module within mathematics as a whole and in applied mathematics in particular. He has also connected these topics with other interests he is developing. He has realized that some modules are a platform for others, and that some are much more relevant to professional use of mathematics than others. He has started to focus his efforts on those modules. While he wants to get good grades, he is more selective and also willing to learn mathematics that is not going to be in an examination.


Junhan is thinking more about how he can build on his efforts now by doing other things in future.


Roberta took a similar approach to Junhan but soon realized that quite a lot of her course had little practical value. After some thought, she decided to take those parts as an opportunity to develop her learning skills. She sees mathematics as a modelling toolkit and those theoretical dead ends are still interesting exercises in toolkit development, which she sees as important in applied maths, computing, and problem solving generally.


Karina, Junhan, and Roberta all have solid motivation to continue because they understand the implications of their efforts but Josh is struggling. Junhan’s understanding of the value of his efforts is more comprehensive and likely to guide him well but he is at risk from a late discovery that some of the material is of low value. Roberta’s motivation is the most robust because she has already seen that problem and worked out a solution.


Your knowledge should also recognize uncertainty. Often, outcomes are influenced by what we do but not determined by what we do. We can only improve our odds. Predictions of the future should be able to capture potentially positive surprises and negative surprises. For example, many things we do are mostly failures but we keep trying because the occasional success is so valuable compared to the cost of repeated attempts (e.g. applying for jobs). Conversely, there are many negative outcomes we need to consider carefully even though they only happen very occasionally (e.g. a car crash).


A typical bias in human thinking is a tendency to overestimate our ability to predict and control the future. Knowledge of consequences should be developed to reduce this bias by recognizing uncertainty.


Another bias is caused by having only a partial understanding of the consequences of our actions.


To avoid this, our knowledge should, ideally, trace all major causal pathways and, hence, all major types of effect. Gaps can lead to bad decisions. In the example above, Terri knows the pleasure the coffees give her but has not properly considered the various costs the coffees cause.


Drawing a picture with bubbles and arrows can help us think more broadly about consequences, including indirect and unintended consequences.


As a result of tracing all major causal pathways, our knowledge should be balanced in the sense that it predicts both positive and negative consequences of our actions.


One reason for having incomplete and, therefore, misleading knowledge of future consequences is a tendency to think about only the desired effects of actions we have already decided we want to take. The purpose of developing this knowledge should be to make better decisions on actions, not to support the same decisions we have made in the past.


A tendency to think the future will turn out as we want it to is a typical bias but people suffering from clinical depression tend to think the opposite. (For example, this is studied a bit further by Zetzche, Bürkner, and Renneberg (2019) and approaches to reduce this stubborn negativity are tested by Kube et al (2019).) They imagine that everything will turn out badly. However, like most other people they are too confident of their gloomy predictions.


Our knowledge should give value to the consequences we foresee. This often comes from looking further into the future or from translations. In the example above, Eva thought about how saving money would allow her to buy her own home a bit earlier. This was more than just thinking about how much money she would save directly; she thought about what having more cash in future would mean for her life. This thinking further ahead allowed her to value the coffee savings better. She also translated the price of the coffees into the number of hours she had to work to earn that much money.


Decision theory methods often translate outcomes of different types to numbers on a common scale so that they can be combined into one number representing the overall value of each decision option. This is a way to simplify problems. Instead of thinking even further into the future, we give a numeric value to an outcome at a particular stage and stop thinking further ahead.


For example, we might summarize in terms of money. Money itself is not a better life but we can use it to get a better life, so we usually accept that having more money is better than having less.


Our knowledge should help us understand and value the consequences of actions across periods in the future, especially into the far future (e.g. to the end of one’s life).


Sometimes we are better able to cope with a task at some times than at others.


E.g. If you are unwell for a few days then there are things you usually do that you can leave until you feel better. There may be other things that you cannot leave but perhaps you can do them during a period when you are not feeling quite so bad.


E.g. As an example on a longer time scale, it is a mistake to buy a dog as a pet a year or so before starting a family. Without children the dog may be relatively easy to care for but with a baby it is an extra burden you could do without. (Note: Fatal dog attack statistics show that a new baby is also at risk from a dog already in the home. Dogs are competitive and also predators.)


Thinking about how easily we can cope with challenges at different times in our lives is vital. Our ability to cope is influenced by physical maturation and aging, the accumulation of skills and experience (including solutions to particular problems in our lives), the accumulation of lasting assets and money, and the work of looking after children and elderly relatives.


As a result we typically have lower ability to cope with extra demands when we are children, young adults short of money and experience, parents of young children, and when we are frail with old age. We usually have higher ability to cope when we are older adults before starting a family and after the family has grown up but before old age sets in.


Some problems are best put off until a time when we can solve them more easily; others are best dealt with now before things get tougher. For example, many people should downsize their homes when their children grow up. The work of maintaining a larger home, perhaps with a garden, is tough when elderly. This downsizing should be done before you are too old to cope with the work and worry involved in moving.


Money can, to an extent, compensate for low physical and mental coping ability and higher workloads. Building up some savings makes a huge difference to security.


There are also long-term trends in society that can make things harder or easier over time. In the UK, technological advances make most things cheaper in real terms over time, for equivalent performance. Housing is perhaps a rare exception. Some issues in our lives can reasonably be pushed into the future to some extent in anticipation of technological solutions being created in future, though this is a risky course.


Another important time-related issue is that, when we think about the future, we tend to view time in a strangely distorted way (unless we use calculations and logic). Our intuitions about time tend to make an hour in the far future feel like it is less time than an hour now (e.g. Takahashi, 2005). When we are young, old age can seem unimportant and unattractive. When we are older we realize that life is better than we expected and surprisingly long.


Specifically, in the UK full time education usually lasts about 17 years and, at the time, may seem like an eternity. Working life may last around 45 years (but for most people only an initial period involves career progression). Retirement on average is about 16 years but a few people live on for as much as 20 more years after that. These are long periods compared to childhood. It may help to make these numbers explicit and show them as a picture:
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E.g. If you get a tattoo then it will look good for how many years? And then for how many years will it look like a grey-blue skin disease or an area of scarring following removal?


E.g. If you become obese in your youth then this will create a problem that will probably be with you for the rest of your life, even if it is punctuated by occasional dieting successes. A few years of indulgence should be set against decades of suffering.


The knowledge of consequences should quantify the consequences where possible. The quantification does not have to be perfect to be much better than unaided judgement. Sometimes some internet research is needed.


E.g. If we eat too much consistently, we will put on weight but not indefinitely. Eventually the extra calories used by a larger body will match the calories we eat. There is a relationship between how much we eat each day and the eventual weight we will reach. (See Katan and Ludwig (2010). An extra 60 kcal per day would eventually add 2.7 kg (average). Unfortunately, when we try to lose weight our bodies take steps to conserve calories by burning less to stay warm, so a larger than expected calorie deficit is needed.)


E.g. The cumulative effect of daily money amounts, daily wasted time, and daily waste creation can easily be calculated.


One major advantage of quantification is the ability to combine, accurately, many small effects. Combining multiple small effects by judgement, without calculation, is very difficult and we do it badly. (This is different to combining multiple factors of different types by translating them to a common measure of importance, which we also do badly by judgement alone.) We tend to ignore anything that seems to be of low importance considered on its own but those individually insignificant effects can be important in aggregate.


E.g. £2.75 for a coffee is just a small amount of money but accumulated over a year it becomes an amount worth thinking about.


E.g. 1% interest on your savings may not seem like much but 1% compound interest on £30,000 for 15 years gives £4,829.


E.g. What is the cumulative impact on your quality of sleep from a workout at 8 pm, a cup of tea at 9 pm, and browsing the internet until 10 pm? What if that leaves you a bit too wakeful to start getting ready for bed so you spend some time on social media and texting until midnight? The hours of sleep lost from this behaviour must be made up or you will feel sleepy, gloomy, and hungry the next day. Lost sleep also accumulates from one day to the next (Dement and Vaughan, 1999), so half an hour a night for 5 nights means the week will feel increasingly miserable as it drags on and requires a 2.5 hour lie-in on Saturday. (Sadly, this lie-in is not a full solution because it means you start the day late and will not feel sleepy at your correct bedtime. To get back on schedule you have to get up at your normal time then go to bed earlier to catch up on sleep.)


E.g. Imagine you are looking for a job. Suppose you estimate that adding your CV to one more database will increase the number of people who see it by just 2%, improving the CV will increase the shortlists it reaches by 2%, practising telephone interviews will improve your success rate in getting to final interviews by 2%, and getting a haircut will improve your odds in interviews by 2%. Each of these improvements seems so small it is hardly worth bothering with, even though easy to do. Yet, in total, they improve your chances of getting a job by a useful 8.24%. (It is more than 8% because these gains compound.)


Ideally, our knowledge should give accurate predictions of details but this can be difficult.


Our knowledge should cover the implications for other people as well as for ourselves. A major factor in acting morally is to understand how our actions affect others and so choose considerately. For example, Hungerford and Volk (1990) discuss factors found, by research, to be important in getting people to act in a responsible way towards the natural environment. Knowledge of the issues is one of the crucial factors.


This is the end of the explanations of the qualities our knowledge of consequences should, ideally, have.


In developing knowledge of the consequences of actions we could take there will be disappointments. Often, an attempt to predict a particular outcome will be unsatisfying and unhelpful. However, over time a persistent effort to learn more about the results of potential actions will build a body of knowledge that is a powerful asset.


In summary, the more we know about the consequences of our actions the better we can make plans and decisions, so:


Develop more complete, detailed, reliable, and solution-oriented knowledge about how actions might lead to consequences.


This pattern is supported by create simple numerical models.


Create simple numerical models


This pattern supports build knowledge of consequences.


E.g. Gemma is an auditor, which means she spends a lot of her working time talking to people and looking at documents to gather evidence, then analysing it, doing tests, and writing reports, which then get argued over before any action is taken. She wonders how effectively her audit interviews gather and use the evidence available. Like any good auditor, she makes a spreadsheet to automate the calculations.


She represents the total amount of relevant evidence available in the interview as 100%. What proportion does she ask for? She guesses it is maybe 70%. What proportion of the answers does she hear and understand correctly? Maybe 80%. What proportion of this does she correctly record in her file? Maybe 75% she thinks. What proportion of this remains after some is ignored because she has also written down some things that are wrong and that undermine the credibility of her notes to some extent? Perhaps 70%. What proportion of that appears in the final report, either explicitly or because it supports summary statements? About 60%, because some conclusions are only tentative and get left out. What proportion of the evidence is wasted because the readers of her reports do not notice it, do not agree with it, do not accept it, or just decide to take no action anyway? That’s about 60%, leaving 40% still used.


In total, what percentage of the evidence available is, ultimately, used? That amount is 100% × 0.7 × 0.8 × 0.75 × 0.7 × 0.6 × 0.4 = 7.1%. Gemma can see from the model that there is scope for improvement at each stage and she speculates about what would be worthwhile trying. Each time she adjusts the numbers to see what difference the improvements would make. It is clear that several small adjustments combined would help. For example, with the improvements she has thought of, the calculation could become: 100% × 0.8 × 0.85 × 0.85 × 0.9 × 0.75 × 0.45 = 17.6%. That would be about two and a half times better.


Unaided human judgement is bad at combining multiple factors, especially if there are many small elements, and bad at being precise. Simple calculations can aid judgement.


Helpful models do not have to be accurate or validated, though it is great if they are. Sometimes it is helpful to simply understand what could be true. Models can also give a sense of the importance of uncertainties and sensitivity to interventions.


Models come in different forms. The model in the example above is purely multiplicative. Additive models are also possible, and hybrids, and more complex forms.


E.g. Zac is a student with fairly typical study habits but he is dissatisfied. The problem he really wants to reduce is the time he spends in lectures totally confused and making no progress. He sees this as painful. He also feels some pain when trying to do the problems set for his modules and, later, when trying to revise material that he did not quite understand and has largely forgotten. Surely there is a better way.


He looks at videos on the internet and sees some advising doing some study before each lecture, then reviewing content soon after lectures. This seems like more work, not less, so Zac is not attracted at first. However, he does some calculations on a spreadsheet. He can see that some pre-lecture study will increase the proportion of lecture time that is useful and reduce the proportion that is painful. Combined with a quick post-lecture review he can imagine that making a difference to how long he spends on problems and, later, on revision. His calculations, based on nothing more than his intuitions about time, tell him that by doing the extra things he can keep his useful study time the same yet cut his overall study time by 13% and his painful time by 70%. He tries some variations and finds that this pattern remains even if he is somewhat less optimistic about the effects. In particular, reduced pain is a clear benefit of this study pattern.


It’s only a theory but enough for Zac to decide to try the advice for two weeks to see how it goes. 


Simple numerical models can also help us deal with uncertainty. It is relatively easy, using a spreadsheet program like Excel, to do calculations many times using different values for important estimated numbers. There is also a technique called Monte Carlo simulation that lets us try combinations of different values for important estimates on a massive scale and combine the results in useful graphs. This is a lot easier than it sounds but still outside the scope of this book.


In summary, combining many factors, especially with precision, is not done well by unaided human judgement, so:


Create simple, quantified models and use automated calculations to combine information (including judgements) instead of relying only on judgement.


Get calm to tackle distressing problems


E.g. Candy has just finished the first year of her law degree and is deeply disappointed with her examination results. Some were in line with her aspirations but two results were affected by a relationship issue that erupted during the week of those exams. She is so upset by the relationship issue and by the ensuing exam results that she finds it hard to think about how she is going to come back from these setbacks.


So, for two weeks she focuses on getting calmer about those two issues. Instead of trying to solve her problems and make new plans she focuses on the facts that she is not in any physical danger, she has other friends, she can study law effectively and do well in exams, she has time to solve her issues, and she is otherwise happy with her life. Gradually her emotions ease and she feels increasingly ready to make new plans.


Being upset by a problem can get in the way of solving it but there are things that can be done to get calmer first (see Part 1 of this book).


Having a great plan to overcome our problems is reassuring and reduces stress reactions but what about when we do not yet have that plan?


In this case we can almost always confirm to ourselves that we can relax and stop worrying because:



    	We will not need to make an immediate, intense, physical effort (fight or flee).


    	We do not need to tense our bodies to brace for impact or freeze to hide. We are safe.


    	We do not need to solve our problem right now; we have time to rest and deal with other issues.


    	We do not need to focus completely on searching for information on a particular uncertainty immediately and until the uncertainty is resolved. We can turn our attention elsewhere.





Other techniques that may help include psychological distancing and systematic desensitization using relaxation techniques.


In summary, being upset about an issue can get in the way of making good plans to overcome it, so if this is a problem then:


Get calmer about the issue before trying to solve it.


Plan thinking


This pattern supports many other patterns.


E.g. Sarah is starting to plan a summer holiday for herself and her husband. The idea is to tour the south coast of England, staying for a short time in each location, then moving on via some interesting location about half way along each journey. This will avoid long car journeys without a break. Sarah is determined to design the best holiday possible and get excellent value for money.


The planning is complicated so Sarah plans her thinking on a piece of paper. She notes down small mental tasks she can do, such as listing her favourite destinations, identifying potential dates for the holiday, checking journey lengths on the internet, and locating useful shops along potential routes. She places these tasks on the paper so that things to be done early are near the top and then links tasks with arrows to show where doing one task would make another easier. She then works through her plan, ticking off tasks as she does them. Sometimes she revises or extends her plan. This helps her be systematic and avoid a lot of fatigue and stress.


Thinking is itself an effort and can be harder if it is disorganized and unfocused.


With familiar mental tasks we often have a process we follow almost automatically. We already know what to do and do not need to work out our mental approach. However, less familiar or more complex mental tasks benefit from some careful thought about our approach. In the example above, Sarah's task was complex and new to her so she planned her approach to planning the holiday.


Most of us have already experienced the difference that having an appropriate thinking plan for a task can make. At school, we learned to solve a range of mathematical problems by choosing an appropriate method for working out the solution. However, that ability does not develop automatically for all mental tasks.


It takes some skill to plan our thinking in this way and some plans will not work out very well. However, the effort is usually worth it. A key element of the technique is to make each task easy by making it small, feasible, and preparing the way through other tasks that are completed beforehand.


Other considerations when planning thinking are how information might be compactly and helpfully summarised on paper or a screen.


A thinking plan can also be used to ensure that enough is done to develop good ideas and build a rationale. Otherwise there is a risk of focusing on the most obvious idea and evaluating it in a biased and incomplete way.


One consequence of doing the most obvious thing at the most obvious time is that, often, many others do the same. Sometimes this is an advantage but it can often be a huge disadvantage because of crowds, queues, lack of space, lack of stock, delays, high prices, and high temperatures.


Once you have developed some skill at developing thinking plans, the existence of a thinking plan makes it easier to start the thinking. If you have decided to allocate effort to developing courses of action in an area then making a thinking plan is a good way to get yourself to focus on that task. You can also include sessions of thinking in your plans for the day and even allocate parts of your thinking plan to thinking sessions noted in your diary or To Do list.


In summary, thinking itself is effortful, so:


Plan larger thinking tasks by drawing a plan with tasks that build on each other and work through the plan systematically, following the arrows.


Develop and maintain life plans


The following patterns are for longer-term personal planning.


Sculpt life plans


E.g. Paige is a second year undergraduate studying psychology at an English university. She is doing well academically but, perhaps more importantly, she is slowly transforming herself. She and five other siblings were raised by a single mother and a succession of her boyfriends on one of the roughest estates in the country. Paige was 8 years old when she realized that she was much, much smarter than her mother and most other people she knew. Paige’s decision to go to university was a shock to her mother, who knew nothing of higher education and had assumed that Paige would go on to be a young mum on benefits like her.


Now away from home, Paige has taken control of her diet and lost the pale, slightly grey-tinged skin she had as a child. She has changed her hairstyle and clothes, softened her accent, and started to correct her mistakes in English. For example, she now says ‘those books’ instead of ‘them books’. Paige never smoked and hardly touched alcohol. Now she has started to go for walks for exercise and is learning to play badminton.


Instead of an inevitable life of poverty and bad decisions she now faces a world of attractive possibilities. Her problem is, which to pursue? She needs some life plans but with so many options she feels a little overwhelmed.


She opens her laptop and starts to think of facts about her life and future and then deduce what she can from them. For example, she has chosen to study psychology and her reasons are also relevant to her choice of specialism and career. There are many areas she can ignore. For example, she is not interested in banking or finance generally and she is bored by the entertainment industry. She finds some useful statistics about the careers people most often choose after completing a psychology degree and looks at further qualifications for educational and clinical psychologists. Gradually, she narrows down her options by discarding broad areas and focusing on what is left.


She is single but would like to find love and have a family of her own – one man and two children maximum. This also leads her to some simple realizations. Gradually her future becomes just a little clearer. She has a long way to go before she has a clear favourite plan but this is a good start.


Making plans for your life is hard because of the deep uncertainty and large number of options.


A life plan should not be created and then followed, with no changes, determinedly. Plans of all kinds tend to become obsolete very quickly as events unfold. A realistic life plan might need to be revised often. It may also need to chart more than one possible future.


The overwhelming problem, often, is a sense that there are too many options and too many unknowns to make a plan, and that any plan chosen will, therefore, be just a guess and almost worthless.


One way to tackle this is to come at the problem from multiple directions. Start from different observations about the world, ourselves, our circumstances, and so on. Then deduce what we can from each one. Use this method to discard broad areas and gradually focus on the best areas.


(This method is applicable to many planning and design tasks but is particularly helpful when they are especially complex and open-ended. The reasons for each inference about the shape of the solution are the rationale for the plan.)


A visual metaphor for this is the way a sculptor takes away material from a large block of stone or wood, roughly at first, but more precisely as the figure begins to emerge.


In summary, life planning is difficult but can be helpful, so:


Develop life plans by using different sources of information to point towards some possibilities and away from others.


This pattern is supported by satisfice, write about the future (certainty first), and by develop strategy bottom up, plan with roles, make flexible plans, build resources before taking risks, and adapt to unplanned progress.


Satisfice


This pattern supports sculpt life plans.


E.g. Ravi has just started his own business to do website development from home. He wants to make a plan for his business and for two weeks does a lot of thinking and research to make what he thinks are crucial choices. In particular, he wants to decide which development tools to use, which client sectors to specialize in, and how to go about marketing. After the first two weeks he is still struggling to decide on development tools and client sectors, partly because they all seem about equally challenging and attractive, and there is deep uncertainty because winning the first few clients will always rely heavily on luck.


He thinks about spending some more weeks trying to make up his mind but then has a crucial realization. If he chooses any of the leading contenders and starts trying to get clients then he will be doing better than if he keeps wrestling with his choices. A good enough plan, executed, is better than taking no action due to indecision.


In many real-life situations it is impossible to know that you have made the very best possible decision or created the best possible plan or design. Instead of optimizing (i.e. choosing the best and knowing it is the best) we need to satisfice (i.e. choose something good enough or probably near the best).


An aspect of rationality is that it is bounded (Simon, 2019). This is because the number of possible alternatives in most real decisions is too great for all possibilities to be considered fully, evaluated, and compared with all others. Besides, we have too much uncertainty about the effects of most courses of action to make a confident choice.


Because of this, we can almost never make an optimal choice and, even when we do choose the best, we usually cannot know that we have done so. Thinking carefully, gathering and using information, and being logical are good things to do but there are limits to how far this takes us. Sometimes just choosing one of the leading contenders at random and getting on with it is better than wasting more time on analysis that is very probably futile. More often, we can choose an approach to working out a course of action that is simple enough to carry out quickly and, while not logically ideal, reliably gives answer that are good enough or even close to optimal.


Choosing an option that is good enough or at least near to the best, though not necessarily the best, is called satisficing.


If we lose the will to act whenever we doubt we have the best possible plan then we will rarely be able to act at all. We must be willing to act on weaker rationales too. We need to be able to act when we have a good enough plan, a plan that is probably one of the best, the best we can think of for the moment, or just a good bet along with several others we might have chosen to act on.


The risk of missing out on a better approach can be managed to an extent by continuing to refine our approach over time, especially if we plan our actions to get more information, make flexible plans, and defer commitments.


In summary, knowing we have the best possible approach is usually impossible, so:


Be willing to satisfice rather than insisting on optimization. Act on a good enough plan even if you do not know if it is the best plan.


This pattern is supported by get more information, make flexible plans, and defer commitments.


Write about the future (certainty first)


This pattern supports sculpt life plans.


E.g. Shanice is in her second year at university, studying mechanical engineering. She’s doing well and on course for a good result. But what should she choose for a career and how will that guide her choice of options in her third and final year at university? Shanice starts with a large, blank sheet of paper and asks herself what she ‘wants’ to do. This does not work, so she starts to sketch a timeline showing the things that will almost certainly happen in her future and when. She thinks about the family life she would like and where she wants to be living. Her father’s health is a worry. Then she looks further into the future and wonders what jobs will be in particular demand and which will be over-supplied with people. She looks at some official statistics and sketches some trends. She also thinks about the aging society, climate change, and some trends in engineering. Gradually, the future starts to take some shape. She begins to jot down some ideas for her own career.


Making big, long-range plans is particularly difficult because of the high uncertainty and seemingly unlimited range of possibilities for action.


Because the possibilities in the far future seem endless it helps to support our minds with written notes. These could be a diagram, an essay, a table, or in some other format. Something that can easily be edited, rearranged, and expanded is ideal.


Think about how things will change for you and others you care about as the days, weeks, months, and years go by.


Write down first what is most certain about the future. What conditions will you almost surely face? How will you change, almost regardless of the decisions you make now? Fill in what is nearly certain because that helpfully constrains your thinking. (The example above, about Shanice, lists typical considerations.) Do the same for others included in the scope of your thinking (typically, your family or close colleagues at work).


Demographic trends are important and relatively predictable.


Technological trends linked to major challenges for humanity are also relatively obvious. Sustainability will remain a challenge for many decades to come and technological innovation is the key to success.


Our own aging and that of our families is another relatively certain area.


In summary, the far future can appear overwhelmingly complex and uncertain, so:


Write about the future, perhaps with a timeline, and focus on the most certain points first.


This pattern is supported by get more information and plan with performance periods.


Get more information


This pattern supports satisfice and write about the future (certainty first).


E.g. Deanna is thinking of cutting down on the amount of meat she eats. She wants to reduce the greenhouse gas emissions caused by her diet but is concerned that she might suffer from malnutrition if she does. In particular, she is worried that she might be short of protein. She looks online for articles on the subject but they seem complicated and inconclusive. Since this approach to getting more information has failed, she tries something else. For a few days she records her diet in detail and calculates the quantities of various nutrients, including protein.


This shows that she is currently eating enough protein for her body size and level of activity. She then calculates the difference it would make if she replaced some of her meat-based meals with something based on vegetable alternatives. There is a clear risk of being short of protein unless she is careful to use high protein vegetable substitutes where she would have eaten meat, and sometimes increase their portion size. This will compensate for the lower protein content of some plant-based substitutes compared to meat.


She decides to go ahead and cut her meat consumption but with care.


Many of our decisions are in the face of high uncertainty but it can be reduced with a little effort.


Too often we try to work from what we already know and try to answer the question ‘what do I want to do?’ purely by searching our own feelings.


Obvious ways to get more information include searching the internet, asking people, and keeping records. News media tend to provide information that is incomplete, biased, and often misunderstood by the writers. It is better to use data from sources such as the Office for National Statistics and scientific papers. (Try Google Scholar instead of ordinary Google.)


To get most value from record keeping, turn your numbers into appropriate graphs.


It helps to focus on what can be said with reasonable certainty to create a context for what is uncertain.


In summary, it is often possible to reduce uncertainty by further research, so:


Gather more information using techniques such as internet search, asking experts, and keeping records.


This pattern is supported by evaluate advice.


Develop strategy bottom up


This pattern supports sculpt life plans.


E.g. Phil likes music and wants to earn money by making music. The problem is that he cannot read music, cannot play an instrument, and all his attempts to solve these problems over several years have failed. He just cannot get his hands to do what they need to do and music ‘theory’ makes no sense to him. His grand plans have consistently failed because of this. However, Phil has been working as a computer programmer and one day comes across some software that lets him write computer programs that then generate music. Phil tries using it and makes quick progress. The types of music possible this way are limited but still he writes some stylish and catchy pieces within a few weeks. Now he has a tactic for making music that really works for him. He begins planning to develop this ability and find an audience for his creations. Finally, his plans are built around something that works.


Sometimes plans fail because crucial implementation details are missing.


Marketing experts, Al Ries and Jack Trout, expressed this idea with an analogy. The tactic is a nail; the strategy is the hammer. They advised finding a tactic that works and then developing a strategy to exploit that tactic. (In their book – Ries and Trout, 1990 – these are marketing tactics.)


The same principle applies to any planning exercise. It is easy to come up with grand plans (with goals and resource allocations) without knowing in detail how you will achieve any of the success you envisage. Such plans often fail.


One solution to this problem is to focus initially on finding one or more tactics that work and then develop strategies around those winning tactics.


In summary, plans only work if you can do the detail successfully, so:


Find tactics that work and then build strategies to exploit them.


Plan with performance periods


This pattern supports write about the future (certainty first) and plan with roles.


E.g. Katie is a keen athlete (400 m hurdles mostly) and a trainee auctioneer. Over the coming year she faces some important exams and hopes to compete in races during the summer. It is natural for her to think in terms of periods of time (and indeed specific dates) where she wants to be at her best. Her winter training for athletics is very different to the spring. Further changes are made shortly before each competition and the aim is to be at a peak for each race. She does not aim to be fit or fast; she aims to be fast on a particular day. She thinks about her exams in a similar way, aiming to peak at the right time. The result of this is that she can see when she must put in effort to raise her level and when she can afford to put effort elsewhere. She knows she will need to maintain an adequate effort at work but hopes to put in some extra effort in the autumn, raise her profile, and show she is ready for promotion. Earlier in the year she will not be able to maintain that level and do the exams and races.  


Life is not a destination. We live through periods of time and have competing priorities.


It is a mistake to plan in terms of where we want to be at some time point in the future as if that is the end point. The bigger picture is that, eventually, we will die but until then our lives will continue. What will we experience and do for others along the way? What will we need to be good at during different periods?


There are various ways that high performance by us can be valuable. For example, there might be a performance standard to reach, some kind of competition, or pay per unit of output.


However, we cannot become good at everything and even when we get good at something it is hard to keep it up. Consequently, we need to decide which abilities to focus on during different periods of our lives.


This means we must consider the performance that will be required of us and our assets during particular periods and so what preparation we can do to improve and prepare ourselves and our assets. Often, after we have got through that period, it is sensible to allow ourselves to go down to a lower level of performance on those abilities, making time for other priorities, or simply to rest and recuperate.


This is not just true for athletic competitions and academic examinations. For example, when you want to find a life partner to start a family, you will want to be attractive and adept at flirting and developing relationships. Once this goal is achieved your focus will shift to being a good partner and then perhaps parent. You still need to be attractive to your partner but it is not the high priority that it was.


Similarly, when you look for a job you will want to tune up your CV and interview skills, and improve your knowledge of potential employers. Once you have that good job you will focus on doing it well for a while before, perhaps, refocusing on your next move.


In addition to these high profile, special performance types we also have some areas of performance to which we almost always need to give some attention. These include:



    	our health, grooming, and appearance generally


    	energy, stress reactions, and sleep debt


    	the cleanliness, tidiness, and maintenance of our homes, vehicles, and some other possessions


    	compliance with legal requirements and related administration.





This planning technique lets you identify in good time the need to develop courses of action relevant to your approaching priorities, and so makes it easier to focus your problem solving and planning efforts appropriately.


In summary, we are continually moving through different challenges, so:


Raise and lower your capabilities at appropriate times as you go through life. Plan to do this.


This pattern is supported by change at the margins, evaluate at 10-10-10, and all the patterns for planning in the short term. 


Plan with roles


This pattern supports sculpt life plans.


E.g. When Bart left music college as a young man he was single, jobless, and sharing a house with three other people he did not know. Over the next few years he first became a band member, picking up some occasional work playing at small events. He then added to that the role of music teacher, becoming the musical inspiration for a growing army of children and some adults. Soon after that he became a lover, then a husband, and then a father. He and his wife took on different roles in the family, each contributing in their own way.


Our lives mostly revolve around relationships with other people in which we work out detailed expectations of each other. Thinking of these in terms of roles provides useful simplification.


Cooperation is the basis of human societies. Many of the important things we do in life are part of relationships with other people, ranging from selling to marriage. Within these we often work out complex and very specific expectations and routines, often a bit different with each other person. In the example above, the music teacher will provide slightly different help to each student, and the father will support each of his children in a slightly different way.


However, roles can often summarize these relationships in a way that helps to make sense of them and makes it easier to plan. We can think about what roles we will have in the future, who will be involved, what we will most likely do for other people, what capabilities we will need, and how and when we will need to develop those capabilities.


As we go through life we both discover and develop our roles.


We discover roles when we learn about what other people need and what we can do. For example, academic examination results guide us towards some types of work and away from others. Careers advice might tell us about what society needs doing. Job advertisements identify roles at organizations.


We develop roles when we conceive of them in more detail and when we change them by our own efforts. Those efforts include developing our capabilities and proposing variations in relationships. For example, a person who becomes self-employed in a new business must develop their role.


Modern societies are sometimes seen as competitive. In reality, their technological sophistication and publicly-funded support for people who are struggling mean that almost everyone has the material wealth to live a comfortable, long life. This means that we are looking for valued roles that suit us, not trying to beat other people.


For example, going to university is not necessarily winning. Going to university is helpful and worthwhile for some people but not for others. Failure would be going to university when it does not help you, or not going when it would have helped.


In summary, much of our lives can be summarized in terms of roles, so:


Plan your life in terms of the roles you will occupy during different periods.


This pattern is supported by choose between bundles of synergistic actions, plan with performance periods, plan with resource allocations, and plan with routines.


Make flexible plans


This pattern supports sculpt life plans and satisfice.


E.g. Zari is planning to travel by train from Epsom (south of London) to Euston station (a north London main station) to catch a train for the long journey north to Manchester, on which she has booked a seat. The travel planning website says she should change at Vauxhall to get on the Victoria Line. However, she realizes that if she does that and there is a problem with the Victoria Line then she will be stuck with no options. If she stays on her train and changes at Waterloo instead, she will have a choice of using the Northern Line (the direct route) or move north by the Bakerloo Line or Jubilee Line and then take one of a number of other lines to reach Euston or a nearby alternative. This is a slightly slower but more flexible plan that gives her options if there is a problem with one line. Getting to Euston as quickly as possible is not as important as getting to Euston in time for her train to Manchester. She therefore ignores the planning website and stays on her train to Waterloo to catch her Manchester train with more certainty.


Being efficient in an ideal world is rarely as important as being confident in an unreliable world.


Look for ways to give yourself flexibility so that you can change your plans in future if you need to or think of something better.


Many wise career choices amount to deferring decisions until later by doing something that will give us good options in future. These typically give us contact with many interesting people and varied skills with wide application. For example, broad degree subjects like economics, business studies, mathematics, and finance are popular choices. They give good prospects for employment but with a less specific commitment than, for example, medicine or art restoration.


In summary, flexibility is valuable, so:


Make plans that give flexibility in future.


This pattern is supported by defer commitments.


Defer commitments


This pattern supports make flexible plans and satisfice.


E.g. Siqi is planning a research project that will be the last part of her Masters in management. She has 4 months to do the research and write a dissertation of about 15,000 words. For her, this is a massive challenge. She decides to collect information from the annual reports of big companies where they explain what they are doing to become more sustainable. Her idea is to summarize it in a helpful way. There are several aspects of sustainability that she is particularly interested in.


However, she does not know how long it will take to gather the relevant pieces of text and summarize them. After thinking about this for a day or two she prioritizes the areas of sustainability and decides that if she covers the top two then that will be enough for an adequate study. She plans to collect just that information, summarize it, then see how long it has taken to do that work. She can then add other aspects of sustainability if she has time. She hopes to add more but defers committing to a large study.  


Sometimes it is not necessary to commit until later and deferring allows time for further information to be obtained.


Deferring commitments by developing flexible plans is particularly important. Often it is better to do this than to make a wise choice between less flexible options.


One good way to defer commitments is to take some initial actions that simultaneously start progress and provide more information. For example, if you are trying to choose a career direction then you could try to speak to people already working in the relevant areas to ask them for their advice. You will learn more from this and make or strengthen some contacts.


In summary, often we do not need to commit to plans immediately and it is good to get more information before finally committing, so:


Consider deferring commitments to a course of action and think of ways to gain information and insights in the meantime.


Build resources before taking risks


This pattern supports sculpt life plans.


E.g. Richard has always wanted to be a garden designer and gardener. He has just finished a course to develop his skills. His dream is to be his own boss, getting his own customers and doing projects for them as well as doing some garden maintenance. However, he hardly knows anyone who might become a customer, he has very little money saved, and he has no equipment. He could try to get a loan from a bank and then pay it back but without any customers that seems very risky and he wonders why any bank would lend him money in that situation.


So, he looks for a job working for someone else and eventually gets one. After just over 5 years as an employee he feels much more competent, has worked out many of the details of his business idea, and has built up enough money in savings to buy his own equipment and live without income, if necessary, for over a year. With these resources in place, he thanks his employer, resigns, and starts his own business.


Most types of risk are reduced if you have reserves of resources.


In education and career choices there is sometimes an option to bet on something new and not yet widely accepted. This kind of option often leads to failure but occasionally to very high levels of success. It is riskier.


Similarly, bets on becoming a music star or professional football player are long shots. You might win big but most people who try this route will experience some years of frustration and hardship before having to give up.


It may be better to take a less risky path initially, accumulate resources, and then try something riskier when you can afford to fail, at least on a small scale.


In summary, risk can be managed by having reserves of resources, so:


Focus on plans that build resources before taking big risks.


Adapt to unplanned progress


This pattern supports sculpt life plans.


E.g. George has wanted to travel the world since he was a young boy but has never had the opportunity. Every time he is about to set off something happens. As time passes he meets and falls in love with a wonderful woman. They start a family and George is very successful at his job. His customers love him and he becomes a key figure in the town where he lives. His family loves him. The problem is that he still wishes he could travel and so feels dissatisfied with his life, even though everyone around him can see that George’s life is comfortable and full of love.


Then, one day, he is knocked down by a car and seriously hurt. As he lies in hospital, barely conscious, all he can think about is his wife and children. They visit him in the coming weeks as he slowly recovers, and so do many of his customers and other friends. He realizes that his yearning to travel was a childhood fantasy that has long since become irrelevant and that he loves the life he already has.


What we want and what we get often differ but sometimes that is a good thing because what we get is better than we hoped for, although different.


Our hopes for achievement (whether we call them goals, objectives, targets, dreams, or something else) tend to become obsolete as events overtake them. We also make mistakes in choosing aspirations.


As a general principle, holding on to aspirations even as events make them obsolete is a mistake. It is better to recognize that things have changed and adapt. The idea in this pattern is that we should adapt when we make unexpected progress (not just in response to setbacks). Perhaps our progress is itself a wonderful situation or perhaps it puts us in a great position to achieve something we did not previously think was feasible.


In summary, aspirations often become obsolete because of unexpected success, so:


Adapt aspirations and plans to take advantage of unplanned progress.


Choose between alternative plans


The following patterns are for making wise choices while developing personal plans at any timescale.


Choose between bundles of synergistic actions


This pattern supports plan with roles.


E.g. Santosh is trying to decide between two job offers. Both are marketing roles but one is at a company that sells sports equipment while the other is at a charity that raises money and runs projects for disabled children. Santosh realizes that this is not just a choice about a job.


There are two bundles of actions that would work well together.


If he chooses the sports equipment company then he will want to learn more about sports equipment, probably do more sport himself, probably get more equipment and perhaps think about a home gym. He will make new friends, often sports oriented. The location means he would probably start looking for somewhere to live that is further out of the city and nearer to the company.


On the other hand, if he chooses the charity then he will want to learn more about disabled children and the donors. He will spend more time at social events for these people. He will make new friends with these interests but probably continue to live where he is because the charity is conveniently nearby.


Decisions are linked, and this can be complex.


Decisions are linked because, typically, we cannot do something new without stopping something else to make resources available, some actions work better in combination, and some actions conflict. More generally, other things will probably need to change in our lives to accommodate a new course of action or exploit its advantages more fully.


Linked decisions can be taken together as bundles but there can be many bundles to choose between, in theory. For example, if you have three linked decisions and each one has four options then you are choosing between 64 bundled options (i.e. 4 × 4 × 4).


To reduce this complexity, we can think of our choices as being between bundles of actions we would take together. These might not constitute our entire life plan but they capture those parts that are linked together.


The set of bundles can usually be filtered quickly by considering only those bundles where the actions support each other i.e. are synergistic. For example, in the example above, Santosh does not consider taking a job then moving to live in a location even further from the job than his current location. Nor does he plan to become expert in one industry while working in another. (In special circumstances both those might make sense but in this example decision Santosh considers that there are no special circumstances.)


This does not necessarily mean choosing a bundle that is narrow and inflexible.


E.g. Suppose you were considering a university degree in computing. You could spend all your free time learning about computing, going to social events for computer people, reading books about computing, visiting places associated with computing, and trying to meet people involved with computing. That highly focused approach would be appealing to some people and would be effective. However, you might prefer to spend some of your free time on some other topic, perhaps with the idea that you would then do computing linked to that other topic, or would find friends or a mate associated with that other topic.


A varied bundle gives more flexibility and options but less focus on one theme.


Another way to build attractive bundles is to put together individual actions that look promising when considered (roughly) alone, and that do not conflict with each other in any obvious way.


In summary, decisions are usually linked and this can get complex, so:


Bundle actions together that are attractive individually and support each other, and choose between bundles of actions.


This pattern is supported by evaluate against heuristic criteria, pursue wellbeing (not happiness), evaluate at 10-10-10, consider thinking more, and evaluate advice.



Pursue wellbeing (not happiness)


This pattern supports choose between bundles of synergistic actions.


E.g. Jessie likes to stay healthy and exercises three times a week, usually on her own but sometimes with a friend. She is a bit fussy over food and careful to get enough sleep. She works hard in her job but not too hard. She is determined to improve her skills and develop her experience. She avoids alcohol, caffeine, and nicotine and is careful about her sugar intake. She has several good friends. In contrast, her friend Angie vapes, drinks until the early hours two or three times a week, and considers this justified by her pursuit of happiness. However, while Jessie is mostly comfortable, contented, and feels she is making progress, Angie is often hung over, hates her flabby body, and is deeply dissatisfied with her life most of the time. Angie feels desperate to do something that will make her feel happy but nothing seems to work for long.


Sometimes it is possible, and even useful, to have an overall measure of alternative futures that is used in decisions.


That measure should not be happiness, for reasons discussed at length in a later section. Instead, a more viable objective is to seek wellbeing, which generally flows from rather obvious progress such as being healthy, having food and shelter, having friends, being safe, learning new things, and so on.


(The main problem with seeking happiness is that it tends to lead to less happiness and more unhappiness. People living a good life usually feel contented and comfortable most of the time with occasional, brief periods of feeling the emotion of happiness, which typically comes with an element of excitement. Trying to get the happy/excited feeling for unnaturally long periods leads to problems that quickly reduce the happiness achieved.)


In summary, if you want something to work towards – an overall objective perhaps – it is better to:


Pursue wellbeing rather than happiness.


Build a rationale from inferences


This pattern supports choose between bundles of synergistic actions and our efforts to develop and maintain life plans.


E.g. In the early 1940s, engineer Barnes Wallis worked to devise bombs that could destroy major German targets such as hydroelectric dams, large warships, and locks. A series of inferences drove his investigations. He reasoned that these targets were strong and so a large, powerful explosion would be needed. He discovered that if the explosion was underground or underwater and adjacent to the target then the destruction was much greater. This was crucial because the bomb sizes needed at first seemed too big for available aircraft to carry. Getting deep and close was essential. Dropping bombs vertically from aircraft at that time was not accurate enough to land a bomb adjacent to a target so a much more promising alternative, where water was against the target, was to send the bomb in from the side. Finally, since such targets were usually protected by torpedo nets to block just such an attack, the bomb would have to approach over the water and then sink down into it. These inferences led to the idea of the famous bouncing bomb and provided a powerful rationale for this as the best available approach. (Later in World War II, the accuracy of bombing from above improved dramatically and other designs by Wallis were brought into use.)


The inferences used to discover an idea are also, often, available as the rationale for it.


As described in sculpt life plans, a powerful method of creating good plans and designs is to reason from characteristics of the situation (including our objectives) to characteristics of the solution. This process of inferences gradually constrains the search for a viable, efficient solution.


In summary, many plans are developed by using inferences to characterize the plan, so:


Use those inferences as the rationale too.


Evaluate against heuristic criteria


This pattern supports choose between bundles of synergistic actions and our efforts to develop and maintain life plans.


E.g. Geoff is lucky enough to have two job offers to consider. He is not sure which he prefers so he writes a list of criteria. These include ease of commuting, pay level, scope for promotion, growth rate of the employer, financial stability of the employer, the attractiveness of their offices, and several others. He makes a big spreadsheet on his laptop and evaluates the two jobs side by side.


The consequences of many courses of action are too hard to estimate accurately but we do not have to give up.


A useful approach is often to evaluate each course of action against heuristic criteria. (Another name for such criteria is ‘objectives’.) These are criteria that will help distinguish between courses of action but not necessarily reliably and not always by quantifying the value of each one.


For example, to evaluate academic courses you could grade each promising option against criteria such as the following. To what extent does the course help you to:



    	meet people and make contacts


    	build your credibility and become known to more people


    	learn and improve from results and feedback


    	see and measure your progress


    	defer career commitments until later (i.e. give you flexibility)


    	move towards jobs that:


	
			satisfy basic needs for others


			move towards sustainability


			are not dependent on technology that is, or soon will be, obsolete?


	




A simple table is good for recording your analysis. Use the criteria as row headings and your action options as column headings. In the table use some kind of symbol (e.g. a tick or cross, a number, a colour) to show your evaluation of each option against each criterion. There is no need to work out an overall score, though you could try and the score may well be a better combination of the criteria than unaided judgement.


In summary, many decisions have implications for future outcomes that are too hard to work out but we can still identify courses of action that are likely to be better, so:


Evaluate courses of action against heuristic criteria.


Evaluate at 10-10-10


This pattern supports choose between bundles of synergistic actions and plan with performance periods.


E.g. Sonja is a physicist working at a university and her specialist subject is string theory. She has written several papers about it and her PhD was on string theory. The problem is that she is beginning to suspect that string theory is not the way ahead for physics. She has been looking at alternative theoretical frameworks she could steer towards and has a couple of candidates in mind. Most likely she would focus on criticisms of string theory before selecting something more promising. She thinks about the impact of changing direction in this way.


How will she be in 10 minutes? Probably a bit relieved but also frightened of what is to come. She would feel free to pursue other ideas.


How will she be affected after 10 months? She expects her colleagues to notice her change and to start to react to it. When she tries to publish her first negative paper about string theory that will probably cause some personal problems for her.


How will she be after 10 years? This is not so clear but she thinks she will either be a forgotten academic ploughing on alone or build a reputation as a leader in a major competing theory area. She cannot predict this.


In view of her concerns about relationships over the coming months, she decides to quietly develop new contacts with other physicists who are pursuing theories that compete with string theory. If she feels she can be part of an alternative community then she will make the change.


Effects can be evaluated at different time horizons.


A useful refinement to heuristic evaluation (and other evaluations) is to consider how things will be after 10 minutes, 10 months, and 10 years (Welch, 2009). This helps to get a view of how progress might develop over time, including long-term effects. This may be particularly useful for activities we intend to do for a long period or choices that will have long-term consequences.


Our views at different time horizons can be expanded to a fuller prediction of the consequences for us and others we care about, for different periods of our lives, even quantifying the duration of impacts. This might also be useful when planning to achieve particular levels of performance during particular periods of our lives.


In summary, consequences play out over time, so:


Consider how you will be affected after 10 minutes, 10 months, and 10 years.


Consider thinking more


This pattern supports choose between bundles of synergistic actions.


E.g. Pelham is trying to choose his next car. Initially he was just browsing the internet but for several days now he has been considering particular vehicles and purchase options in detail. He made a spreadsheet with all the leading contenders listed, along with details of their specifications, good and bad points, purchase prices, other deals, running costs, and so on. But, so far, he has not chosen a vehicle and bought it. Instead, at the end of each session of thinking about his options, he has chosen to think some more – usually after getting some more information or including an additional vehicle in his search.


Getting more information and thinking about it is often worthwhile.


In decision theory the option to just think a bit longer is often not shown explicitly but it is there. In practice, this is the option we choose most often until we finally decide that no further consideration is worthwhile and it is time to move on.


Two major mistakes are possible from overlooking this option:



  	trying to decide now when it is not necessary or the best choice


  	delaying a decision too long due to not deliberately considering the option to think more and identifying when it is no longer the best choice.





Consider the importance of the decision, what further information might be helpful, how you could get it, and how you might use it. What difference could the new information make? This often leads to identifying specific uncertainties that are important and hunting for information about them.


In summary, more information and consideration can be worthwhile, so:


Do not forget the option of thinking a bit more.


Evaluate incomplete plans


E.g. Rachel lives in Dover and has just been offered an excellent job in Wolverhampton, over 200 miles away. She must let the employer know if she accepts the offer in the next two days. Rachel begins to think about how her life would change if she relocated. She is single and willing to relocate. Her best friend from Dover recently moved to Wolverhampton to work so Rachel thinks she would at least know someone and that could be the start of a new social circle. The problem is that Rachel has not identified anywhere suitable to live. There are no rooms or flats being advertised right now. Her friend is living with an aunt. Without a specific place to live, that part of Rachel’s plan remains incomplete.


She considers how likely it is that she can solve the accommodation problem in time to start the new job. Her friend confirms that there isn’t enough space with her aunt for Rachel to stay for more than a few days, sleeping on the floor. However, looking at property listings online she can see that suitable rooms have been advertised in the recent past. She calls two agents in Wolverhampton who assure her that finding somewhere suitable should not be difficult and will take less than 3 weeks. She has over a month to sort this out. Rachel decides to accept the job, confident that she will solve the accommodation problem later.


Sometimes we cannot develop a complete plan up front.


Although developing a complete plan provides the most attractive option for action, there are times when we are stuck and cannot work out a satisfactory way to do some part of the action. Recognize this and pinpoint what you are stuck on. Do not give up on an idea just because you cannot see how to do it straight away.


Consider the chances of finding a satisfactory approach in future. Consider how other people get on and your usual success in the relevant area. Consider the inherent difficulty of what you are thinking of doing.


In summary, sometimes we cannot solve all the problems immediately, so:


Evaluate the chance of solving outstanding problems and developing a complete plan in future.


Evaluate advice


This pattern supports choose between bundles of synergistic actions and get more information.


E.g. Alexandra’s friend tells her she has recently started going for a walk every day for exercise. She walks for about 45 minutes each time. She asks Alexandra if she would like to join her. At first, Alexandra is not very enthusiastic. Like her friend, she works long days in an office and does not have much time free in the evenings when the walks would be. Her friend says ‘I am doing this because a walk every day is better than the gym twice a week, and I don’t like the gym. I have been reading about this and found several good, science-based sources that recommend it and say it is particularly good for office workers like us. It would help me if you came too, of course, but I will still do it alone.’


Alexandra currently gets almost no exercise each day and it is a worry to her. She has been thinking of joining a gym for several months. She knows her friend is well aware of this situation.


Alexandra wonders if her friend’s information about walking is likely to be good advice. Her friend has a personal motive for persuading Alexandra to walk but, set against that, she seems to have done some research into the idea and she knows Alexandra’s personal circumstances. Alexandra decides to trust her friend and agrees to give walking a try. 


When other people give us advice there are several reasons why it might be bad advice.


It can be hard to know whether advice is good or not but it is sensible to give it some thought. Consider if the adviser is motivated correctly, if the adviser is well informed, and if they have considered your personal circumstances:


Motivated correctly: Do they have something to gain from persuading you to make the choice they seem to be suggesting? Maybe they just want to keep you around for company, or have someone join them in a bad habit of theirs (e.g. going boozing, all-night gaming), or stop you making more progress in life than them (which would make them feel bad).


Well informed: Have they carefully researched and considered their advice? Maybe they are experts on a topic already or perhaps they have done some reading or spoken to another expert. Someone who is generally knowledgeable and intelligent is also more likely to give good advice but specifically relevant knowledge is more important.


Personal: Have they considered your personal circumstances, characteristics, and wishes? A good adviser, even if they know you well, will usually ask questions to establish facts in detail and, even then, will only make suggestions or recommendations. They will not argue with you about what is best for you to do. Ideally, their advice will be justified by reference to your circumstances. In the example above, Alexandra’s friend mentioned that daily walking was good exercise for office workers like Alexandra.


The advice can also be analysed critically for points that seem to be illogical, inconsistent, vague, contrary to other things you know, or ill-thought out in any other way.


In summary, advice can be useful but it can also be misleading, so:


Evaluate advice by thinking about the adviser’s motives and behaviour as well as critically considering the advice given.


Plan in the short term


The following patterns are for planning in the short term.


Plan with resource allocations


This pattern supports plan with roles and plan with performance periods.


E.g. Bianca is training to be a qualified accountant and faces examinations in five subjects. She has 12 weeks left in which to prepare and for most of that time she will still be doing her full-time job as an accountant. She calculates she can spend about 155 hours on study before the exams. That time divided equally suggests 31 hours per subject. However, she finds Management Accounting easy and Tax very hard. Company Law is a bit tougher than Auditing. She takes 10 hours from Management Accounting and gives 5 to Tax, 3 to Company Law, and 2 to Auditing. The allocation to Business Law is unchanged. She then makes a rough plan of what to study in each week, within her overall time allocation.


It is often hard to plan in detail, especially without constraints. However, the typical correlation between resources and results can be exploited to simplify planning.


The level of detail can be controlled and there is no need to estimate resources needed for many small tasks. Instead, just one or a few quantities can be chosen by guessing, allocating the same quantities as usual or as were needed last time, or dividing down equally and perhaps making some adjustments. Top level allocations can be subdivided but there is no need to estimate for many small tasks. In the example above, Bianca set an overall time and then divided it. The division was made by adjusting an equal split to reflect her gut feeling about the different subjects.


If you have data about past resources needed then those are often the best starting point. More detailed breakdowns do not always give more accurate estimates.


Resources that can be allocated in personal planning include time, money, and space within our homes. This includes time and effort given to developing courses of action, not just carrying them out.


The resources being allocated might be all your resources (of that type) or just some.


If you desire an appropriate ‘work-life balance’ then resource allocation is one way to at least choose that balance, even if you are not sure what is appropriate. Set aside time for rest, exercise, recovery, social activity, and treats.


Usually, if we give more resources to something then we can achieve a higher level of performance on it. However, sometimes this relationship is broken by new ideas that let us achieve more with less.


Having allocated resources to something, the idea is to achieve the best results you can within that allocation. (When the resource is time, this idea is sometimes called ‘timeboxing’.) Occasionally you will learn more over time and want to revise your initial allocation.


In summary, resources usually link to performance levels, so:


Make or adjust resource allocations to respond to differing needs for performance levels.


This pattern is supported by plan with routines, reserve blocks of time, plan with timetables, keep some managed slack, plan metawork time, and change at the margins.


Plan with timetables


This pattern supports plan with resource allocations.


E.g. Monica works in software development and lives with her sister in a city. Although her job is quite varied and she has almost complete freedom to use her time outside work in any way she likes, she has made a timetable for her week. When she left university she just carried on with that approach and found it suited her. She knows what time to get up, when to start breakfast, when to catch her train, what she is doing most lunchtimes, and so on. In the evening her timetable is coordinated with her sister’s so they take turns to cook meals and often go out to exercise or socialize together. Time is allocated for one-off activities too. When demands on her change, she adjusts her timetable.


It is tiring and tiresome to go through the day repeatedly wondering what to do next.


Timetables can cover all your time, or just some periods of the day, with the rest left free or managed by some other planning approach.


Having a timetable, even if it is just an outline that can be adjusted, reduces the burden of day planning. Most people live lives that have repeating patterns weekly, four weekly, calendar monthly, and annually. The weekly pattern is the strongest and most often useful but timetables on the other schedules can also be created.


These repeating patterns come from the fact that other people also have patterns on those cycles, and from the natural cycles of night and day, sleep and wakefulness, body temperature variations, and energy fluctuations.


We usually benefit from fitting in with the patterns of those we interact with.


A timetable provides a helpful consistency to our lives. If we know what we have been doing and what has happened as a result then that helps us adjust our behaviour in response to this feedback and in anticipation of changing demands. Without consistency it would be hard to know how to adjust.


A timetable is also a good way to execute an allocation of time. If you know you have allocated your time according to sensible priorities then you can trust your timetable to make sure you are spending your time wisely.


As a minimum, people who are in love should schedule time to be together. Without this, activities with the advantage of being scheduled – like work and some chores – may keep getting in the way.


In summary, a timetable gives useful discipline to your use of time and a comforting regularity, so:


Have a weekly timetable at an appropriate level of detail and consider timetables for other cycles too.


This pattern is supported by plan with routines, reserve blocks of time, plan frequent rest times, make small daily time commitments, break tasks down, keep some managed slack, and plan metawork time.


Change at the margins


This pattern supports plan with performance periods and plan with resource allocations.


E.g. Bianca has been studying for her accountancy exams for 5 weeks and now has a much better sense of how much effort each of the five exams requires. Based on her initial time allocation and time spent so far, the hours remaining and originally planned are as follows: Management Accounting, 13 / 21 hours; Company Law, 25 / 34 hours; Business Law, 22 / 31 hours; Auditing, 25 / 33 hours; and Tax 25 / 36 hours. However, Tax is proving even tougher than she thought and Auditing is a lot easier. The other topics are as she expected. She decides to reallocate three hours from Auditing to Tax. Auditing is where she needs time least and Tax is where she needs it most.


Resource allocations – even by calculation and modelling – can be time consuming and accuracy is often limited, so adjustments are needed.


In between more thorough analyses of resource requirements, a quick and easy method of adjustment is to move small amounts of resource between categories.


Because this involves only small adjustments it is the marginal impact of a small change in resourcing that is relevant.


Reallocations should be from the activity with the lowest marginal gain per unit of resource to the activity with the highest. If you repeatedly make small adjustments like this then the activities with the lowest and highest marginal gain per unit of resource may change from time to time.


To identify worthwhile reallocations, it is necessary to monitor your situation over time. If plan with performance periods has been used then it will be natural to monitor the performance levels of interest. These will include performance areas of temporary importance and those constant, maintenance areas.


In particular, it is crucial to monitor overall wellbeing, including health, sleep debt (i.e. accumulated lack of sleep), energy, and stress reactions. These need to be sustainable over time, though short-term dips in high pressure situations may be reasonable. If wellbeing is falling then more time probably needs to be switched to calming, rest, and perhaps physical exercise.


In summary, resource allocations often need to be adjusted, so:


Monitor your performance levels and move small amounts of resource from the activity with the lowest marginal gain per unit to the activity with the highest.


Plan metawork time


This pattern supports plan with resource allocations and plan with timetables.


E.g. Paula has been working for several months as a computer programmer in a tiny software company. She likes the company and was excited to start her current project. However, over the past few weeks she has become increasingly despondent. She and her boss, Jonathan, have been struggling with the project and there have been several misunderstandings and mistakes that have put them behind. In response, they have been working for longer and trying harder, yet the problems continue.


Jonathan is a good person and she trusts him so she raises her frustrations with him. In response he looks a bit panicked and seems confused. He says nothing but the next day he appears with a young woman that Paula has seen around the office but never spoken to. Jonathan introduces her as Martine and explains that he has asked her to look at the problems on their project and make some suggestions.


Martine seems super-focused and asks lots of questions about the project and how they have been working on it. After 45 minutes she says she has some suggestions and begins to explain them. Paula is stunned as Martine calmly explains so much of what has been bothering Paula and suggests sensible improvements to the way she and Jonathan have been working. Some of the suggestions are good ideas in any situation, while others are specific to the project.


This is the first time Paula and Jonathan have thought about improving the way they work on the project. The changes they agree give Paula a huge surge of optimism. Even though they still have a lot of technical work to do she sees that, by repeatedly refining their way of working, they can expect to get on top of those problems more easily than before.


There is nearly always scope to improve the way we are working but doing so takes time.


Metawork is work to improve the way work is done (perhaps even finding a way to remove a task altogether). You can also improve the way you do metawork and one simple step towards this is to plan time for it. (Note: The term metawork has also been used to refer to useless management that gets in the way of doing real work. If that is your experience of metawork then you are not doing it properly.)


Metawork can be worthwhile for a number of different reasons. One is that an investment of time now in metawork will save more time or perhaps more valuable time in future. If the metawork is for a repeating activity then the value of savings is greater if the activity continues without significant change for longer. Sometimes it can be hard to predict how long that will be. An activity might go on for longer than expected or be cancelled or significantly changed earlier than expected.


Some activities are needed only once, in theory, but in practice have to be repeated several times to get them right. Examples include drawings for construction work, computer code, and business decision models on spreadsheets. People sometimes do less metawork than is worthwhile because they do not realize that many repetitions will be needed.


Another reason for metawork is to keep up with competitors (e.g. other workers in your workplace). If some people are doing metawork and, as a result, improving their speed or the quality of their outputs then others must also do metawork to keep their position.


Metawork can also be worthwhile simply because it is more fun than doing the work without improvements. For example, people who write software often prefer writing a program to do something over doing it in a tedious, repetitious way that takes no more time.


Similarly, metawork might be worthwhile because it develops valuable skills or technology that might be used elsewhere.


Understanding the impact of metawork is important in valuing courses of action. If you estimate the value of an activity assuming no improvement in your abilities then the value will usually be much less than if you assume some ability improvements over time due to effective metawork. Consequently, doing metawork tends to be encouraging, especially when it discovers worthwhile improvements.


In industrial settings this effect is called an ‘experience curve’. The idea is that each time you double the number of items manufactured so far, the cost of producing each one is reduced by a roughly constant percentage. For example, each doubling of cumulative output might reduce costs by 15% (not unusual in industry). This may not sound like much but consider the early period. By the time you have made your 1,024th item you have doubled output 10 times and reduced costs by just over 80% (according to the model). This only happens if you try to improve.


In summary, with effort we can improve the way we work and this should be reflected in projections of the value of activities, so:


Make time for metawork.


Keep some managed slack


This pattern supports plan with resource allocations and plan with timetables.


E.g. Caroline has a busy life and last year had to take time off work to recover from a stress-induced burnout. She had been trying to make maximum use of every minute of every day and had found it intensely stressful. She had planned rest periods (yoga, walks, lunch, etc) but had over-looked the difficulty of re-planning her time when unexpected things happened. With her diary always packed, every change was complex. Her new approach is to leave slack time with nothing planned at various points in her day plans. This is for the unexpected.


Attempting high utilization of resources tends to lead to inflexibility and/or high costs.


Important resources for which this is true include time, space, and money.


If your time is carefully planned, with no slack, then unexpected changes may be impossible, or may involve changing one or more other activities to make room. This is a hassle. Just adding a new activity, such as finding time to meet someone, may be difficult. It also makes you less responsive to the needs of others.


(Note: Time you plan to use for rest and recovery is not slack time. You need it just as you need work time.)


Similarly, if your space is used to the maximum, almost everything involving that space is harder. For example, imagine that you have a large cupboard packed very nearly full of stuff. When you want to get something out of it, you often must move other items to do so. If you want to put something back in the cupboard then you often must move other items to do it. You are constantly on the point of not being able to get another thing in the cupboard. What is true for a single cupboard can be true for a room or even your entire home.


Similarly, if your entire monthly income is always spent by the end of the month and you have no savings then you will live a precarious life. Unexpected expenses could cause extra expense from short-term loans and emergency cost cuts. It is much better to build up a reserve of savings and live safely within your income. This means you can ride out short-term variations in income and expenses with less impact for your lifestyle and lower stress and expense.


In summary, since the unexpected is to be expected:


Do not commit all your time, space, or money. Leave some slack.


Break tasks down


This pattern supports plan with timetables.


E.g. Jordan has always wanted to write a novel but has never found time to do it. He expects it will take weeks or even months and cannot afford to take that much time off work. But one day he has a great idea for a plot and some main characters, and that motivates him to plan more seriously to get started. He draws diagrams and lists of the things he must do to create his novel. He breaks down those tasks and links them up. After a couple of hours thinking he has come up with over 20 initial tasks, all about an hour of work or less. Each day from then on he looks at his plan, revises and extends it, and picks something to do for an hour. Occasionally he has to skip a day but after a fortnight he has developed his character descriptions, improved his plot, and chosen the book’s working title. He keeps going in this way, breaking a huge task into small tasks he can find time for.


Many tasks take too long to fit into our busy days.


It is easier to find time slots for tasks that are short, so dividing a larger task into smaller sub-tasks can help you use the time opportunities you have.


These sub-tasks should be small enough to be completed within the time slots available. For example, for a part-time student with a job and family, ‘Research and write the literature review for my thesis.’ is far too large because it will take days or even weeks. In contrast, ‘Create a chart from my data showing the change of latency with dose.’ is probably achievable within 30 minutes, so easier to fit into available time slots.


Sub-tasks should also be chosen and defined so that you feel like you are completing a train of thought and not leaving something hanging. For example, ‘Read half the first page.’ is awkward because that could end part way through a paragraph. In contrast, ‘Read the sub-section on latency.’ is tidier.


In summary, finding time for long tasks is hard, so:


Divide larger tasks into smaller sub-tasks so that you can find time to do them.


This pattern is supported by plan systematically with tasks.


Make small daily time commitments


This pattern supports plan with timetables.


E.g. Tim has been reading about meditation techniques and wants to try meditation for a while. The problem is that his busy days mean he does not have the recommended 25 minutes spare each day for meditation. Perhaps if he meditates he will be more productive during his day, in some way, but he cannot persuade himself that this justifies spending 25 minutes per day on meditation.


So, instead, Tim decides to meditate for two minutes per day for a while to start getting used to the idea. He makes an entry in his diary and keeps a log to make sure he does the two minutes. After a few days he finds he is doing two or three of these mini-meditations a day and two minutes feels surprisingly long. Eventually he settles into a routine that provides 20 minutes a day in two sessions.


Starting a new routine can be difficult at first if it involves significant investments of time or effort.


It is usually possible to find two minutes a day for something new and often this is enough to get started. It may take an initial investment of time to get set up to do the activity at all but this effort is more bearable if other time demands are kept very small.


Later, the time spent each day can be increased and this may be justified.


In summary, some routine activities are difficult to start because of the time required each day, so:


Consider starting with a very small daily time commitment, such as two minutes.


Reserve blocks of time


This pattern supports plan with timetables and plan with resource allocations.


E.g. Bianca is working towards her exams but also has other activities competing for her time. In particular, she has friends and family who contact her, things to do around her home, and other administrative chores. To study effectively she must be undistracted so she uses her daily timetable to reserve time for particular activities. During those periods nothing else is allowed to be done or even thought about. Because she allows time for all the activities she knows she needs to do, she does not worry about not getting around to things. Occasionally something unexpected comes up and some of those things need urgent action but usually she can handle them in her ‘general admin’ block just after lunch.


Distraction by other tasks is a major source of fatigue and inefficiency.


To reduce distractions and the fatigue and loss of productivity they can produce it is helpful to reserve time for particular activities or for activities of a particular type (e.g. ‘admin’). Not all time has to be reserved in this way.


If something arises during a block that is reserved for something else then it can be noted (to avoid forgetting it) and dealt with in its allocated block.


In summary, multi-tasking is tiring and inefficient, so:


Reserve specific blocks of time for particular activities or types of activity.


Plan frequent rest times


This pattern supports plan with timetables.


E.g. Bianca has divided her blocks of study time so that she gets frequent rest periods. Her chosen schedule is the ‘pomodoro’ schedule, except that she only has time for two hours of study in the evenings on most days. She uses this time by studying for 25 minutes (on a chosen topic) then resting for 5 minutes, studying for 25 then resting for 5, studying for 25 then resting for 5, then studying for a final 25 minutes. At weekends she does blocks of four work periods with longer rest periods in between, which she often uses to get some exercise by going shopping on foot.


Resting is important in a variety of work types but the desire to make progress often keeps us going continuously without taking rest breaks.


Mental tasks can be tiring in ways we do not notice as the fatigue builds up. Typically, we get less and less efficient as fatigue and mental muddle grow. A rest of a few minutes can help reduce this problem but is not long enough for us to get distracted onto something time consuming, like cooking a meal or watching a movie.


Planning physical movement is important along with mental rest.


In summary, we need to rest frequently and regularly, so:


Schedule time to rest and to be active frequently.


Plan with routines


This pattern supports plan with roles, plan with resource allocations, and plan with timetables.


E.g. Peter and Penny have three young children with lots of interests. Getting everyone ready for school and work requires taking care of many details each day but things get really tricky after school. Each of the children has different activities and on Wednesdays all three children go out at some point, sometimes overlapping, which makes the journeys hard to fit in. To make this possible, Peter and Penny have worked out their routines in detail, covering who is doing what at what time, who is using the car, when the car keys get handed over, what time dinner will be, who makes it and for which children, and so on. Because they do mostly the same thing each week, they have been able to refine their routines, achieving better than military precision.


Using our resources efficiently often requires refined, complex plans. Fortunately, the repetition in our lives makes this possible.


Thinking in terms of routines that get developed, refined, and adapted over time matches the typical pattern of our lives and simplifies planning.


This can interact with timetabling and time allocation because routines sometimes do not take exactly the time initially allocated or timetabled.


In summary, routines simplify planning, so:


Clarify, develop, refine, and adapt routines.


This pattern is supported by plan systematically with tasks and list next steps to do.


Plan systematically with tasks


This pattern supports plan with routines and break tasks down.


E.g. Jane and Simon have two grown up children, a house, and rather a large garden. The garden was great when the children were young and Jane has been enjoying gardening for a few years but has found it increasingly time consuming and tiring. She would like to do other things but feels stuck with the gardening chores. Simon suggests redesigning the garden to reduce the work needed and borrows a book from the library on ‘easy care’ gardening. It is full of good ideas and Jane reads it carefully from cover to cover.


She decides that, with an effort this spring, she can probably reduce the work involved radically but she needs to be systematic to identify every worthwhile change.


Jane draws a plan of her garden and patiently considers every distinct area of the garden, every edge, and every plant, thinking of all the labour-saving changes that could be made. She marks them on her drawing and lists them too. She also looks at the calendar she has been using to plan her gardening for the past two years, and thinks about each task on it, one by one. From this she gets several more ideas, including ideas for planting different food crops in her greenhouse.


Finally, she groups and orders the tasks, deciding when she will do them and identifying everything that will cost money. This produces a few more alterations and, finally, a detailed plan listing every task needed to transform her garden into one that is still attractive, still produces some food, and yet will be less than 20% as much work to maintain.


This way, Jane works systematically to identify everything she can do that will contribute to her overall goal of creating an ‘easy care’ garden. Simon volunteers to help her with the work.


Sometimes we need to do many individual tasks to accomplish some overall goal, so it would be easy to miss some without a systematic approach.


Sometimes there is too much uncertainty about what is needed for this kind of detailed planning and a high risk of having to redo the planning when unexpected events happen. However, if detailed planning is possible and unlikely to be overturned then the key is to be systematic and thorough. This can give you comforting clarity over what can be done next.


One good way to be systematic is to base your search on one or more existing ‘frameworks’. In the example above, Jane bases her search on the elements of her garden, down to individual plants in some cases, and on her existing annual plan of garden chores.


Similarly, you could pack for a trip away by going through each step of your journey and each day of your trip and considering what you will need along the way. You could identify cleaning tasks by considering each room of your house, and each area of each room. You could identify car maintenance tasks by looking in your car’s user guide to see what is suggested.


In the example of Jane and Simon above, the individual tasks are largely separate from each other, in the sense that they do not have to be done in a particular order. In contrast, other types of project involve quite detailed sequencing problems. For example:



    	cooking


    	decorating


    	construction, from building furniture to building a house


    	studying


    	exercise programmes.





Construction, in particular, tends to create subtle sequencing problems that can only be identified by thinking through the steps of your plan in detail, usually with drawings. One of the most frustrating situations is to find that you must take something apart (undoing earlier work) to fit some later element.


Another common problem is that doing some tasks can make a mess of work done earlier.


E.g. To decorate a room it makes sense to paint the ceiling, then paint the walls, then paint the woodwork, then do the floor covering. This minimizes the risk of making a mess of earlier work during later work.


When searching for sequence issues it helps to think what the items you are working on will look like at each stage.


Regardless of the problems, being systematic to identify all the tasks or steps is one of the keys to success. (Note: The terms ‘task’ and ‘step’ are somewhat relative. A task might be a step within some larger task. The term sub-task could also be used.)


In summary, identifying all the tasks to be done can be complex, so:


Be systematic in identifying tasks to be done and potential interactions between them that make some sequences better than others.


List next steps to do


This pattern supports plan with routines.


E.g. Ginger is the book-keeper and administrator for a small plumbing company. He has many, many tasks, often short but still crucial to do correctly and promptly. At first he kept a ‘to do’ list on a spreadsheet but this seemed to be quite a chore. Then he noticed that many of the items on his list were part of repeated routines with predictable steps. He redesigned his spreadsheet to take advantage of this. For example, setting up a new job for a customer involves 7 steps by Ginger, usually done in a fixed order. On his new spreadsheet he puts the name of the job and enters ‘new job’ to identify the routine involved. His spreadsheet then shows him the first step of that routine for that job and the step after that (as a preview). When he has completed the first step, he updates his spreadsheet by simply typing in the next step number, ‘2’, and the spreadsheet then shows the second task and previews the third. This way he does not have to type in every step every time and his ‘to do’ list does not show steps that will not be relevant until other steps have been completed.


To deal with one-off tasks that are not part of one of his routines he also allows ‘miscellaneous’ as a type with just one step.


This new approach needs less typing overall and helps remind Ginger of the next steps in his standardized routines.


Some jobs and lifestyles involve large numbers of largely unrelated tasks that must not be forgotten. Psychological pressure can be created by the need to remember so much and by a sense that it all has to be done now.


People who make lists tend to be more organized overall than people who do not but the importance of listing depends on the nature of your work and your lifestyle generally. In the example above, Ginger has many tasks to remember to do. At the other extreme, a novelist with a simple lifestyle and no family might have so few tasks to remember that listing them is not necessary. The many things to remember when writing a novel are part of a single project, with work planned in a different way and often not needing to be documented.


The method of listing next steps to do illustrated above is a refinement of the simple ‘to do’ list. It provides a simple structure and, when automated with software or an electronic spreadsheet, the work of listing tasks is greatly reduced.


Each task is given a type. Each type of task is associated with a standard list of steps to be done for that type of task. The system needs to pull up the next step for each task when the previous one is marked as completed. When all steps for a task have been completed it should show that the overall task has been done.


Another approach is to use a diagram with tasks shown as boxes, and arrows showing where a task cannot or should not be done until one or more other tasks have been done. This could be done on paper but diagramming software is helpful. I use a free package called yEd, which can automatically lay out the network diagram so that work progresses systematically in one direction. It is amazing.


Boxes can be light red when they are available to start or underway, yellow when waiting for someone else to act, green when done, and white when they cannot be started because something else has to happen first. If you update your picture with new colours as progress is made then it is possible to see at a glance the light red boxes that represent tasks you could do now if you wanted to. Every other colour means tasks you can put out of your mind for now.


In summary, many people have to remember to do many unrelated tasks, so:


Use a system to document and recall the next steps to do, distinguishing them from steps that will come later but cannot be done next.


Develop efficiency


The following patterns are for raising efficiency. This is not just efficiency in using resources; it is also important to reduce unpleasant feelings and increase pleasant feelings.


Make and learn a better approach


E.g. Lemmy is a PhD student who has just started doing some teaching with undergraduates and is marking essays in a business school. This is the first time Lemmy has marked any kind of essay so, after reading the instructions for markers, he starts reading the first essay out of 127 to be marked. The essay is incoherent and irrelevant so Lemmy stops reading. Then he remembers that, unlike most papers he reads, he has no choice but to read all the way through. Just because this essay is useless does not mean he can toss it to one side and try another. After 45 minutes he gets to the end and tries to award some marks. It is not easy and he feels very unsure of his choices. The next essay is almost as bad and Lemmy stops reading after 5 more minutes. He gets up and wanders around his flat, demoralized, tired, and wondering how he is going to get through all 127 scripts. How is this pain worth the small payment he will receive?


After a rest he starts to design a process for marking. He reads the instructions again and types out some ideas on his laptop for his personal marking process. After going through it a couple of times he memorizes the process then imagines going through it to make sure it is clear in his mind.


His next attempt at the second essay feels much easier and this time he knows how he wants to handle incoherent text. Throughout the next two days he refines his process in several more ways and begins to monitor his progress numerically too. This allows him to calculate if he is going fast enough to finish marking by the deadline.


When he originally agreed to do marking it seemed worth the money. When he first started it seemed definitely not worth the money. But, with a better approach, thoroughly learned, it once again became worthwhile. 


Lack of a good approach can lead to difficulty starting or continuing action.


The solution to many issues caused by lack of a good approach is to recognize the problem, allocate some time to metawork, do some planning/design, and then learn the steps of your approach by mentally running through them a few times. Once the steps, or at least the first few, are clear in your mind and come to you easily it is much easier to get started.


The approach may need improvement in four ways:



  	There may be gaps where you simply have no executable method. (Executable means that the steps you have in mind are ones that you already know how to do.)


  	There may be steps that are not viable. (Viable means that the steps planned can be carried out, even if the results are poor.)


  	There may be actions that are resource-intensive, unpleasant, or hard to find a good time for.


  	The outcomes anticipated may be poor.





In the example above, Lemmy realized his approach (i.e. his way of marking) had gaps and sections that were not viable when he tried to mark the first script. The work also left him mentally feeling tired. This left him feeling demotivated for a period. However, he solved those problems and then improved performance further, making the work worthwhile.


Ways to refine an approach so that it is more efficient include the following:


Time and motion: The movements and journeys made to accomplish a task can be examined and, often, reduced. For example, frequently needed tools or stocks can be relocated and journeys can be combined.


Softening: The actions required can often be made more palatable by reducing the intensity and duration of work, and by increasing pleasant feelings and decreasing unpleasant feelings. Take a look at physical comfort and consider possible tools.


Sequencing: Sometimes tasks are easier if done in a particular order. Perhaps doing one gets you ready to do the next. Perhaps just grouping tasks that need similar tools is more efficient.


Prioritization: Sometimes it is possible to allocate resources unequally and focus on higher priority items, such as the people most likely to say ‘yes’, the exercises that give the most benefit for the time they take, or the clothes you wear the most. One form of this is to use an efficient, wide-ranging search to identify a handful of the best opportunities (e.g. job vacancies to apply for, potential customers to approach, articles to write, holiday locations) and do nothing on all the others.


Streaming: Sometimes it is possible to divide items into types and process each type in a different way. A useful pattern is to automate simple cases but deal with complex cases personally.


Automation: There are often ways to improve an approach by using a smartphone application or spreadsheet. In the example above, the progress tracking could easily be automated by using a spreadsheet to do mark calculations and display progress.


Prevention: There are many ways that prevention can be more efficient than cure. For example, not making mistakes is usually less work than correcting them after they have been made. Tidying a mess before it spreads out is easier. Removing weeds before they grow large is easier.


Incrementalism: Many tasks can be done with lower risk and often higher speed by breaking them into small deliveries of value to someone. These deliveries are also an opportunity to learn from feedback (e.g. an author might write a ‘pitch’ for a book, then a short story, then a plot outline, then a first chapter, and then the rest – each time collecting feedback from friends and potential publishers).


Multi-purposing: It may be possible to do more than one thing with the same activity. For example, you might write an article for a newsletter and develop your knowledge and contacts at the same time.


Synergy: Some activities support others synergistically. For example, if you decide to take a course in website development then you could join a social club for people who make electronic music and read a book about how Amazon was founded and became successful. These things are related and support each other.


Decluttering: Occasionally there is an opportunity to simplify your life by cutting out activities that are no longer a good use of your time. Some of the things people initially did to make friends or as a change from work eventually become complicated, demanding, and expensive as they get taken further. What makes sense now?


Combining improvements: Multiple improvements can be combined and sometimes produce a gain greater than the sum of the parts. For example, automation may make streaming worthwhile, and when this is combined with prioritization and incrementalism there is no need for complex planning and control.


The extra planning/design will usually lead to greater willingness to take action but could also lead to the realization that the course of action is not a good one for you at this time. This happens when looking at a step in more detail shows that it is much harder than originally thought.


This logic applies to leisure activities such as holidays as much as to work tasks.


E.g. Bella is planning a holiday with her boyfriend. They have several options in mind and cannot easily decide which is best. They want to take a week off work and make the best possible use of it to recover from work stress and have a pleasant and romantic time together. Some of the alternatives involve travelling abroad, some require long journeys in the UK, and some involve only a short journey. They also have choices about how much time to spend at home at the start and end of the week, packing, unpacking, and recovering from travel. Finally, they wonder how much they should do when they reach their holiday destination.


To evaluate the options, they set up a spreadsheet on Bella's computer and divide the time affected by their holiday into sections: pre-holiday week, packing/rest, travel, unpacking/rest, at holiday location, packing, travel home, unpacking/rest, post-holiday week. The pre- and post-holiday periods are those days outside the holiday week that might be affected by preparation  and the residual effects of the holiday (either more or less stressed and tired). They estimate the period durations, decide if each period will be pleasant, neutral, or unpleasant, and give ratings of how pleasant they will be. Some calculations provide feedback on how long the good and bad feelings of each holiday will last.


This quickly identifies two holiday ideas as the leaders. They also refine each idea by choosing details that soften each holiday, reducing the unpleasant parts and increasing the pleasant and neutral parts. They make sure they have flexibility to cope with weather changes and would not be committed to doing too much. This gives them two different options with very similar consequences overall but one is much cheaper than the other so they choose it.


In summary, action can be delayed (initially and once an attempt to start is made) if you do not have a good approach, so:


Develop a good approach and learn it thoroughly. Be willing to make further improvements over time.


This pattern is supported by retrieval practice, plan metawork time, and attack persistently unsolved problems.


Create an improvement framework


This pattern supports make and learn a better approach and create simple numerical models.


E.g. Petra has just started a degree course in English literature and has received her first essay mark. She is deeply disappointed. There are critical comments all over her work and the mark is low, even though she made a huge effort. This is not what she is used to. After having a coffee she finds a quiet spot in the library to think about this. She recognizes that she will have to write many essays over the next three years and that she should think systematically about how to improve her approach at every stage. She draws a diagram of all the activities involved in producing an essay, with arrows linking the tasks to show their order. She also makes a list of the different types of essay she expects to write.


Next, she begins to think of ideas for improvement and links them to her diagram and list. When she runs out of ideas she looks at her diagram and list to see if there are gaps where she has no ideas for improvement. She finds some gaps and then easily thinks of possible improvements. Now all she has to do is decide on her priorities and what to work on first. Her framework makes it easy to see where ideas are complementary and where she must choose one or another.


Often there are many ways to improve so it helps to create an organizing framework of some kind.


Typical framework elements include:



  	a process diagram or table showing each step


  	a breakdown of task types


  	a diagram of all the people involved in something


  	a list of objectives.





The framework serves to organize your ideas and highlight gaps where more ideas might be found.


In summary, a framework can help organize and generate ideas for improvement, so:


Create a framework of some kind and link improvement ideas to it.


Adaptive incremental improvement


This pattern supports make and learn a better approach.


E.g. Bernard has taken up art in his retirement and become enthusiastic. His wife started complaining that his paintings were taking up too much space so he tried selling some and had a little success. Now he is keen to sell more and this new commercial angle has only increased his interest in painting.


Bernard thinks about the whole process from an artistic idea to a painting bought and enjoyed by a customer. He lists many things he can do to get his work better known and produce that work to a higher standard, more quickly, and with a little less work (especially wasted work). He makes a plan for his personal project in which each stage delivers some kind of improvement to his process. For example, he wants to have web pages on social media and a website of his own. Each of these investments is an improvement to the process of getting noticed by customers and giving them a way to explore his work. He decides on an order and makes detailed plans for the first two deliveries, which he expects will take him only a few days to complete.


After each delivery he reviews his plan for the rest of the work and makes changes to reflect what he has learned so far. With no boss to get in the way he feels completely free to do this in pursuit of the easiest, best results. Bernard takes care to deliver something complete, functioning, live, and performing each time. He tries to avoid having things half done. When he paints he tries to finish the work, promote it, and sell it without delay. That way he gets the best feedback and chances to learn.


Delivering improvements in small stages and revising plans often is one of the best ways to organize work.


The advantages of incrementalism have already been discussed. In summary, delivering improvements incrementally means that there is less invested without benefits, a shorter delay between investment and returns, more feedback, more learning, and less risk of doing something that later proves obsolete.


Revising plans after each increment allows for learning along the way. Again, it reduces the risk of deliveries that are not what is really needed.


Ideally, the impact on performance of each delivery should be measured but this is not always practical.


Sometimes it is not obvious that a project could be delivered in an adaptive incremental way. It can seem that all the work has to be finished for any benefit to be enjoyed. It may be necessary to push hard to see the work as improving the performance of a process or system.


In summary, incrementalism and adaptation to new information and ideas are valuable, so:


Think of projects as incrementally improving the performance of a process or system. Learn from each delivery and adapt the remaining plan.


Study and lift limiting constraints


This pattern supports make and learn a better approach.


E.g. Penny has always loved jewellery and in the last few years started to make her own. At first, this mostly involved combining ready-made components but then she got some more equipment and made a small workshop space for herself. Her friends loved her designs and this led to her thinking of designing, making, and selling jewellery. She selected her best designs and made some new ones, created pages online, and started trying to make sales.


At first she allocated her time equally between marketing and making jewellery but gradually realized that if she continued with that then she would end up with a huge stock of jewellery and no money. The sales just were not happening. It seemed that the bottleneck was the number of people discovering her work. If she could raise that then she could be more successful.


For two months she did everything she could to get noticed but without much success. Then one morning she switched on her computer to find she had received 27 orders and 13 inquiries from people who were interested but had questions. After months of selling perhaps one or two pieces a week, this was stunning. A few minutes of research showed Penny that her work had been featured in an online magazine with many readers. For the next week, sales orders kept flooding in and Penny could not keep up.


In just one day, the limiting constraint had shifted from her low visibility to her ability to make, pack, and sell jewellery. In desperation she asked her retired neighbour if he could help her with packing and sending the jewellery and he agreed. The next week things got even more hectic as Penny's work was featured in reviews by an influencer. Penny's neighbour had a friend who joined in with the packing and it was now clear that the real limiting constraint had become Penny's speed of making jewellery. To increase this she withdrew from every other non-essential activity in her life and focused on making jewellery.


Often our progress is limited primarily by one or a few constraints (‘bottlenecks’) so focusing on lifting those constraints has a great impact.


Limiting constraints take many forms. For example:



  	shortage of one ingredient where a recipe calls for a particular ratio between ingredients (e.g. concrete, cake mix, cocktails)


  	the speed of the slowest stage in a production line


  	the quality of one step in a process (e.g. the initial pixels captured by a digital camera, losses in file conversion, the quality of the final photo print)


  	where a project has some activities in parallel, one typically takes the longest, making it the ‘critical path’ and the limiting constraint.





It is important to understand what the limiting constraint is and work to lift it so that overall performance can rise. When we do this it is common for another constraint to become the limiting constraint.


In summary, some constraints impose a limit on overall performance, so:


Understand constraints, identify limiting constraints, and focus on lifting limiting constraints.


Study differences between people and situations


This pattern supports make and learn a better approach.


E.g. Imagine that Geoff is a research psychologist specializing in methods of teaching algebra to children. For years he has been engaged in a rhetorical war with other experts, politicians, and teachers about how best to do this. Geoff's work has revealed serious problems with the dominant method currently used by nearly all teachers and he has developed a better alternative approach. The mass of research that seems to support use of the dominant method is riddled with flaws that Geoff has been writing about and exposing for years – but with no effect on the priorities of other researchers or on teaching in schools.


Geoff's view is that everyone supports the dominant method and nobody agrees with him. He is discouraged. However, one day at a research conference he is approached by a younger educational psychologist who is enthused by Geoff's ideas and critiques. She explains that many of his points are obvious and that she has colleagues who agree. She knows that the dominant approach has supporters but she thinks there are also many secret supporters of other methods, including the ideas Geoff talks about.


Inspired by this, Geoff begins to study differences in views between people involved with teaching algebra. He learns where his ideas are readily agreed with and where his most determined opponents are. His new understanding of variations between people and their situations enables him to connect with many more receptive people and he begins to make real progress.


Often we can make more efficient progress by carefully identifying our easiest, most rewarding opportunities.


Situations where this applies include:



  	finding a job, where we might prioritize job advertisements, recruiters, employers, industries, and types of role


  	choosing actions to move towards sustainability, where your best next move can depend on your location, the age of your home and car, what still has not been done, and who is available to do any skilled work needed


  	choosing who to try to sell to


  	sources of evidence in an audit, inspection, or investigation.





Often, if you did not prioritize but instead just chose at random then the average result would be dismal. Sometimes it pays to search more widely so that you can be more selective.


In summary, we can often choose to focus narrowly on just the most rewarding people or situations, so:


Study the differences between people and situations then prioritize carefully. Consider widening your search for opportunities so that you can be even more selective.


Proactive de-stressing


This pattern has already been covered in depth in Part 1 of this book. This is just a quick summary.


E.g. Sebastian loves writing novels and the first novel of his to be published was a great success. His publisher arranged many appearances and other events to promote Sebastian's book and was thrilled by the reaction of reviewers and readers. Sebastian is attractive, interesting, and amusing. He soon had many fans. The only problem was that Sebastian found the whole process of interviews and appearances extremely stressful. This was a part of success as a writer that he did not anticipate and it hit him hard. Eventually he had to tell the publisher to end the publicity campaign, giving the excuse that he needed to work on his next book.


The next book was mostly written and just needed some editing. However, Sebastian found it extremely hard to focus on this simple task. He kept thinking of things he needed to do first. After two weeks of this he realized that he did not want to finish the book and he knew why: he was stressed out by just the thought of the publicity campaign it would lead to.


Fortunately, a friend helped him proactively de-stress the whole process. Together they went through all the things that might happen in finishing the book and doing the publicity for it, carefully de-stressing each step with calming thoughts and some risk management planning. After five sessions of this, Sebastian felt far calmer about the whole project. He contacted his publisher and negotiated some limits for the publicity campaign that would cut out the worst aspects but leave most of the campaign still going ahead. Sebastian also had no difficulty doing the final edits of his new book and sending it to his publisher for copy editing and the rest of production.


Sometimes it is hard to get started with a plan that we imagine will be stressful to carry out, perhaps because something similar was stressful in the past.


It is possible to think through future actions in such a way that, when we carry them out or think of carrying them out, our stress reactions are reduced. This makes the course of action more attractive and can make it easier to start and persist.


The thoughts that help include confirming that the stress reactions would not be required (or identifying the limited circumstances in which they would be helpful) and adjusting the plan to reduce the probability of extreme negative outcomes.


In summary, sometimes we anticipate stress when carrying out a course of action and that can discourage us from starting and persisting, so:


Think through what might happen in detail, identifying potential stress triggers and de-stressing each one carefully and patiently with calming, rational thoughts.


Attack persistently unsolved problems


This pattern supports make and learn a better approach.


E.g. Ben is 14 years old and a keen badminton player. He’s very good and near to being included in his county’s squad. However, he feels that his backhand is weak and he cannot hit far enough on that side. In one recent club match his opponent ruthlessly exploited this weakness and Ben is starting to feel that if he does not solve this problem then he will fall behind others his age. He has tried to improve this shot and at group coaching sessions it has been covered a few times but so far Ben has not improved.


He is seriously considering giving up competitive badminton but decides to have one more go at solving this persistent problem. He searches the internet for useful videos and articles. He spends an afternoon with his brother just practising this one shot. He emails a coach who has produced the best video on the topic and asks what he should do to improve. Then he writes notes on all this and lists some ideas to get better.


These include some exercises to increase his strength and power for the relevant movements, some tests of techniques, some ideas on how to practise, and a plan for several sessions of focused practice with his brother. He starts to work separately on hitting with the centre of his racket, increasing his strength and power, and perfecting his movements. If none of this works then he will give up competitive badminton but at least he will have given it his best.


Some of our problems remain persistently unsolved and this can undermine courses of action that should be attractive.


Sadly, there are some things that are persistently unsolved problems for us. Some of these are also unsolved for most people and just something that most people accept. However, others are problems that most people have solved but we have not. These individual persistently unsolved problems can be quite upsetting and embarrassing. They can make it hard or impossible for us to do things that most people can do easily.


Do not give up on these until you have tried at least these methods:



    	Search for published advice.


    	Carefully study your problem in detail, noting facts about what you currently do, your situation, and what happens.


    	Ask someone sympathetic and competent for their suggestions. Push them for detail because people usually find it hard to give instructions for doing something that is easy for them but much harder for someone else.


    	Write down your thoughts on the problem and possible solutions.


    	Make a systematic attack on the problem using a plan of analysis and trials.





If the problem remains after you have tried all this then you may still need to continue trying. It is a mistake to make (perhaps many) weak attempts at finding a solution and, from those, conclude that the problem cannot be solved. It is also a mistake to just leave a problem for a long time and then conclude, from the lack of a solution, that the problem cannot be solved.


In summary, some important problems that remain unsolved for us but which many or even most people have solved can remain major barriers for us, so:


Make a focused, intelligent, energetic attempt to solve such problems using powerful methods.


Choose for efficiency


E.g. Austin has legally formed his garden design business but has no customers. Getting customers is his top priority but what activities should he focus on? At first he lists some possibilities, such as placing advertisements, doing leaflets, having a website, and asking everyone he knows to help him find customers. Some of these seem more likely to work than others but then he realizes that they will not take equal amounts of time. He can hardly compare placing advertisements, which will take only a few hours, with speaking to everyone he knows, which will take days or even weeks to do properly. He also wants to spend more time with people more likely to be helpful. To make the comparisons fair, he divides his best guess of sales from each activity by his best guess of the hours needed.


To make plans comparable we often must consider efficiency, which is the amount of benefit from each unit of some scarce and important resource, often our own time.


This familiar idea can get more complicated if we want to consider more than one scarce resource. Sometimes the most efficient plan for one resource is not the most efficient for another. However, often we can navigate around these complexities. For example, some options may appear to give about the same rewards but at different costs, allowing us to choose on the basis of cost.


E.g. Anjali has quite a lot of money and invests it by buying shares in public companies. She likes to make the investment decisions herself and keeps a portfolio covering between 10 and 30 different companies most of the time. Having looked in detail at various methods of allocating her money to shares she has concluded that the evidence that one method is better than another is unconvincing. So, she turns her attention to the difficulties and costs of each method. She prefers tracking an index to spending lots of time analysing companies, and she learns that the so-called ‘efficient’ portfolio is actually no better than allocating equal value to each company because the necessary co-variance numbers cannot be established reliably in practice. She decides to track an index but with a focus on companies in just three sectors that she thinks have great promise.


Lacking resources can lead to wonderful discoveries of efficient ways to live.


E.g. My wife and I have been short of money for a long time, I don’t like arduous travel or foreign countries, and she likes to be comfortable. This has led us to develop an unusual but satisfying approach to leisure and holidays:



  	Enjoy things every day through cheap but delightful food and drink in modest quantities, a few beautiful things (e.g. the china and silver) that were purchased carefully, many local walks (especially in our local woods, which involves no car use), and being lovely to each other many times during the day.


  	Use weather apps and be flexible about timing to get the best out of each day and avoid getting wet, too cold, or too hot.


  	Avoid over-use injuries but try to get a lot of gentle exercise.


  	Design holidays to minimize arduous travel. Break up longer car journeys by stopping for a walk at a National Trust or English Heritage site (paid for by an annual membership).


  	Travel at comfortable times of day. For example, rather than getting up at 3 am to catch a flight, set off in the car at 10.30 am to drive for just over an hour to the first stop off for a walk and lunch.


  	Choose self-catering accommodation and take our favourite stuff so that standards can be maintained.


  	Find interest in things that are surprising (e.g. the commercial design of Bath’s Royal Crescent) and in good ideas, especially those that might be used in our lives (e.g. the design of a piece of furniture, a decorative art idea). Often these are not the things that tourist guides talk about or focus on.


  	Choose holiday accommodation from which a variety of pleasant walks can be enjoyed, mostly without driving.


  	Plan plenty of rest. Trying to do too much brings tiredness, greater risk of health problems, and spoils the experience for us.





On this basis we love walking in our local woods, which are easily reached on foot from our home. My wife pays attention to the plants, animals, and other things that can be seen if you look closely. The walk is health-giving. The trees help to make the best of the weather (shelter from wind and hot sun). There are almost no costs and recovery takes little time. We have a variety of routes and also often talk as we walk.


In summary, activities usually cannot be compared directly if they involve different levels of investment, so:


When activities are to be compared, look at the results expected from comparable units of investment.


Refine put-downs and pick-ups


E.g. Talulah has started learning to play the alto saxophone. She aims to practise every day but is finding it hard. Her tiny flat seems too small for a permanent practice space. Instead, she gets her sax out of its case, which is under her bed, puts up her music stand, and gets her music books out. It all feels like a lot of wasted time.


She decides she must make this easier. She realizes she just has space for a sax stand in the corner of her room and can prop the music books on a shelf permanently instead of using the music stand. She buys a sax stand and now all she has to do when she wants to practise is pick up her sax and start. Ending a session is almost as easy but she keeps up her good habit of cleaning her sax each time.


The overhead of getting set up and packing away motivates us to seek long periods of uninterrupted time for some tasks, and we may never get started as a result.


Sometimes the overhead of getting set up or packed away is mental rather than physical. We must remember where we got to and reload all the details that need to be freshly in mind for us to progress.


This is easier if we have broken the work into small, relatively self-contained chunks that can be done in short periods of time. Once one of these tasks is done many of its details can be forgotten.


It is also easier if we have documentation (on paper or a screen) that compactly provides the information needed to continue work. This will include the plan for sub-tasks and all the details that need to be readily available to continue the work.


Another method that can help is to spend time developing long-term memories to support the task. This can be done by retrieval practice.


In summary, the overhead of getting set up and packing away can limit opportunities for working on a task, so:


Reduce the work needed to get set up and packed away.


Predict and use primetime


E.g. Peter and Jane have a garden that needs quite a lot of work to keep it tidy. They are not keen gardeners but cannot afford to pay someone to do it for them. They have time to work in the garden at weekends but have learned that on Saturdays they feel too tired from the week to do much. Sundays are much better, so they usually plan to work in the garden on Sundays. They check the weather forecasts to decide if they will do the work in the morning or afternoon.


Some tasks are easiest to do at particular times because of our state changes and external conditions.


Often these suitable periods are predictable and it makes sense to anticipate them and plan to use them. So:


Identify good times to do tasks and plan to use them.


Retrieval practice


This pattern supports make and learn a better approach and relearn your rationale.


E.g. Peter is walking into his local town centre and thinking about what he will do when he gets there. He plans his tour around the town centre and practises recalling his plan, thinking of the shops he will visit and the things he will look at and try to buy. When he arrives in town, he easily carries out his plan, not needing to refer to the list his wife wrote for him.


There are many situations where being able to recall many things fluently is helpful.


In particular, it is easier to get on with a series of relatively small tasks, or sub-tasks, if they are well-learned and come to mind easily. It feels like we flow from one to the next without dithering.


It is also helpful with creative work, especially as your creations get large and complex. For example, writing text, music, computer code, and designing a bridge or building are all tasks that often get disproportionately harder as they get bigger.


One reason for this is that we start to forget what we have created. So, to help ourselves make progress, it is useful to memorize our own creations, deliberately, and retrieval practice is a highly effective way to do this.


Retrieval practice is a powerful way to build memories (Karpicke & Blunt, 2011, and Roediger & Butler, 2011).


Retrieval practice involves trying to recall things. You might just cover something with your hand or close your eyes and try to recall details. You might have some clever software that achieves a similar result. You might plan your coverage so that it is efficient. I personally find it helpful to count the thoughts I can recall. The counting helps keep me focused, reassures me that I have done some useful work, and gives me information about how much work I have done to build my memories. (I used retrieval practice often when writing this book.)


In summary, memory fluency is useful in many situations, so:


Practise recalling memories to make them stronger and longer lasting.


Diagnose and correct mistaken pauses


The following patterns are for situations where we have paused in carrying out a plan, perhaps for no good reason. Typically, we are feeling that our motivation is low.


Improve progress data


E.g. Two years ago Carlos migrated to Germany and now works as a book-keeper in a small engineering company just outside Munich. He quickly learned enough of the German language to get by from day to day but his strong Spanish accent often leaves colleagues confused. He decides to try to develop a more accurate German accent and starts to practise using a website. One of his work colleagues has become a friend and Carlos tells her what he is trying to do. She suggests he tackle the problem systematically so he starts to log his time spent practising and every week saves a recording of himself reading a standard page of German text in his best German accent.


As the weeks go by Carlos is pleased to keep to his programme and sees that the hours of practice are piling up. However, he is less pleased with his rate of progress. The more he learns the more dissatisfied he is with his accent as he practises. It is only when he listens to the recordings from early on compared with his more recent efforts that he can hear the huge improvements he is making. He plays his friend some recordings and she encourages him. She says he has been noticeably better at work but she had already forgotten how difficult his accent was before he started working to improve it. The evidence collected by Carlos has become more and more convincing as his expectations for evidence have risen.


Our expectations for evidence of progress tend to increase over time when we are following a course of action and this can make us dissatisfied with our progress and even give up incorrectly.


The way our expectations of evidence rise over time follows a predictable, logical pattern.


Before we start to act we tend to require only a strong enough rationale for the action. Once we start the action we begin to expect to see evidence of something happening. However, we are pleased with any evidence that we are doing what we intended and that it is producing some kind of effect. Ideally, that effect is what we were hoping for, or seems like positive progress anyway, even if it is not directly beneficial. Often, we have given little thought to this in advance so it is encouraging to see any effects that are not negative.


E.g. A person who starts working out in a gym may be encouraged by counting how much work they have done, the fatigue they feel at the end of each session, and by the fact that their muscles look a little bigger at the end of sessions due to the ‘pump’ effect. Evidence of increased fitness is not needed immediately and it would be unreasonable to expect it.


As we continue our efforts we get more demanding on evidence because we learn more about what happens and start to focus more on whether the effects lead to the beneficial outcomes we wanted (or others that we find desirable).


E.g. As the person continues to work out at the gym they may start to look for evidence that they have become stronger and perhaps more powerful, and perhaps also that they look more athletic even a few hours after a session (though this might be because of changed posture).


If there are no beneficial outcomes then the person will start to question whether it is worth carrying on, despite evidence of something happening.


It may also be that the outcomes, once seen, are not those that satisfy the person’s current needs. Perhaps the benefits are different from those expected, or perhaps their view of what they want has changed while they have been working on the action. Again, willingness to continue will drop.


E.g. Suppose the gym-goer is a young man who starts the project with the idea of becoming more attractive to women. He has no girlfriend and is lonely. After several months he is indeed a bit more athletic looking and has a girlfriend. However, she is not particularly keen for him to be muscular and has started to comment that he is always in the gym and does not have time to see her. The gym work has made him more athletic looking but now that seems less important than it did and the time taken is more important than it was. Things have changed over time, making his gym programme less relevant.


At the final stage the question is whether the benefits achieved are worth the effort. We begin to look for evidence of efficiency, not just effectiveness. In theory we might be able to consider efficiency as soon as we can establish effectiveness but in practice the first signs of effectiveness will often appear before we have raised the efficiency of our actions to near the best possible.


E.g. The gym goer might start to wonder if 5 hours of workouts a week plus hours more of fatigue and restricted eating are worth the slight increase in visible athleticism and the modest increase in strength. However, enthusiasm may continue while it looks likely that improved exercise plans, exercise form, and diet can improve the mix of effort and results.


As a result of this progression, increasing expectations can lead us to become unhappy with results even though they are actually improving, or just because we lack the data, even though the rationale is still good. It is crucial to have evidence and for that evidence to meet our rising expectations.


In summary, as we proceed with an action it is usually reasonable to expect increasing evidence that the action is working and worthwhile, so:


Plan to gather, summarize (e.g. graph), and consider increasingly good evidence of the outcomes and efficiency of courses of action.


Count thoughts


This pattern supports improve progress data and retrieval practice.


E.g. Andy has just started his first job, working in a large supermarket near his home. He puts goods on the shelves, tidies shelves, and sometimes picks goods for internet orders. Andy soon realizes that knowing the layout of the store and knowing exactly where every product can be found would be a great advantage for him so he decides to memorize as much as he can.


Each day he spends some time learning what is in each aisle and testing his memory. It is tiring and boring so his enthusiasm soon begins to fade. He worries that he is spending time on memory building but not actually doing much in that time. Then he has a bright idea. He counts on his fingers each time he successfully recalls the position of a product or product category. On the first day he does this he recalls 133 locations and on the second he recalls 75 locations. He keeps a note of these daily totals and the cumulative number. From this he can see that he has good and bad days but by the end of the second week he has successfully recalled over 1,000 locations. He also feels more confident as he works and has helped customers find things when they have asked him. Taken together, all this evidence encourages him to continue developing his expertise.


When the effort is to think, there is nothing to see and so it is often hard to know we are even taking action.


This is usually relevant when we are building memories. Activities that require memory building include study for examinations, study to build expertise, problem solving (because of memorizing aspects of the problem and also possible solutions), writing (which often involves building new knowledge), and developing perceptual motors skills for a job or sport.


Ways to measure the work we have done and progress made include:



  	counting the ideas we can recall when we just think back over a topic and remember as much as we can (known as ‘free recall’)


  	counting the answers we can give when posed questions (known as ‘paired recall’)


  	writing lists from memory and counting the number of items on them. (This can be refined by judgementally rating the quality of organization of each list on a scale from 0 to 1 and then multiplying the item count by the quality rating. This refined score motivates improvements in organization.)





The process of counting should not be distracting. It is possible to count up to 100 using finger joints. Alternatively a gadget might be used or small objects could be moved on a string or just across a desk.


The counting is an immediate help in staying focused on our task and the numbers resulting help sustain our efforts longer term.


In summary, purely mental work is easier to monitor and sustain if we count our thoughts as a measure of work done, so:


Plan to count your thoughts and so measure the amount of mental work done.


Relearn your rationale


E.g. John’s job is physically tough, smelly, requires protective clothing, is often cold and uncomfortable, and can be dangerous. He has to get up at 6 am for the early start and when he gets home he is exhausted and needs a shower. This winter he is finding it particularly tough, especially as he and his wife have a young child. John struggles to get up in the mornings and often wonders why he sticks at it. Then, one afternoon, his wife tells him she is pregnant again. John is still tired from the day’s work but is happy at the news. It reminds him why he works as hard as he does: he does it to support his family and give them all they need. John takes some photos of his wife and their toddler and resolves to look at them on his phone whenever he is feeling down about work.


Rationales can be forgotten over time or when circumstances change.


The easiest rationale problem to deal with is where we have simply forgotten some of the rationale. Spend some time remembering as much of it as you can and filling in the gaps. This might give you a strong rationale and lead to action, or might show that the action is not worth doing.


In summary, rationales can be forgotten, so:


Relearn a forgotten rationale.


This pattern is supported by retrieval practice.


Predict fluctuations in strength of rationale


E.g. Marjorie has a sore throat and a cough so she goes to see her doctor, who explains that she has a bacterial infection and prescribes an antibiotic. After another week the worst has passed and a few days later Marjorie is feeling normal again but has not finished the course of antibiotics her doctor prescribed. There are still enough for four more days. Marjorie does not like taking medicines but remembers her doctor’s strict instructions to finish the course even if she feels fine. Her low motivation to continue at that point was predictable and the doctor’s advice was given specifically for this moment. 


The strength of the rationale for continuing with a course of action may change over time and this may be predictable to some extent.


Some fluctuations in the strength of the case for an action are predictable and should be considered as part of the initial decision to start the action.


The weakening rationale may be the result of predictable indications that, if not processed properly, will cause reduced motivation. In this case, the initial rationale should anticipate this problem and include it in the initial rationale. A proper consideration later on may then be unnecessary. We already know what the indications mean and can discount them.


Other fluctuations are unpredictable and a proper evaluation is needed. This may result in stopping the course of action, making it easier, or carrying on. For example, if going to the gym seems like a bad idea in February then the fall-back might be an easier routine or exercise done at home or by walking or running outside.


In summary, the strength of rationale for a course of action may rise and fall, causing problems for continued action, so:


Try to predict fluctuations in the case for continuing and prepare accordingly.


Tolerate performance variations


E.g. Gary is dieting and has decided to stick to 1,800 calories on Wednesdays and Thursdays. At 3 pm on a Wednesday he is feeling very tired, stressed, and hungry thanks to an unusually gruelling crisis at work. After wrestling with his feelings, he eats a large chocolate bar and feels better physically but disappointed that this takes his calorie total for the day to 2,100 with dinner still to come. Many people in this situation would decide that the rule has been broken so might as well be ignored for the rest of the day. (See Soman & Cheema, 2004, and Herman & Polivy, 1980.) However, Gary knows that occasional lapses in unusual situations do not invalidate his diet or his adherence. He forgives himself and resolves to have a very light evening meal to limit the damage.


Sometimes behaviours we wish to maintain are harder at some times than others because of changes in our state.


Ongoing behaviours (including abstinence and restrictions) are often harder to do on some occasions than others because our state changes over time. For example, we might feel particularly tired or emotional. Our low state makes the cost-benefit combination of adherence worse than usual and leaves us feeling less willing to comply. It can be rational to break adherence from time to time, recognizing that this does not invalidate the overall plan – it just means that some flexibility and tolerance of occasional failure are necessary.


A slightly better approach is to design the rules of the behaviour to take into account state variations. Allow variations in adherence but monitor their overall effect. (Part 3 of this book discusses the design of rules like this in detail.)


E.g. Occasionally breaking a diet in a small way will not undermine it seriously but routinely breaking it because you feel miserably will.


In summary, our ability and willingness to perform (or abstain from) behaviours can vary over time due to changes in our state, so:


Design behaviour rules to cope with your state variations, using flexibility and monitoring of the overall effect of weaker performance.


Change states deliberately


E.g. Bob is staying with his elderly aunt for a few days in winter. His aunt’s house has poor heating and insulation, and one morning it is particularly cold outside and in his bedroom. He does not feel like getting out of bed and stays curled up under the duvet, trying to keep his feet warm. However, he can reach the fresh T shirt he will wear so he stretches out and pulls it under the duvet to get it warm. He also starts to move his body to make himself feel more awake. He repeatedly clenches his fists and wiggles his feet, eventually stretching out his legs. After a couple of minutes his T shirt is warmed and he puts it on under the duvet. By now he feels more awake and protected by the T shirt so he gets out of bed and dresses quickly.


Sometimes our state is not conducive to action we want to perform but we can change our state to make action easier and more appealing.


Changing state might take a few minutes or involve more than one stage. Some obvious examples are:



    	warming up before exercising


    	doing an easy mental puzzle before studying


    	taking a short walk to alleviate feelings of sluggishness


    	lying down to rest before doing something that involves standing for half an hour or more


    	having a quiet period before bedtime, with no screens, to help get to sleep (Note: Computers today also have a ‘night light’ setting that alters screen colours to reduce the blue that tends to keep us up too late. This can be scheduled to come on at a particular time.)


    	using a ‘sunrise simulation’ alarm clock that gradually increases the light level to help us feel more wakeful in the morning


    	thinking calming thoughts for several minutes to get over an emotional shock so that we can get back to work.





The need for state changing like this might be predictable so it can become part of a daily routine.


In summary, sometimes you do not have to stay in your current state if it is incompatible with an action you usually want to take, so:


Change your state gradually to one that is more conducive to the desired action.


Defer reactions to unprocessed indications


E.g. Desdemona started learning to play the acoustic guitar, following a course provided by a website. For the first two weeks she did daily sessions and seemed to be making some progress. She was enjoying the experience and spent half an hour each day, on average, learning to play. However, then she got COVID-19 and started to cough painfully. She felt tired and sometimes had a headache. Her symptoms got worse for three days and then began to improve. On the first day of feeling unwell she tried to play guitar but kept having to stop and cough. After 15 minutes she gave up the session. For several days after that she did not try to play guitar. 


On the 10th day she was feeling mostly recovered and thought about trying guitar again. Initially she did not like the thought of playing and considered giving up and never restarting her sessions. The last time she tried it was horrible and she had not been doing the sessions. In her mind, these were signs that she did not enjoy the sessions, was not making progress, and wanted to stop.


Then she remembered that the only reason for these negative indications was her illness. These indications were not reliable feedback on guitar playing and did not count. She picked up her tablet computer and her guitar and started a new session.


Encouraging and discouraging indications that are not thought about carefully can be misleading.


It is not always practical to process indications fully all the time but their potentially misleading effect can be reduced by noticing the indications and the risk of being misled. In the above example Desdemona avoids prematurely giving up on learning to play the guitar by discounting the evidence of experience during her illness.


Typical indications that may be unreliable include:



    	failure to take an action you intended (This might happen because of an obstacle that is unusual, temporary, or can be removed.)


    	repeatedly failing to do something you try to do (This may be because the task is inherently difficult or because of something that is making the task more difficult, such as illness, that is temporary, unusual, or can be removed.)


    	feeling bad when you think of doing something (Your feelings may be generated by something irrelevant, like being unwell or something not directly related to the task, such as where it is being done or who is with you.)


    	discovering a drawback with a plan or an advantage of an alternative. (This may not be enough to change which is best.)





In summary, indications of whether a course of action is good or bad can be unreliable if not considered properly, so:


Regard such indications as unreliable, notice how they might be unreliable, and do not be influenced too much by them before considering the new evidence properly.


Process indications thoroughly


E.g. Ella is studying for a degree in astrophysics and is in the first term of her first year. However, already she is having doubts and wondering if she should have chosen philosophy instead. Two of the modules she is taking seem to be going very, very slowly and a third is just covering mathematics she learned at school. The remaining module is quite interesting but is more about history than astrophysics and she still hasn’t even touched a telescope or had access to telescope images online. At the same time, two of the new friends she has made are studying philosophy and they often talk about interesting questions raised by their course.


Rather than wallow unhappily, Ella decides to review her options thoroughly using all the new information she has gained since she made her application to study a year earlier. She writes out the main reasons she had for choosing astrophysics back then, such as her wish to do research, her interest in space, and her good maths skills. These remain true and philosophy has nothing to offer her in these areas.


She then adds the new information and thinks about it more carefully. She soon realizes that the module reviewing school mathematics is just there because some students did not take Further Maths, so this problem will soon go away. The two modules that seemed to be so slow are a worry, so she looks ahead at course notes and slides for later in the term and next term. It is soon clear that these modules are just laying a very clear and solid foundation for some advanced ideas that otherwise would be hard to take in. She also checks the specification for the philosophy course offered by her university and discovers that, in addition to those interesting questions, there is a massive amount of tedious historical and religious material that she would not be interested in at all. Her original choice of astrophysics stands and Ella returns to her studies with renewed enthusiasm.


Encouraging or discouraging indications can build up over time without being properly considered. They may be misleading.


A proper consideration involves going back over all the evidence and considering the factors that might make new indications more or less important as evidence. Often, the combined effect of indications should be more or less than was felt when they arrived.


The example above involved a decision that needed to be reviewed. In a business situation, this might involve re-running a prediction model to consolidate the effects of several small changes. The Deepwater Horizon disaster was the result of failing to do this. Several decisions were taken that reduced the risk of damaging the oil well but increased the risk of a dangerous blowout at the rig. Each decision, individually, was within regulations and seemed reasonable but the cumulative impact was not considered. Eventually a blowout killed 11 people, destroyed the rig, destroyed the well, and caused oil to spill into the Gulf of Mexico for almost 3 months.


In other situations it might be that unprocessed indications are having a needlessly damaging effect on mood.


E.g. Imagine that Andy and Dave were consulting engineers at the same company until they were both made redundant because of the company’s financial problems during a recession. Both were 56 years old and had been working almost continuously since leaving university over 30 years ago. Both had families but their financial reserves meant they did not need new jobs immediately. Both men were initially shocked to be laid off but Dave struggled much more than Andy.


Dave’s shock turned into a gloomy mood and a lack of energy and willingness to do things. His wife would suggest going for a walk, doing something around the house, or looking through job advertisements but Dave just did not want to do anything. After a few weeks of this his career and money worries were joined by worries about his lack of motivation and mental health generally. He started to play computer games and was struggling with a growing compulsion to bet money online.


In contrast, Andy realized within a few days that he was feeling down because he lacked the daily buzz of achieving things at work. He had come to depend on the boosts from solving each day’s problems, whether it was a client’s engineering problem, a delicate email, or an over-full diary. Now, at home with nothing important being thrust on him, he lacked that constant feeling of little successes. Crucially, Andy realized that his lack of feeling successful was because of lack of important problems he could solve, not because he had suddenly become a less capable person. Thinking ahead, he realized that his search for a new job might be a much less rewarding experience than typical days at work. In the middle of a recession and at the age of 56, he could imagine spending a lot of time looking at advertisements for unsuitable jobs, writing applications that got rejected, and going to the occasional interview only to get rejected despite making an effort. This radical shift in the frequency of successes would need a major psychological adjustment.


After talking things over with his wife, he settled on a new weekly timetable and some projects. These included redecorating tasks around their home, learning about some exciting new engineering topics, and job searching. He divided these into smaller tasks he could complete and get some satisfaction from. There was no telling how long it would take to get another job so he planned to log all his efforts and take satisfaction from these rather than simply be gloomy about his results. With reasonable expectations in place and new sources of achievement feedback, Andy found his time at home easier and even began to enjoy his new freedom and time with his wife.


In summary, indications can be unreliable, so:


Consolidate all evidence (new and old), consider the context, and interpret the evidence carefully to understand what it means. If relevant, revisit decisions/plans thoroughly.


Chapter 16: Some unhelpful techniques


Some techniques often promoted as solutions to motivation problems have serious weaknesses, typically because they fail to understand the rational nature of motivation and the role of uncertainty.


Following your dreams


The often-heard idea of ‘following your dreams’ can lead to mistakes like these:



    	accepting a preference for a course of action that you developed without much thought or knowledge, perhaps in childhood


    	choosing a career goal that reflects the desirability of the end goal but not the chances of getting there or the likely consequences of failure


    	choosing a career goal according to your welfare with no consideration of the welfare of others.





Following your dreams more often leads people to want to be singers than actuaries, sports stars rather than builders, and TV presenters rather than estate agents. Childhood dreams tend to focus on the job roles that children often see (e.g. movie star, sports star, singer, police officer, teacher, shop worker) and overlook the important roles that children rarely see (e.g. accountant, manufacturing supervisor, warehouse worker, engineer).


Following your dreams is probably one reason why more people want to work in entertainment than can find jobs there. In these popular areas there are a few, visible successes and vastly more nearly-invisible failures.


It is better to do up-to-date research and consider more information and more options. Considering the welfare of others is a good step towards finding future roles that will be valued and, therefore, rewarded and secure.


Seeking happiness


One objective for life that seems to have unexpectedly negative effects is to pursue happiness. In theory, if you intend to pursue happiness then that should help you achieve it. In practice, it seems that most people who try this end up less contented, more lonely, and less happy (Kahriz et al, 2020) than they otherwise would have been. Presumably, they make a mistake.


This flawed pursuit of happiness typically leads to long periods of dissatisfaction before, during (Mauss et al, 2011), and after activities that are at least somewhat enjoyable (Kahriz et al, 2020). It also leads to greater loneliness (at least in western cultures), probably because happiness is associated with individual pleasure and achievement (Mauss et al, 2012). The demands of friends and family can seem like an unwelcome distraction from more important things.


This may also be linked to addictive behaviours (e.g. food, drugs, internet use, gaming, gambling) because:



    	dissatisfaction is a predictor of later addiction (e.g. Peeters, Koning, & van den Eijnden, 2018)


    	intense happiness leads to lack of caution and increased willingness to try dangerous activities (e.g. binge eating, drugs) (Gruber, Mauss, & Tamir, 2011)


    	the feelings provided by many addictive behaviours are a form of happiness.





Feeling happy for long periods is statistically linked to mania and psychological problems (Gruber, Mauss, & Tamir, 2011).


These problems from seeking happiness may be due to an unrealistic view of how much happiness can be expected.


A more realistic view of happiness recognizes that we feel definite happiness infrequently and for short periods (e.g. a few seconds or minutes). Most of the time we feel neutral – neither happy nor unhappy. Often we feel discomfort in the form of physical aches and pains, nausea, tension, and anxiety. Occasionally we feel unhappy. For most people a good state is one where we feel comfortable (i.e. warm enough, no aches or pains, not hungry or thirsty, not too tired) and unworried.


Maintaining a lifestyle that provides this optimal mix of long periods of comfort and occasional, short bursts of mild happiness requires effort. Usually this means doing chores, work, and getting exercise. Some of this is tiring and sometimes uncomfortable. A trade-off is required.


Another possible reason why pursuing happiness often causes problems is that people are not very good at predicting their happiness. The links between our actions and our long-term, all-things-considered happiness are complex and not well understood.


Just goal setting


Setting goals in itself does not help a person achieve more and can be counter-productive. Visualizing the great outcomes you desire may even have a negative effect on achievement.


The problem is that having a goal does not mean you have a plan to achieve it and will act. Results are achieved by having a specific, feasible plan of action and acting. You cannot even start to act unless you have at least one practical step of your plan in mind.


The occasional negative effect of having goals, especially when desired outcomes are imagined, is because people tend to feel that they have already achieved the results they imagine and this reduces effort towards achievement (Oettingen & Mayer, 2002).


Time management without enough time


Time management is likely to be successful if you are currently wasting time on activities that have little or no benefit. It is sometimes hard to know which these are because resting is necessary.


Time management can also be helpful if you are flitting between activities but not finishing them before deadlines.


However, if you can’t do a task in the time available, even when you are doing nothing else, then you need a better method of doing the task or more time, not better time management. Furthermore, if you do not have an effective method for the task then no amount of time management will bring success.


Self-administered rewards and punishments


One approach to motivation is to promise yourself a reward for doing an action, such as food or some other treat. You might also set up a punishment.


The two obvious problems with this approach are that the promises (1) tend to be unconvincing because you are supposed to enforce them on yourself, and (2) distort the costs and benefits of an action, biasing your evaluations of what is truly in your best interests.


Self-administered rewards and punishments lack credibility in a similar way to pure affirmations (i.e. telling yourself something over and over in the hope you will come to believe it despite the lack of convincing evidence).


Conclusions


Despite the emotions often driven by motivation problems, the basis of motivation is rational and general solutions to motivation problems are to (1) develop a better plan with a more robust rationale, usually after gaining more information, and (2) improve our planning abilities. However, the large number of different planning and resulting motivational problems is itself challenging.


The effect of uncertainty is usually to make planning harder by overwhelming our thinking with possibilities, making the consequences of our actions less certain, and leaving us with no clear best course of action. We often do not know how to do things or what the effects of courses of action might, ultimately, be.


The skills and knowledge needed to overcome all the potential problems are wide ranging but we can focus on those relevant to us now. The techniques we need to know depend on our circumstances and so often change during our lives.


In this Part some tools have been presented in the form of a pattern language, which links problems and their solutions. There are also secondary mappings of problems to patterns to provide another opportunity at diagnosis. If all this is too complicated for you then just try some patterns that feel like they may help and see what happens.



PART 3: VICES


Chapter 17: Overview


Overview


Typical vices include eating or drinking something in an unhealthy quantity, spending too many hours daily computer gaming or watching entertaining videos, taking psychoactive substances, and unwise sexual acts.


Most of us have at least one vice. I personally have fewer vices than most people but I have to eat less than I would like to avoid becoming overweight and I often work too much.


Vices usually have short-term and long-term effects. The long-term effects are not obvious immediately but health education in developed countries means that most people are only too aware of the long-term health effects of alcohol, obesity, and sexually transmitted diseases. In summary, just over 40% of all deaths in the USA are due to vices (according to statistical estimates by Keeney, 2008). A similar portion is probably true for most other developed countries. Of course, death is only one of the negative consequences involved.


The short-term effects get less publicity but should be easier to notice from day to day if we know what to look for. Typical effects include mental fuzziness, feeling sleepy often (which we might mistake for the effects of a boring meeting or lecture), feeling low due to sleepiness, feeling ill (e.g. from the effects of alcohol), a shortage of cash, disappointing academic results due to spending too much time not studying, anxiety in between doses of a psychoactive substance, and embarrassment from stupid social mistakes when intoxicated. More extreme but usually less common effects include the loss of a loving relationship, getting into a fight, getting an incurable sexually transmitted disease, or being drawn into a crime.


Managing vices can be stubbornly hard, leaving us feeling frustrated, guilty, inadequate, or even hopeless. How is it that, even when we know the habit is bad, we still choose to do it? Here are two major reasons:



  	The decision in principle to manage a vice (e.g. to stop smoking) is not the same as any of the individual implementation decisions needed to make that happen (e.g. to dispose of cigarettes already owned, not to buy more, to refuse a cigarette offered by a friend).


  	Both decisions in principle and the specific implementation decisions are affected by many biases that lead to bad decisions but those biases tend to be stronger for the implementation decisions.





The approach to managing vices described in this book tackles those two problems as follows:



  	Based on a thoroughly researched decision in principle, personal policies and plans are made to guide the specific implementation decisions. This translates the in-principle intention into more specific intentions for implementation decisions.


  	Biases affecting both decisions in principle and the specific implementation decisions are explained so that better decisions can be made, even when temptation is strong.





It is easier to make good decisions about vice behaviours if we prepare our minds for moments of peak temptation. Willpower alone is not enough. If we know more about the consequences of behaviours and the biases that might be derailing wise decisions then we can make better choices consistently with less difficulty and stress.


Suggestions for self-improvement


If your main issue right now is feeling stressed then focus on improving your management of stress reactions first. Similarly, if your big issue is lack of direction in your life or a big but difficult decision then focus on that before tackling vices. However, if the reason for your stress is a vice or a vice is stopping you from focusing on important decisions then put some effort into managing vices too.


This Part of the book emphasizes the value of laying foundations when you are free of temptation that will help you in more difficult situations.


The easy place to start is by reading and learning more about the psychology and physiology of vices. This might not make much difference to your behaviour on its own but is a foundation for what is to come.


From there, incremental improvements can come from developing personal policies and plans (e.g. a diet) that progressively restrict the vice. Try to follow them and adapt your behaviour and the policies and plans as necessary.


To help yourself stick to slightly more demanding policies and plans, increase your understanding of the biases that affect your decisions under temptation. Practise having thoughts that help you counter those biases, even in the heat of the moment when the biasing factors are intense. Gradually, as your knowledge grows and is refined, the range and detail of your helpful, rational thoughts should improve, giving more control more easily.


Vices often have to be managed indefinitely but it is often possible to get to a position where this is effortless.


The amount of time needed each day depends on:


Level of expertise: As usual, there is an initial period of self-education, which could take 2 hours a day if you want to progress quickly. This is partly to learn about vice management in general and partly to learn about a particular vice you want to manage. As you progress in managing a vice, the time needed should reduce, eventually to little more than a few seconds of thought, occasionally.


Vulnerability: A person with higher vulnerability (e.g. genetic vulnerability to over-eating, unsupportive friends) will need to spend much more time managing an affected vice and be more rigorous.


Chapter 18: Understanding decisions about vices


Types of decision


Decisions about vice behaviours can be divided into in-principle decisions and specific implementation decisions.


In-principle decisions include high-level decisions to abstain from, cut down, or otherwise modify the overall levels of our vice behaviours. We make relatively few of these but may modify our position occasionally.


Specific implementation decisions include the following types:



  	decisions that prepare for healthier alternatives (e.g. to learn to meditate, to learn to have an interesting conversation and make friends, to plan a walk later, to filter some water to drink later)


  	decisions that prepare for the vice (e.g. to buy some cigarettes, to buy an alcoholic drink, to download a new computer game, to buy a doughnut)


  	decisions to do healthier alternatives (e.g. to start a meditation session, to ask good questions in a social situation, to go for a walk, to drink some water)


  	decisions to do the vice (e.g. to light a cigarette, to drink alcohol, to start a computer game, to bite into a doughnut).





We make lots of these decisions and often under more pressure than when making in-principle decisions.


What undermines decision-making


All decisions related to vices are vulnerable to ignorance, uncertainty, and biases. Specific implementation decisions are more often subject to strong biases, which leads us to continue with vice behaviour even when we have made an in-principle decision to stop or cut down.


It is helpful to understand these undermining factors in detail, especially the biases.


Ignorance


One possible reason for doing nothing or not enough to manage a vice is ignorance. We just do not know it is bad for us or we do not know about a particular bad consequence. Advances in science can help.


E.g. In the early 20th century many people in the UK smoked tobacco. It must have been obvious, even then, that this was an unpleasant habit and likely to be unhealthy. Surely anything that involves breathing in smoke is going to be risky. Most people who try it for the first time find it unpleasant and it is only with social pressure that they become accustomed to it.


However, in the mid-20th century the strong link between smoking tobacco and dying of lung cancer was discovered. As more and more people became aware of that link and convinced it was real, the knowledge supporting decisions to stop smoking (or not start) improved.


On other occasions many people know the behaviour is bad but some individuals do not.


E.g. It is likely most drinkers are unaware of most of the scientifically proven health effects of alcohol because there are so many and the latest research is less well known. The latest research indicates that the healthiest level of alcohol consumption is zero. The idea that moderate alcohol is good for you is now known to be wrong. Although some diseases may be slightly less common if you drink, this is outweighed by the many diseases that are more common. Long-term, alcohol causes problems in almost every organ. Brain damage is worst for young people because their brains have not fully developed and are more vulnerable, especially to binge drinking. Alcohol is known to raise the risk of cancer in nine different organs and probably also in the pancreas. It also causes cardiovascular disease. Wikipedia offers several useful pages on this topic that are updated with new information.


Learning more about the consequences of habits is important in managing them.


Sometimes the problem is a mistaken belief. This could lead to an excessively strict goal or one that is too permissive.


E.g. A diligent student might think that they should be studying intensively for 10 hours a day in the month before important exams. In reality, the best sustainable level is more like 5 hours. Doing 10 hours a day will quickly lead to fatigue, mental fuzziness, and slow learning.


E.g. A young girl wanting to be attractively slim might think that, when she puts her feet together, there should be a gap between her thighs. Having this gap depends heavily on the width of the pelvis and where a person's fat tends to accumulate. It is an unreliable guide to slimness. If she has a relatively narrow pelvis then unhealthy self-starvation will be needed to achieve that gap.


Uncertainty


If we make poor decisions repeatedly in situations of temptation then the results gradually become clear: obesity, poor health, poor sleep, poor progress in studies or at work, poverty despite a seemingly adequate income, and failed relationships.


However, at the time of taking each decision the best course of action is usually unclear. It is not the case that the tempting option is clearly wrong while there is an alternative that is clearly wiser. Nor is one option clearly a distraction while the other is plainly ‘goal directed’ as some psychologists would say.


E.g. People who use caffeine heavily often think they need it to function. In the short term that is true and taking a dose might be the best course of action before a crucial challenge (e.g. an examination or driving test). The big picture is that they would be better off not using caffeine at all and learning to sleep well. However, just before a crucial challenge may genuinely be a bad time to quit.


E.g. A person out shopping for a hoodie may truly need that hoodie. Perhaps this is the first they have owned and they are desperately short of autumn clothing. At the opposite extreme, they may already have 20 almost identical hoodies. At some point in their journey to 20 hoodies they moved from a justified purchase to needless retail therapy. But when was that?


E.g. I like a bit of chocolate now and then. Most days. A few times a day. The difficulty is in deciding if one more square of chocolate is unhealthy or a tiny treat well within my daily allowances that will have no significant effect on my fat stores or health.


Often, something makes us revisit a decision made in the past.


E.g. Suppose you have made a decision not to eat more than two rectangles of chocolate at lunchtime. However, one day you buy a new type of chocolate bar that looks delicious and it has differently sized rectangles. What now?


E.g. Imagine you have resolved to avoid computer gaming after 10 pm but now it is your best friend’s birthday and he doesn’t want to stop. This is different, isn’t it?


Sometimes we know we should do something, perhaps because it is our fair contribution to a group effort but we don’t want to do it. There is conflict between what is fair and what selfishly we would prefer. (It may seem easier to say we are struggling with lack of willpower than to admit that we are not willing to do our fair share.)


Because these decisions involve uncertainty, they are particularly susceptible to bias. Bias is fundamental to the experience of temptation and problems with vices.


Biases


Biases can lead us to poor in-principle decisions and poor implementation decisions. We might know about a bad consequence but discount it.


Unwilling to take on the challenge of stopping the vice we may search for reasons to disbelieve information about its drawbacks. We may believe lies by others. We may construct a conspiracy theory that allows us to ignore evidence, thinking it is fake. Some young people start a vice because they believe claims that it is harmless or even beneficial.


Typically, bias is stronger for implementation decisions, when we feel tempted. These biases make some of our feelings and thoughts unreliable guides to what is in our best interests. Going with our feelings, ‘intuition’, or ‘gut’ will lead to consistently poor decisions.


Biases usually lead us to give in to temptation mistakenly but some cause us to be too strict with ourselves.


It helps to understand those biases and how they work. It is hard to avoid biases altogether but not hard to reduce their effects significantly. Here are some important types of bias. (Specific biases affecting common vices are explained later.)


Time differences


A typical biasing factor is that the positive consequences of the tempting action are experienced almost immediately while the negative consequences are experienced later. It seems easy to weigh those immediate consequences but we may discount the longer-term consequences because, for example:



    	they seem less certain


    	we fail to recognize that they will affect us for much longer


    	we think we have time later to somehow avoid them.





Sensations


Along with the time difference, there are often sensations that strongly remind us of the positive consequences of the tempting action (e.g. delicious food smells, the colourful icon to start a computer game). Sometimes unpleasant sensations drive us towards the tempting action (e.g. feelings of hunger).


The potentially wiser alternative actions usually do not have that advantage.


Mistakes over cumulative impact


Many of the tempting acts are small individually but have a cumulative impact that is harder to understand. Unhealthy eating is like this.


Often, the impact of a single lapse seems too small to worry about but if we lapsed every time then we would have a major problem. The most common mistake is probably to ignore small amounts on the assumption that they will not matter. Mathematical calculation is one way to overcome this bias.


At the other extreme, excessive self-denial might be driven by a dread of the consequences of breaking a self-imposed rule. In principle, there is nothing wrong with a well-chosen self-imposed rule but sticking to a rule that demands excessive self-denial in unusually challenging circumstances is a mistake. The person may see a single lapse as evidence that the whole effort to improve is a failure and expect disastrous consequences.


In reality, the significance of a single lapse depends on circumstances and is almost never major. If the lapse is a result of unusually challenging circumstances and good behaviour continues in future then the lapse is unimportant. Refine the rule and carry on. If the lapse is just the latest in a consistent pattern of failure then, again, refine the rule and try again.


E.g. An enthusiastic runner with a demanding new job might start with a rule that requires getting up at 6.30 am every other morning to run for 10 km regardless of the weather and other circumstances. Imagine that, within two weeks, the rule has been broken three times. Is this a catastrophic failure? No, because there is time to change the rules, build more flexibility, and recognize that the new job demands some concessions. It may even be possible to do the amount of running needed, in total, but at different times and not all outdoors. Alternatively, it may be better to run less.


Evolved precautionary behaviour


Some of our instincts evolved when life was harsher and less certain than it is in a modern, developed country. Instinctively, we are prone to grabbing opportunities immediately as a precaution against them being stolen or lost, and in case hard times follow. This particularly applies to food and sex but not so much to modern problems like excessive computer play.


To some extent this is rational. In an unreliable environment immediate consumption may be wise.


E.g. Kidd et al (2013) conducted experiments with children and the classic marshmallow test. Children who saw the experimenter failing to bring a promised better option in an earlier task were more likely to eat the single marshmallow instead of waiting to get two later.


The problem comes where we take precautions that are not necessary, such as piling on fat as a precaution against starving during a winter or dry season that is no longer a threat.


Artificial chemical influences


Some chemicals we can put into our bodies are the same as, or mimic, naturally occurring brain chemicals. They can make us feel things that are not true (e.g. that we are happy and healthy when we are not).


Simple conditioning


Learning takes place at different levels in the brain. Some is by crude associations and reinforcement, just as in the brain of a lizard. Particular cues become associated with events so that when we perceive the cues we anticipate the events. Particular actions become associated with good or bad outcomes and so we want to do or avoid those actions. We also become more alert to opportunities to do actions with positive associations. For example, we may be quick to notice food, booze, or computer games, and anything associated with them, even when there are many other sights and sounds that could grab our attention.


Problems occur when those learned associations fail to recognize crucial contingencies. Maybe a particular action does usually bring benefits but not unless certain specific conditions, ignored by the associative learning, are met. Maybe an association was formed as the result of one important experience (e.g. a major success or trauma) but that experience was not typical. 


More problems occur when the associations are based only on short-term consequences that the lizard brain easily recognizes, ignoring longer-term consequences.


Our more advanced thinking abilities can often do better than this crude conditioning. We can model the world and its causal relationships, even long-term. We can make fine distinctions. We can make predictions that are more responsive and accurate than is possible through crude associations.


Simple conditioning may also lead to unnecessary precautionary behaviour.


E.g. Kidd et al (2013) provide an illustration of this idea. A child who lives in a shelter where food is likely to be stolen unless it is grabbed and eaten immediately is less likely to wait than an only child raised by reliable parents who always deliver the treats they promise. This is a mechanism by which a poor home environment might lead someone to take systematically short-term, bad decisions in situations that are more reliable (e.g. at school, at work).


Selective attention


Sadly, our higher cognitive abilities are also flawed. One reason why the evidence we weigh up can be misleading is a systematic tendency to attend to some things and not others. This can lead us to ignore problems.


E.g. People who hoard can experience ‘clutter blindness’, which is a tendency to ignore clutter in their homes. The clutter is always there; they stop noticing it.


Biased attention can also drive excessive self-denial.


E.g. A man wanting to build an attractively athletic physique might develop a pattern of looking most at the parts of his body that are less developed. Despite an overly-muscled body he might still fret because minor muscles are not developed enough to be seen easily. The goal of having all those muscles easily visible is mistaken but this error is reinforced by repeatedly looking at the problem areas and ignoring the rest.


Deception by others


Behind most vices is an industry doing its best to overcome our resistance. Some advertising deliberately tricks us rather than merely informing us. Sometimes marketing efforts ignore the best interests of customers to make a sale and beat competitors.


E.g. The gambling industry promotes an activity that is never useful to society. It is happy to endorse efforts to help people with serious gambling problems because they reinforce its marketing messages. The slogan ‘I gamble responsibly’ supports the myth that some gambling is responsible. The slogan ‘Stop when the fun stops’ supports the idea that gambling is fun and encourages people to stop on the dangerously subjective basis of fun. Both somehow gain credibility from the link with an independent organization (whose donors are mainly betting companies) that helps people struggling with gambling.


Other cognitive errors


There are many other thinking errors and they almost certainly occur more often than by chance. When a vice is involved, especially use of a psychoactive substance, it is as if part of the mind is scheming to find ways to protect and sustain the vice. Dodgy logic is often used to rationalize a vice or excuse it to others.


Familiar and seemingly respectable, yet flawed, patterns of reasoning can be pressed into service to protect the vice.


E.g. A person might think they have a ‘right’ to smoke. They do only in the sense that in some situations it is not against the law. That does not make it a good idea.


E.g. After working hard all week in a shop a person might think they deserve to spend some money on themselves, even if it is wasted on products they do not need.


Sometimes false beliefs about ourselves cause problems.


E.g. A person who believes that their ability to resist temptation is a resource that gets depleted by use may be more likely to give in to temptation after resisting for a period. Job, Dweck, and Walton (2010) demonstrated this in multiple studies including experimental manipulations.


E.g. A person who over-estimates their ability to resist temptation may expose themselves to tempting situations more often, leading to more lapses. Nordgren et al (2009) called this ‘restraint bias’ and found it in experiments covering academic study planning, snacking, and smoking.


One syndrome of failure combines a number of misconceptions: A person might think that (1) ‘pressure’ is causing their problems with a vice, perhaps because they know that they do the vice more when feeling upset, (2) thinking about the consequences of the vice for themselves and others is upsetting and causing ‘pressure’, and (3) their vice is a viable means of coping with ‘pressure’. As a result, they might try to ignore the many good reasons why they should control their vice, including the effects of it on others. They may even push away loved ones, thinking this will reduce the consequences for them (though in reality it usually just changes the consequences). Having put out of mind the good reasons for managing the vice, the person then does nothing to manage it and simply carries on with the vice.


What should happen instead is that the vice user should understand and think about the consequences of the vice and weigh them in making clear decisions to (1) focus on effective ways to manage the vice, (2) realize that the vice is not a coping mechanism because it does not produce coping, and (3) follow better personal policies and plans. Good reasons are a source of determination, not a reason for failure. If there is failure to follow a personal policy or plan then the response should be to refine the personal policy or plan or do something else helpful, not to give up and pretend the change it not worthwhile.


Levels of participation


This section describes four levels of participation in vices, defined by taking into account (1) the level of internal conflict experienced and (2) the fact that some behaviours are a vice at any level (e.g. injecting heroin, sports betting) while other behaviours are a vice if performed at the wrong level (e.g. work, eating). The four levels of participation are:


Unrestrained vice: Hedonistic, short-sighted indulgence without concern.


Temptation: Tempted and often struggling to decide how to act.


Effortless virtue: Easily acting at the right level.


Dysfunctional denial: Excessive self-denial of short-term pleasures (e.g. over-working, compulsive self-starvation).


Unrestrained vice


Sometimes people carry out a vice with little thought and no internal conflict. They simply eat the unhealthy snack or light a cigarette without considering the negative consequences. This may be because they:



    	do not consider the behaviour a vice or do not consider it a vice in situations like the current one


    	consider the behaviour a vice but forget on this occasion.





Some people with severe vices do not consider their behaviour mistaken. They are delusional about their situation, even ignoring obvious signs that their vice is already causing them unhappiness, suffering, financial problems, and physical harm.


E.g. McLennan et al (1998) used data from a questionnaire completed by thousands of young people in the USA. Of these, 13.4% were classified as heavy drinkers. This meant they had got drunk or had 5 consecutive drinks at least twice a month over the past 6 months. When asked if they had an alcohol or drug problem only 15.9% of these heavy drinkers said they did. That means that 84.1% of them were wrong and drinking without realizing their mistake. Those that admitted their problem on average saw more social negative consequences of alcohol yet had more positive perceptions of the psychoactive effects of alcohol (perhaps to explain their continued use).


Temptation


Very often the prospect of carrying out the vice causes internal conflict because we are aware of potential drawbacks or a decision made in the past to avoid the vice. This is the experience of temptation.


Situations where temptation occurs typically have three challenging elements:



    	There is, or seems to be, genuine uncertainty as to the best course of action.


    	Our thinking is threatened by biasing factors.


    	Circumstances vary over time, creating occasional spikes of difficulty.





Background factors have a continuing effect on our decisions involving temptation (e.g. a genetic predisposition to feel hunger strongly, a generally stressful and tiring job). However, as time passes there are typically moments where circumstances intensify these effects, occasionally producing spikes of difficulty.


Changes may involve:



    	the true costs and benefits of different actions


    	our ability to think


    	the strength of other biasing factors.





As already discussed, we may feel we should revisit a decision taken in the past about how to behave because circumstances suggest making an exception.


E.g. Imagine you have decided not to drink alcohol, having previously been a drinker. Usually you have been able to hold to this policy but tonight it is nearly midnight on New Year’s Eve. You are at a party and champagne is being poured into glasses for the midnight toasting. A close friend offers you a glass saying, ‘I know you don’t drink but this is just something for toasting.’ Refusing would seem unfriendly. Peer pressure is spiking. You accept the glass on that basis. It is late and you are tired. It is too noisy to think. A minute later and everyone is toasting with their glasses and people around you start to drink. Peer pressure is even stronger. You can smell the drink. The sensation biases you powerfully. You start making excuses for yourself (‘It’s only one. It’s a special occasion. It would be unsociable not to. It will go to waste otherwise.’) You take a sip, then empty the glass. Maybe just one more.


Giving in to temptation is not always a mistake. Sometimes an exception is truly justified, but sometimes it just seems that way.


Effortless virtue


In the best case we experience no internal conflict because we don’t even think of carrying out the vice or brush it aside instantly. Either it has never been something that we do or it was but we are completely over it.


E.g. Most people in the UK find the idea of injecting heroin disgusting and frightening. We associate it with wrecked lives and death. Even if we were feeling very unhappy, the thought of injecting heroin would not occur to us as a way to feel better.


E.g. I have never been drunk and the last time I had any alcoholic drink was decades ago. In situations where most British people would accept or want an alcoholic drink I do not, despite frequently being pressurized by others to have one. After a stressful experience or in a social situation I do not think of having an alcoholic drink.


This is easiest to achieve for behaviours where the best level is always complete abstinence because the decisions are so simple.


Dysfunctional self-denial


This is only applicable where the behaviour is a vice if performed too much or too little. Examples include:



  	working, where laziness and over-working are vices, and over-working is dysfunctional self-denial


  	eating, where gluttony and unhealthy self-starvation are vices, and self-starvation is the dysfunctional self-denial.





People who deny themselves to excess may experience some internal conflict but their thoughts and feelings overwhelm the temptation to take the easy option and drive them to a level of self-denial that is unhealthy.


Their irrational behaviour may be the result of irrational thinking, potentially even the result of self-generated irrational thoughts chosen to reinforce the self-denial. The initial intention might have been to avoid a bias towards short-sighted hedonism but the tactics chosen to do this, being irrational, may take the person past the healthy point and lead to behaviour that is hard to change. Various mistakes and biases may be involved.


Chapter 19: A management method


Stages of vice management


Various techniques for managing our vices can be applied systematically within a multi-stage approach. The stages just indicate how activity in each stage boosts the effect of activity in the next; they do not mean that all the activity in one stage has to be completed before the next begins. Vices should be managed in an iterative way.


This approach is built around the idea of personal policies and plans for our own behaviour that translate in-principle decisions into detailed guidance for specific implementation decisions. These personal policies and plans must be researched and developed, adhered to despite challenges, and adjusted over time. The approach differs slightly depending on whether the problem is with unrestrained vice, temptation, or dysfunctional self-denial.


As usual, willpower is not enough so it is crucial to learn about and understand the problems and solutions, and to prepare, so that helpful thoughts occur in the heat of the moment and are effective.


The stages are as follows:


Preparation



  Stage 1 – Education: Learning about the consequences of the vice and better alternatives, the biases that can affect decisions about the vice, and how to counter those biases.

  Stage 2 – Planning: Developing personal policies and plans for the vice and preparing to follow them, especially in situations of more intense temptation.




Response



  Stage 3 – Initial response to temptation: Briefly dismissing temptations and returning to other matters.

  Stage 4 – Secondary response to temptation: Analysing the thoughts and feelings of a temptation and countering biases to reach a sensible decision on how to act.

  Stage 5 – Revision: Revising personal policies and plans for the vice and plans to follow them. In effect, a return to Stage 2 but this time responding to recent experiences with the vice.




Stage 1: Education


The foundation of successful vice management is an effort to develop:



  	an excellent understanding of the consequences of the vice


  	a set of healthier, more productive actions and an excellent understanding of their consequences


  	an excellent understanding of the biases (potentially misleading feelings and thoughts) that can affect decisions about vices


  	an excellent understanding of the situations where biases are most intense


  	knowledge of tactics for countering those biases and reaching better decisions about vices.





Solid rationale


An excellent understanding of the consequences of the vice and its better alternatives provides a solid motivation for eliminating the vice. We need to understand how it really affects us, people we love, and our wider society. It helps keep us going through the thinking needed to develop and refine policies and plans. It also makes helpful thoughts we have in a tempting situation meaningful to us and far more powerful.


The quality of the knowledge is crucial. If our reasons are flimsy and our plans unrealistic then they will be challenged by experience often and easily overwhelmed. Justified uncertainty about whether our approach is correct will undermine our resolve.


It is also important to have a detailed understanding of misleading thoughts and feelings that might be supporting a vice and intensifying temptation.


Finally, it is important to understand when our resolve is most likely to be tested and to plan to deal with that temptation rationally. While this can be done in general terms for situations that regularly arise, there is more to be done in a later stage, closer to the moment of temptation.


Attractive alternative actions


Being able to think of healthier, more productive ways to meet our needs is likely to be beneficial.


E.g. Suppose Andy drinks alcohol in an attempt to deal with his social anxiety. It doesn’t work very well. Usually he just drinks in silence until he is slightly drunk and then, if he does speak, he is embarrassing but unaware. While working out how to stop drinking he spends time reading about social anxiety and how to behave in social situations. He devises simple conversation tactics and some guidelines for himself on who to talk to and what to say and ask. It is better than booze.


E.g. In support of the rather obvious point that good alternatives help, Galla and Duckworth (2015) reported six studies using correlation across many people to show that strong self-control and productive behaviour were linked statistically but mediated by good habits. In other words, if you routinely do something healthy or productive instead of a vice then this reduces your need for self-control and promotes good outcomes. It also explains why the ability to resist temptation is not directly related to good behaviour.


Stage 2: Planning


Planning involves making in-principle decisions about the vice and developing:



  	encapsulations of guidance for specific implementation decisions in the form of personal policies and personal plans, often incorporating simple classifications or ratings


  	detailed plans for compliance with the personal policies and plans, protecting against biases even in times of intense temptation.





E.g. After careful calculations of the financial cost of buying a large coffee each morning on her journey to work, Julie decides that taking a small flask from home is worth the effort. That becomes her policy, backed by a carefully worked out plan for making the coffee and dealing with the flask. This policy and routine encapsulate the results of her careful evaluation.


E.g. James evaluates the facts about how caffeine affects sleep and decides to cut it out of his diet. This is encapsulated by classifying drinks that contain caffeine as ‘unhealthy’ and forming a personal policy of only drinking decaffeinated alternatives.


Ideally, the deep thinking that goes into these is performed when we are feeling calm, have calculation devices to hand, and are free from biasing factors such as social pressure, hunger, or other cravings. In practice, we may need to be wary of biases acting even in the absence of obvious temptation.


If you are reading this book then you are probably aware of your vices. Nevertheless, consider if you are unwittingly overlooking a vice. Are you taking any psychoactive substance without a doctor's prescription? Are you overweight or underweight? Do you sometimes need a long lie-in or feel sleepy during the day? Are you never able to save money?


Practical personal policies and plans


It is not practical to consider every decision in our lives thoroughly every time. The next best thing is to take time to consider decisions we often face, research and think about them (perhaps taking advice), and then encapsulate our conclusions for convenient application in future as policies and plans.


In this Part, the term ‘policies and plans’ refers to a wide range of mental objects with similar properties. The English language has several relevant terms and their meanings are often a little vague and overlapping:



    	‘Policies’ also includes resolutions, rules, standards, guidelines, and principles. These might incorporate ratings, scores, measurements, or categories.


    	‘Plans’ also includes schedules, timetables, intentions, processes, procedures, methods, techniques, routines, and even some skills. They may be structured with the help of aims, goals, objectives, targets, or budgets.





Familiar examples include most diets, limits on alcohol consumption expressed in ‘units’, and a decision to avoid gambling completely.


From these elements we can create a system of knowledge that is flexible and applicable to a range of similar decisions.


(It is likely that, as children mature into adults, their system of knowledge governing behaviour becomes more refined and elaborate.)


The quality of our policies and plans is crucial. Many people will have experienced trying to hold to some new resolution only to give up quite quickly. This is not a fundamental problem with using personal policies and plans; it is just the result of poor design or calibration. 


Here are some design ideas likely to be useful.


Simplicity


Other things being equal, simple policies and plans are easier to apply and adhere to.


E.g. When I was a boy, I chewed my fingernails quite badly. One day I decided to stop completely and that was the end of the bad habit. The simplicity of complete abstinence helped make this easy. In my early teens I completely stopped drinking alcohol (which I had hardly started). In my mid-teens, concerned that I was not sleeping well, I completely cut out tea (which I drank a lot) and coffee containing caffeine.


In contrast, other things being equal, policies and plans are likely to fail if they are complex, require detailed counting, monitoring, and adjustment, have many grey areas, and must be implemented when thinking is difficult. Sadly, these challenges are sometimes hard to avoid.


Attractive alternative actions


Ideally, policies and plans should drive courses of action that are better than the vice. Occasionally that just means not doing the vice. More often it involves doing things that achieve what we thought the vice helped us achieve (e.g. managing stress, making friends) but in better, healthier ways. 


These alternative actions should be worked out in at least adequate detail, be better than the vice, and be supported by a convincing rationale that demonstrates their superiority.


This should not be achieved through a biased evaluation. Instead, it should be objective evaluation that shows the course of action is superior. If the best alternative is not clearly superior then more work is needed to develop a better alternative.


Often, better alternatives also include learning to refuse requests from friends or make different choices from the options they offer.


Reduction of uncertainty


Difficult decisions under temptation are typically decisions where our encapsulated conclusions are hard to apply or where we begin to doubt their wisdom for some other reason.


Policies and plans should, ideally, guide us well in those difficult situations.


Appropriate policy types


Different policy types link behaviour to its consequences in different ways. Choosing the best type involves a trade-off between simplicity and accurate reflection of the true consequences.


A simple but problematic type is a limit. This will say that the behaviour is not to be performed beyond a particular level (e.g. ‘No more than two pints of beer in one week.’) or not less than a particular level (e.g. ‘At least 5,000 steps per day.’). All levels of the behaviour on the correct side of the limit are equally acceptable and all levels on the wrong side are equally unacceptable.


One problem with this type of policy is that if we break our rule to a small extent then we are inclined to think that breaking it to a much larger extent is no worse. (For example, the diet is blown so one might as well go all the way with the chocolate cake.)


Another problem arises with behaviours where there is an ideal level (e.g. eating, working) rather than the simple goal of complete abstinence. For these, better policy types include target levels and target zones.


Here again there is a problem if the policy type makes small breaches of the rule just as bad as large ones. More nuanced types include using two or more zones or a continuous rule that links the level of behaviour to its consequences in your policy system.


E.g. A diet policy might be that going over a calorie limit in one day is acceptable if there is a particular type of compensation the next day but going over a second, more extreme, limit is not acceptable at all.


Good calibration


Our policies and plans need to be a good fit to our circumstances and abilities; neither too hard to comply with nor so lax that vice goes unrestrained.


Controlled flexibility


Spikes in decision difficulty are common and should be allowed for. It is better to be flexible than to experience failure and give up completely.


E.g. A person training to run their first marathon might decide to run 20 km each week, with 5 km on each of four days. But this is inflexible and likely to cause problems if there are small injuries, viral infections, competing work pressures or life events, or just very unpleasant weather conditions. Even the weather is important because each run brings some fitness benefit but at a cost of unpleasantness, especially if the weather is far too hot or rain is lashing down. Some days it truly is not worth it.


A more flexible approach might include leeway over which days to run, how far to run, and some forward planning to choose the best days for each coming week. Some kind of monitoring might keep track of overall effort and fitness progress, and make adjustments.


The flexibility should be controlled so that we do not allow unrestrained vice. This may be done using temporary variations with limited frequency and duration.


Practical transition


Since it often takes a little time to develop alternative behaviours, revise arrangements with others, and get over withdrawal symptoms (a problem with some vices), it is often wise to transition gradually.


E.g. An ambitious young man adopts plans and policies that call for almost continuous effort all day, every day. There is far too little time for rest, recovery, and spending time with loved ones. At the end of the first day of this regime the go-getter is exhausted and feeling like spending the night gaming. This is specifically forbidden in his plan. However, the fact that his plan clearly failed to include enough rest and fun undermines his commitment to the plan. Maybe gaming until 2 am really would be a good idea? He’s worked so hard, surely he deserves it? He gives in.


To be sustainable his plan needed to be much more realistic and adopted gradually, taking time to refine routines and learn to manage variations in his energy.


Transitions can be made by gradually increasing the range of situations to which a rule applies.


E.g. As he gets older, Doug finds that alcohol increasingly leaves him feeling unwell the next day. He decides to cut down and maybe stop drinking alcohol altogether. The problem is that most of his drinking is with friends. To make it easier he identifies soft drinks and alcohol-free drinks he can have instead. To ease the transition he identifies the four different situations in which he has been drinking alcohol and puts them in ascending order of pressure to drink. Some of his friends are not that bothered about alcohol but others are dedicated drinkers and alcohol is a major part of their social events.


Doug starts by adopting the policy of not drinking alcohol when on his own and then moves on to quitting in the easiest social situation. Over the next several weeks he gradually adds to the categories of social event where he does not drink alcohol, eventually quitting completely. During this transition, Doug gradually gets better at refusing alcohol gracefully and his friends adjust too.


Alternatively, the transition may be based on gradually changing the quantity and/or frequency involved or may be linked to the severity of symptoms.


Transition plans are more complex but may be worth it.


Detailed compliance planning


Anticipate upcoming situations where it might be hard to comply with your personal policies and plans (e.g. a party, night out, tough task, or developing illness) and prepare to deal with them. This might be by avoiding or modifying the situation, or by preparing to have helpful thoughts when temptation or anxiety is imminent.


The most common situation is where the challenge is to avoid giving in to temptation.


E.g. Pete has been studying for important exams for a week and has three more weeks to go. In the first week he noticed he snacked so much that he put on over a kilogramme of weight. This worries him because he does not want to lose his athletic figure. He has worked out the effect of three more weeks of heavy snacking and knows it will be visible to others.


As he prepares to study, he anticipates being tempted to snack and this time takes precautions. He arranges a pack of oatcakes near his desk instead of the usual chocolate and crisps. He plans to eat no more than 3 oatcakes today. He resolves to remember why he is taking care if he feels tempted to snack, even with the oatcakes.


The less common situation is where the challenge is to avoid excessive self-denial. Here the main emotion is usually anxiety rather than temptation.


E.g. After working as a fitness model for three years, Marc has started working on a farm and no longer needs to maintain a ‘shredded’ muscular appearance, with unnaturally low body fat. As a fitness model he became used to the early mornings, the long gym sessions, and the highly controlled diet with high protein levels yet restricted calories. He started working on the farm in autumn and gradually got used to his new lifestyle.


However, as spring turns to summer he more often works in just a T-shirt and has agreed to go on holiday with some friends. He notices how much his physique has changed and old thought patterns kick in. He feels weak and unattractive. His eyes zero in on barely visible areas of body fat. However, he catches himself and remembers that he knew this would happen. He recalls that most people would be delighted by his physique, even though a modelling agency would complain. He thinks ahead to the holiday and prepares mentally to feel relaxed and at ease when he takes his shirt off in front of others on the beach, and to enjoy himself in restaurants instead of staying in his room with some boiled chicken and high-protein beans.


Some specific techniques can help with preparation.


Consolidate and revive memories


Our memories of policies, plans, and the rationale that supports them tend to weaken and become less accessible over time unless strengthened and refreshed. Before a challenging situation is an ideal time to revive those memories.


Recalling them is more effective than just rereading them but rereading is better than nothing. Applying policies and plans strongly consolidates them, which is good, but does not necessarily revive their rationale. So it is worth going back over your reasons for policies and plans from time to time.


Form specific intentions


We must remember to have the right helpful thoughts when we are in imminent danger of not following our policies and plans. This is more likely if we form specific intentions to have the thoughts in particular situations. Think ‘If I am tempted by X, then I will think Y and Z.’ or ‘If I feel compelled to be overly-strict with myself, then I will think Y and Z.’ Plan to be reminded of this intention from time to time.


This method is called forming ‘implementation intentions’ and has been tested scientifically many times. It is not a panacea but it usually helps significantly and it takes almost no time to do (see authoritative reviews and theorizing by Gollwitzer, 1999, and by Gollwitzer and Sheeran, 2006).


Implementation intentions can be used to prepare to brush off temptations quickly when they first arise or to quickly counter feelings that urge us to be too strict. For example, we might think ‘If I become aware of distractions then I will ignore them.’ This use has been tested and implementation intentions were helpful.


We can also form implementation intentions to prepare to have longer thoughts when our struggle to adhere to our policies and plans lasts for more than a few moments (e.g. where we continue to be tempted by short-term pleasures or struggle to stop dysfunctional denial).


Here there is less direct evidence that implementation intentions are helpful. There is no reason to think they are not helpful but the studies so far have not directly checked. Studies of implementation intentions for resisting temptation almost always focus on the fact that implementation intentions were used and say little about what the subjects chose to do or think in a tempting situation. Typically, people are asked to make up their own responses to given tempting situations or situations they think of.


In summary, we should form implementation intentions that are simple and express our firm, pre-made decisions on how we want to act initially in particular situations. We should back this up with implementation intentions about what we want to think if the mental struggle persists. The power of those thoughts is crucial and detailed suggestions are given later in this Part.


When temptation or anxiety arise, this is an opportunity to have those planned thoughts. Every time that is done successfully the ability to have the right thoughts without delay is improved.


(Houben et al, 2011, used an artificial way to practise inhibitory thoughts to reduce alcohol consumption with surprising success.)


Avoid or modify situations


An important way to manage temptation and dysfunctional self-denial is to avoid or modify situations likely to be challenging. This may involve putting temptation cues out of sight, making tempting actions less convenient, and making wiser actions easier.


E.g. A student who wants to study without distraction might choose to go to a quiet place in a library rather than their favourite bar, with sport on the TV, and friends nearby, talking. To avoid studying hard for too long, the student might arrange to go for a walk with a friend at a particular time so that study is naturally brought to an end.


E.g. A person who is trying to lose unhealthy excess weight might put oatcakes in view with chocolate biscuits further back, out of sight.


E.g. To spend less time on a computer game, a person might delete it from their phone.


Stage 3: Initial response to temptation


The first response to feelings of temptation or anxiety that may lead to dysfunctional self-denial can be rapid reminders, as follows:



  	If you have started to think about the temptation or extreme self-denial in a way that strengthens them then interrupt those thoughts and, if possible, look away from cues that might be stimulating them.


  	Recall your most relevant personal policies or plans, including alternative courses of action. (Often this reminder is all that's needed.)


  	Recall a brief reminder of their rationale.


  	Brush the negative feelings aside and decide what to do next.





This will usually be followed by just going back to what you were doing before, which occupies the mind with something else and often solves the problem.


Stage 4: Secondary response to temptation


However, sometimes the temptation or urge for extreme self-denial does not go after the first response. Perhaps we are too tired or stuck to think about the task we are trying to do. Perhaps the feelings are strong.


If the temptation or urge for extreme self-denial persists despite the first response of rapid reminders then we can enter the second stage. Now we focus on the temptation or denial for longer, as follows:


Get calm and refocus: Take a couple of long, steady breaths and gain some mental control with slow self-talk. Interrupt unhelpful thoughts and direct attention away from any cues related to the temptation.


Debias yourself: Check your physical feelings and notice the situation. What is challenging now? Consider each possible bias and remind yourself how it works. Establish which thoughts are just the result of bias and which may be valid.


Review your rationale: Consider what is likely to happen if you stick to your personal policies and plans and what is likely if you do not.


Form a better plan: Usually this will be to follow your initial plan or routine, complying with your personal policies and plans. Sometimes you will adjust but still comply. Occasionally you will revise a personal policy or plan.


The section Managing common vices discusses in detail possible reasons for particular temptations, better actions, and the drawbacks of giving in. These may be personal to you but the lists in this Part are a starting point.


Here are some more details on the thoughts to use in the second response to temptation.


Get calm and refocus


In addition to taking a couple of long, steady breaths, interrupt unhelpful thoughts such as:



    	focusing on the sensations that the tempting action or extreme self-denial will bring


    	planning to perform the tempting action or to be overly self-denying


    	devising excuses for giving in to temptation or being dysfunctionally strict.





Obviously, these thoughts send us in the wrong direction.


E.g. If I have a chocolate biscuit and then feel tempted to finish the pack then it is common sense that I should not: (1) gaze at the remaining biscuits, imagining the delicious flavour I would experience from eating them, (2) plan how I will eat them and what to do with the empty pack, or (3) think of excuses to tell myself and others.


Examining one element of this, Andrade, May, and Kavanagh (2012) reviewed evidence on ways that reducing tempting imagery reduces temptation. Their idea is that our imaginations increase the pull of temptation.


What should happen is that our intelligence should be used to reduce and overcome temptation, not pump it up.


Even if it is impossible to remove tempting cues it may still be possible to pay less attention to them. Look away at something else. You might not have to look very far away.


E.g. Some promising results have been achieved with Attention Control Training. This typically involves subjects doing a simple task on a computer. Pictures of tempting things (e.g. favourite foods) are shown and subjects are required to identify the colour of the background or outline of the image. The difficulty is increased in stages and subjects are encouraged to be fast and accurate. The task involves fixing your gaze on, and paying attention to, points very near the tempting image while ignoring the image itself.


In a study by Bazzaz, Fadardi, and Parkinson (2017) this training (15 – 20 minutes once a week for four weeks) reduced BMI and diet quitting compared to a control group and a sham procedure that served as another type of control group.


Debias yourself


Your knowledge of likely biases (perhaps gained from this book) should help you notice when your thoughts and feelings may be influenced by biasing factors. For example, do you feel tired, stressed, sleepy, intoxicated, or perhaps upset by something irrelevant that has just happened? Are there people present who influence you? Are you just operating from long habit and forgetting the insights that helped you form your current personal policies and plans?


The idea of challenging our thoughts and feelings to deal with possible biases is relatively new and has not been tested scientifically as far as I know. However, a sceptical attitude seems to help. Jenkins and Tapper (2014) found that people who were asked to view their tempted thoughts as just thoughts, not necessarily the truth, were better able to resist chocolate.


The approach of challenging potentially misleading feelings and thoughts with knowledge and logic takes this much further. Instead of just standing back and looking at those potentially misleading thoughts, we seek the truth, knowing that our feelings and thoughts may be unreliable. Typically, we will reassure ourselves that instinctive fears are unfounded on this occasion (e.g. there is no danger of us starving if we do not eat some food that is now available). This directly tackles the problem of bias discussed earlier.


Review your rationale


In the first response you reviewed the applicable personal policies and plans, and briefly recalled their rationale, so there is no need to do that again. However, it is worth going into more detail of the rationale before deciding what to do now. This involves thinking of the good reasons why resisting the temptation or avoiding excessive self-denial is truly beneficial.


This will be more powerful if you know more about those reasons. Developing better understanding of the consequences of our actions is important and may involve considerable study time. Consequences may affect us, our loved ones, and wider society.


Sadly, just knowing about the drawbacks of a behaviour is not enough. We must think about them and apply them to the decision.


E.g. Several studies have shown that successful dieters often respond to attractive food by remembering their goal of dieting (and the anticipated advantages) and this helps them avoid unhealthy eating. In contrast, unsuccessful dieters usually do not link the food to their goal of dieting. (Their vice is unrestrained, usually because they hardly think about it.) This is not fixed. People can learn to remember why they are careful of what they eat.


Kroese et al (2011) reported two studies where dieters were asked to form intentions by thinking ‘If I see or smell [a food temptation], then I will follow my goal to diet.’ In effect, linking the attractive but unhealthy food with the plan to diet. In both studies snacking was reduced in the subsequent week. Further analysis showed that this was linked to stronger associations between the food and the idea of dieting (i.e. avoiding eating it), and that this was most useful for people who had previously failed to diet.


In a tempting situation there may be negative feelings (e.g. hunger) and a tempting solution (e.g. tasty, aromatic, hot food). The mind is at first occupied with those and may move on to predicting and imagining the immediate consequences of giving in to temptation (e.g. the flavours, feelings of hunger going away, feelings of relaxation). This is the natural result of the initial feelings and sensations, which are highly salient (i.e. in mind) at first.


What is needed is a more comprehensive assessment of consequences. The predictions and imagination should move on to:



    	the subsequent effects of the tempting action (e.g. loss of money, sluggishness) or dysfunctional self-denial (e.g. mental fatigue and reduced learning, unhealthy loss of muscle)


    	the effects of repeatedly doing the tempting action (e.g. gaining weight, years of poverty, fatigue, and health problems) or continued excessive self-denial (e.g. poor exam performance, frailty in old age)


    	the immediate effects of some wiser course of action (e.g. will probably stop feeling hunger soon anyway)


    	the effects of repeatedly choosing the wiser decision (e.g. years of good health and mobility, longer life).





By thinking of these things – even imagining them in some detail – they become more salient and a balanced assessment of the actions is more likely. 


Form a better plan


Devising better alternative actions is part of developing personal policies and plans. In a challenging situation it can help to remember what those alternative actions are, which is part of the first response. Run through them mentally and they will be easier to do.


In this more detailed second response, typically, you will conclude that following the behaviour you previously planned is the wisest approach. However, circumstances may justify going beyond that and devising a different way to comply with your personal policies and plans, modify them, or break them on this occasion. Since you have just debiased yourself and reviewed the original rationale, your rationality should be protected to some extent from biasing factors.


Stage 5: Revision


Even if personal policies and plans are developed carefully through meticulous research they often must be changed. The same is true of plans for compliance. The reasons for this are:


Remediation: to fix them so that they are workable and effective.


Refinement: to improve them further.


Adaptation: to adjust to changing circumstances.


Behaviours where dysfunctional self-denial is a possibility (e.g. working, eating) usually require more complex personal policies and plans, and these more often require revision.


E.g. A person with a carefully worked out diet will need to make changes if it does not have the intended effect on weight and health or if they start a vigorous exercise regime, change jobs, become ill, or suffer a drop in income.


Dysfunctional self-denial will often be the result of forming personal policies and plans that are too extreme. Usually it is easy to identify this because complying with the rules is so hard. However, if irrational mental behaviours have developed (e.g. exaggerated fears) so that compliance is not only achieved but feels essential then the self-denial is more dangerous. If anything less than extreme self-denial generates strong feelings, perhaps of anxiety, then professional help is advisable and better than trying to cope with a serious compulsion alone.


Revised, easier personal policies and plans are needed along with a true and thorough rationale for carrying them out and not drifting towards extreme self-denial.


Policies of complete abstinence require less revision but even here it may be worthwhile changing the behaviours that replaced the vice.


Some changes can be planned. A new policy might be implemented at first in a simpler, less demanding form and then progressively tightened or otherwise refined.


It may be helpful to document the policies and plans and to keep records of behaviour and results (e.g. weight and waist size).


E.g. I weigh myself almost every day in a standard way and put the measurements into a spreadsheet that shows a graph of my weight going back years. Any trends in my weight are quickly obvious.


Chapter 20: Managing common vices


This section looks in more detail at some common vices. It provides details that slot into the 5 stage vice management approach.


Unhealthy overeating


Some feelings, especially hunger, urge us to eat, perhaps to overeat, or to eat too much of something that is not healthy for us. Or we may be trying to get rid of excess fat by restricting our eating and feelings tempt us to give up, at least for a moment.


There is evidence that the intensity with which we feel hunger is partly determined by our genes. Obviously, it is also determined by the deliciousness of the food in front of us. In developed countries today there is no shortage of extremely palatable food at low monetary cost.


(This section does not cover the problem of unhealthy undereating. While this is much less common than overeating, the serious condition of Anorexia Nervosa is the mental disorder with the highest mortality rate, affecting an estimated 2% – 4% of women in the UK at some point in their lives and a much smaller percentage of men (NICE CKS, 2019). The most common age for this condition is 15 – 19 years, so if a life is lost then many life years are lost.)


Decision characteristics


Decisions about eating typically take place when we think about eating, when we are presented with food, when we prepare food, and when we shop for food. Problems arise from eating too much, eating too much of some foods, and eating foods that are unhealthy in any quantity.


Temptation spikes when we are hungry, thirsty, tired, upset, bored, perceive hyper-palatable foods, and in social situations where indulgent eating is expected.


Decisions about food can be complex because of the many different nutrients needed and the difficulty of keeping track of what has already been consumed. There are also scientific uncertainties about what is healthy and further uncertainties because of individual differences in what our bodies need.


Policies and plans are usually relatively complex.


Biasing factors include precautionary eating, fear of nutritional deficiencies, fatigue, a desire for comfort, peer pressure, convenience, curiosity, and marketing.


Personal policies and plans


Although we can and should create policies and routines for ourselves, these are usually complex and require frequent monitoring and adjustment. There are some foods that can and should be eliminated completely, which simplifies rules. For other foods the problem is to decide how much should be consumed.


E.g. One strategy that tries to provide simplicity with flexibility is to have a standardized meal plan for main meals (carefully worked out for nutritional balance, completeness, and overall calories) plus a daily allowance for snacks that can be adjusted at the start of each day. The snacks might be in a box or other container, loaded in the morning. Adjustments to the snack allowance might be made based on recent overeating and undereating, body weight trends, desired body weight trends, experienced hunger intensity, and planned activity levels.


Other policy ideas include:



    	health ratings of foods you like to guide your decisions (e.g. grammes of protein per 100 kilocalories)


    	special rules for special meals such as Christmas dinner, for travelling, and for other difficult situations where you cannot eat your usual diet


    	a formula for reduced eating after a day of heavy eating


    	rules that flex your diet in response to weight changes (e.g. if your weight is a little up for two days then cut food intake for two days).





Alternative activities we may need to develop and increase within our personal policies and plans include improved hydration, rest, relaxation, and pleasurable, comforting activities.


Drawbacks of overeating


Food and food preparation are usually costly activities; eating more than we need is a waste of time, money, and other resources. If we eat more then we must spend more time on food shopping, eating, and cleaning up afterwards.


One of the first problems with weight gain is that some of our clothes will feel uncomfortably tight. Beyond that there is the expense of having to buy new clothes in a larger size, and more if the weight gain continues. We might end up storing clothes in several different sizes to deal with a fluctuating weight, which may require extra clothing storage space or limit our choice of outfits.


Being overweight is tiring and reduces our abilities. It is like being the weight we once were but now wearing a heavy backpack, ankle weights, and wrist weights we cannot take off.


Our attractiveness is reduced because we look less healthy, older, and less capable than we would look if slim (but not thin). Being overweight may lead some to suspect weaknesses in our self-control.


Our health may be worsened. The weight creates extra strain on the skeleton, increases the risk of cancer and heart problems, and may cause sleep problems.  Becoming overweight increases the risk of type 2 diabetes, which itself can lead to many nasty complications.


A huge drawback of becoming overweight is that it makes us more susceptible to regaining excess weight if we should manage to reduce it by dieting and increased activity.


Beyond the personal drawbacks, being overweight somewhat reduces our ability to do things for our families and can lead to them having to do more for us. The difference may be hard to see but consider how much more a person could do without the continuous burden of carrying that extra weight. Our personal health problems also affect our loved ones.


Biasing factors


Precautionary eating


We can feel hunger even when we are nowhere near starving, when our stomachs are not empty, when our bodies are still busy digesting food from previous meals, and when we are already overweight. How can evolution have resulted in such misleading feelings?


Probably evolution is the problem. Our bodies evolved in times when food was less plentiful and less consistently available than it now is in developed countries. In seasonal lands, if we did not put on enough fat in the good seasons then we would starve to death in the bad ones.


On a shorter time scale, if we did not eat when we could then we might have struggled through days of deprivation during which we might have lost weight or struggled with cold.


And on an even shorter time scale, if we did not eat when we could then we might have seen the food eaten by another human or other creature.


It is very likely that some of our feelings of wanting to eat are driven by an evolved tendency to eat now as a precaution against not being able to eat later.


These instinctive feelings are stronger when the food available is high in calories and would be perfect for building up body fat stores. Foods that combine sugar and fat are most tempting of all and are sometimes described as ‘hyper-palatable’.


The instinctive drive to eat even when we don’t need to conflicts with our modern desire to remain or achieve a healthy and stable weight, slim but not thin. We can remind ourselves how out-dated those instincts are and how confident we are of being able to eat later, whenever we want. If we are trying to lose excess weight then we can remind ourselves that the hunger we feel was anticipated and considered; it is all part of the plan and quite safe.


Fear of electrolyte deficiencies


If we are very active in a hot environment then we lose salts through sweating. The rate of loss differs between individuals, even for the same exertion. Being short of salts can make us feel tired. If we feel tired then sometimes we might fear an electrolyte deficiency we don’t have.


Rather than eat more in general, replace the salts specifically with a suitable drink or food, especially if on a diet that is generally low in salts for health reasons. The minerals typical in sports drinks intended to replace lost electrolytes are sodium, potassium, calcium, and magnesium.


Sports drinks contain sugars and salts but often all we need is the salts.


A slightly different pattern of electrolyte loss happens when we are ill. Again, targeted replenishment is a good idea.


Fear of other specific deficiencies


It is possible that, sometimes, a person whose overall consumption of food is more than adequate nevertheless is not eating enough of something specific, like a vitamin, mineral, type of protein, or type of fat. It is possible that they may be particularly vulnerable to a specific deficiency despite eating a varied diet.


To allay fears of such a deficiency, adopt a varied diet, take daily supplements for common vitamins and minerals, and perhaps have medical testing if there is a specific concern. (Note: Most people do not need to supplement most vitamins but there is a risk of narrow deficiencies. An exception is vitamin D, which often needs supplementation in autumn and winter for people living in less sunny climates (e.g. the UK), especially if they have dark skin (NHS, n.d.).)


The idea should be to consume just the foods that fill the deficiency instead of eating more food generally in the hope of addressing the deficiency.


Fatigue


Dehydration can leave us feeling tired, making us think we need food when in fact we need water.


In addition, we can sometimes be fooled by the delay between eating and gaining energy. If we are tired and then eat, the initial consequence is often that we feel more tired, perhaps a little sleepy, and only after two hours (less for refined sugars) do we get some energy from the food our bodies have been working to digest.


While waiting we may continue to feel that perhaps some food will help us become energetic.


In fact, hydration and rest are much more likely to have that effect quickly.


Desire for comfort


Chocolate gives most of us a warm, comfortable, relaxed feeling. Most sweet things do. This is felt very quickly and goes beyond reduced hunger.


If we want to limit our intake of refined carbohydrates for health reasons then we can use other methods to get that warm, relaxed, comfortable feeling.


It is usually possible to get some pleasant feelings immediately by:



    	changing our clothing if temperature is a problem


    	getting into a more comfortable, restful position, and focusing on the good feelings that result


    	focusing on parts of the body that feel fine


    	relaxing muscles and focusing on the sensation of relaxation


    	breathing slowly and steadily, again focusing on that breathing


    	letting go of feelings of time pressure.





Peer pressure


Some social events are traditionally associated with overeating. At other times, people who want to overeat will try to encourage others to join them. Just being surrounded by people eating creates an instinctive desire to join in.


Usually, the best response is to keep our portions small, especially if there are lots of things to try. None of these circumstances requires overeating.


Convenience


There is nothing inherently wrong with convenient food but food that is easy to prepare and eat encourages more eating. Also, many convenience foods (e.g. ready meals, takeaways) are high in calories, sugar, salt, and unhealthy fats. The appeal of convenience is greater when we are tired and short of time.


We should notice when convenience might be biasing us and take care to inspect the ingredients carefully or avoid the food.


Curiosity


One of the dangers with a buffet is that we sometimes want to try many of the foods on offer. This may be instinctive, having evolved because discovering new foods was adaptive. It is also fun to discover foods we like or find something at the table that is particularly enjoyable.


These are genuine considerations in some cases so we must take care to limit the amount we try of each food. Just try the smallest amount possible – a small mouthful or taste – to leave room for more of something special.


Marketing


Some food marketing campaigns have been so successful they have created national traditions. Our views on what is healthy have been shaped by lobbying and marketing, including the infamous campaign by the sugar industry to make fat the bad food and escape restrictions on sugar (documented at length by Oreskes and Conway, 2011).


Some food marketing techniques encourage us to eat more than we should. Getting extra free and bulk discounts encourage us to buy more now and having a larger stock at home encourages us to eat the food more quickly.


Marketing can also trick us into thinking that foods are healthier than they really are. This includes sugary granolas and smoothies, organic foods with unhealthy contents, and unhealthy foods with at least one healthy ingredient.


Pubs and restaurants can bundle alcohol with food to reduce resistance and sell more products.


We must take time to examine nutritional information carefully whatever the reassuring marketing says.


Helpful thoughts when tempted


When you are feeling tempted to eat more than you suspect you should (e.g. breaking a policy), and if that temptation persists despite initial attempts to push it out of mind, then take some steadying breaths and:



    	If true, reassure yourself that the food already in your body and being digested means you are not going to starve soon.


    	If true, reassure yourself that your supply of food is secure and you will certainly have opportunities to eat long before you suffer any dangerous effects from lack of eating.


    	If true, reassure yourself that your current body fat means you are not in any danger, even if you eat nothing for days.


    	If true, reassure yourself that you have taken care to avoid specific dietary deficiencies.


    	Examine the feelings you have. Is there fatigue? If so, have you lost salts or other electrolytes recently? You may need a special top up. Are you thirsty? Plan to hydrate without delay (e.g. with water or tea).


    	If you are fatigued then plan to rest now.


    	If you are tense then plan to relax, breathe steadily, and enjoy feeling comfortable. Give yourself an instant ‘mouthful of chocolate’ feeling.


    	Check for bias from peer pressure, convenience, curiosity, and marketing.


    	Remind yourself of the downsides of overeating, especially if it persists. If you are currently trying to lose some weight then remind yourself why.





Then take whatever action you have decided, such as resting or hydrating.


Excessive digital play


There are many things you can do on a computer, phone, or TV that are interesting and entertaining. These include playing games, watching short videos, watching longer videos, social media comments, and searching the Internet for interesting stuff.


There’s nothing wrong with being entertained, contributing to an online discussion, keeping up with friends online, or finding out interesting things. The problem comes when this gets in the way of doing more important things by wasting our time, distracting us, tiring us, or ruining our sleep.


Decision characteristics


Decisions about digital play are frequent now that we spend so much time at a computer or holding a smartphone. There are also many digital TV channels including on-demand box sets to binge. Even without the device in front of us we may think about digital play if circumstances prompt us, such as when we see a game advertised or when a friend suggests playing later.


We are particularly likely to do this if we are bored, tired, stuck, or when our friends ask us to join in. Sometimes we start digital play when it is justified but then fail to stop when we should. It is important to avoid excessive digital play when we need to get work done, rest, or sleep.


Although some types of digital play can be avoided completely, most only need to be controlled to a reasonable level, making it harder to set personal policies to limit this vice. Some videos really are educational. Some TV shows are relaxing after a hard day’s work. Some computer games truly do improve skills useful in the real world. Sometimes gaming is a way to consolidate friendships.


Biasing factors include feeling stuck or tired, the desire to feel pleasure, peer pressure, and software design.


Personal policies and plans


Personal policies and plans for digital play might include:



    	digital play activities that must be avoided


    	times in the day, in the week, locations, or activities within which there is no digital play (e.g. never after 11 pm, not in the four weeks before an exam)


    	a basic, standard timetable of digital play for a week stating the allowed times and types of play


    	a variable allowance for extra play that is set at the start of each day or week, bearing in mind various factors (e.g. holiday, exams, deadlines, special social occasions)


    	types of game you will not have on your devices


    	a ban on in-app purchases.





Alternative activities that may need to be incorporated include better rest and relaxation methods and other forms of social interaction.


Drawbacks of excessive digital play


Digital play can absorb a massive amount of time. Games, content sites, and box sets are designed to keep us interested and playing. We may start to shift our attention from real world goals to goals within a game, leading us to think about it even when not playing the game.


Playing deep into the night can disrupt sleep and leave us feeling tired, sleepy, and gloomy the next day. We are kept awake by the light from the screen, the continual movement, and the need for actions.


Playing (games and social media especially) can be tiring and tense, leading to eye strain, headaches, and repetitive strain injuries. Particularly difficult team games may cause stress hormones to be released leaving us sweaty and smelly.


Playing on the computer is not usually expensive in money terms but it can be if we make in-app purchases.


In total, the combination of losing hundreds of hours to digital play over many months, blighting much of our other waking time with sleep debt, and forgetting real life can cause considerable loss of progress in life with major consequences for decades.


Resist that temptation and we have the chance to rest properly, feel fresh most of the time, and easily find time to do important tasks for ourselves and others.


Biasing factors


The obvious driver of digital play is ‘boredom’ and there probably are people who literally have nothing to do or whose tasks are entirely tedious. However, this is rare, especially for young people still in education. Their real issue is not lack of mentally stimulating things to do.


Feeling stuck


When we work on a difficult task, or try to, we often feel stuck. We are not sure what to do and begin to feel tired. We feel that we are failing or at least not making progress.


Computer play offers us many ways to get a feeling of progress and success. For example, we can play a game and win points, battles, and items. Even a simple game like Minesweeper can provide strong feelings of progress and occasional success. Our minds flow through the game, smoothly executing long-practised skills, and occasionally we complete the game successfully, maybe even achieving a personal best time.


Watching short videos sometimes gives us the sense that we are learning, or might soon learn, information that helps us in our lives. This again gives feelings of progress.


Better alternatives when feeling stuck are to:



    	take a short rest


    	do something else that is useful but not mentally demanding for a short while


    	do easier sub-tasks that will make the harder parts of the difficult task easier, perhaps by developing our knowledge or skills


    	make a thinking plan so that we can tackle our problem in a more systematic way, starting with easy sub-tasks that prepare the way for the harder ones.





Feeling tired


Even when we are not stuck, we may still feel tired if a task is difficult or lengthy. Digital play offers a break and a rest from this.


However it is not as effective as taking a rest where we do nothing and think nothing.


Desire to feel some pleasure


If a task is not inherently pleasurable, which is common, the temptation of digital play is strengthened by the possibility of seeing something that gives pleasure. Much content online and on TV features attractive people, locations, activities, or gadgets. There is often music.


Unfortunately, watching this content is not as restful as truly resting by doing and thinking nothing. It also will not be as pleasurable as watching the same images at a better time, guilt-free.


If we plan some pleasant activities, including resting, within our otherwise productive schedule then we can reassure ourselves that pleasure will happen. There is no need to grab some now in case there will be none later.


Peer pressure


Many people enjoy computer gaming and social media with others. They may be friends ‘in real life’ or only online. Or they may just be people who are online at the same time.


Gaming and social media with friends can be harder to avoid and it can be hard to break away and do other things once we have started.


Having friends is important. Friends are good. However, if fear of losing friends is making it hard to get on with important things like academic studies and taking exercise then that is a problem.


The fear of losing friends may be instinctive but exaggerated. Would we really be rejected if we stopped playing to eat some food or do homework? Will they forget us if we only play occasionally?


More likely, the people who continue playing are the ones most anxious not to lose friends. They will be pleased to welcome us back whenever they can.


If we reassure them that our choice not to play is driven by important things ‘in real life’ then they should not feel we are rejecting them. If they are still awkward about it and continue to demand that we play then perhaps the problem is that they are struggling with temptation. They want others with them so they feel better about themselves. They are using us as an excuse, not treating us as valued friends.


Software design


Most games and sites that provide video and audio content are designed to keep us playing. 


While playing games our attention is grabbed continually by moving images, colours, sounds, and events we must respond to. Small efforts by us often produce spectacular results on screen such as rapid movements, powerful actions, loud sounds, and explosions.


Games provide frequent challenges and rewards including celebratory sounds and images, points, kills, ‘gold’ and ‘jewels’, items (such as equipment and clothing), level changes, and unlocking new characters and parts of the game. Occasional setbacks often just provide further motivation to try harder next time.


Even a static web page offers many enticing web-links, each offering the chance of discovering something interesting.


Sometimes games continue for hours without a natural break.


When a game, or a round of a game, finishes, the software usually sets up the next game or round immediately and without much effort from us. When a video, box set episode, or music track finishes the next almost always starts automatically or at least is offered just a click away.


We must be aware of the effects of these features and deliberately fight against them. (Switch them off if possible.) Be ready to abandon the game without finishing. Ignore the fact that the next round or episode is getting ready to play. Remember that the game rewards are just imaginary.


Helpful thoughts when tempted


If temptation persists despite an initial attempt to brush it off and refocus then take a couple of steadying breaths and:



    	Consider if you are stuck or tired. If you are then decide to rest for a specific amount of time by doing nothing at all.


    	If you are feeling like you haven’t had fun for too long then plan to have some later when it is appropriate. Reassure yourself that pleasure will come so you do not need it now.


    	If others are tempting you to join them in play but you have important things to do instead, or need a proper rest, reassure yourself that your friends will not abandon you if you do not play now. Plan to excuse yourself in a positive way.


    	Remember the problems that wasting hours on play will cause you: lack of progress on important things, fatigue, stress, and sleepiness.


    	If you are already playing then remember that the rewards are imaginary and notice that you feel at least a little tired and ready for a break, which you can take any time.





Then do whatever you have decided to do. For example, explain to friends your reasons for not playing now and reassure them that you look forward to being with them when you can. Or get up from your work and take a proper rest for a specific time, with no tiring digital play, not even video clips or auction sites.


Retail therapy


Most of us go shopping several times a week, often for food. We need to shop. There is nothing wrong with shopping.


Retail therapy, however, is buying things we don’t need just for the feelings that shopping gives us.


Decision characteristics


Shopping decisions include decisions to go to a physical shopping location or start surfing the internet, decisions to start searching for a particular type of product or for any solution to some problem, and decisions to make specific purchases.


Shopping decisions are an everyday occurrence and there is only a fine line between necessary shopping and retail therapy. It is particularly difficult to set rules to govern our shopping behaviour.


Biasing factors include wanting to solve problems and feel powerful, peer pressure, and advertising tricks.


Personal policies and plans


Personal policies and plans might include:



    	types of purchase to avoid completely


    	times each week for shopping and times with no shopping, or durations for the day or week


    	to block impulsive purchases, a required process for considering every purchase carefully or for certain types of purchase


    	a small budget for non-essential purchases that is adjusted each week, responding to various relevant factors


    	people you will not shop with


    	categories of possession where your total number is limited (e.g. ‘No more than five jumpers.’) so you have to get rid of something first if you have reached a limit.





Alternative activities to be boosted include other forms of self-reassurance and social contact.


Drawbacks of retail therapy


The shopping itself takes time and energy, even if it is just done online. There is travel time, browsing time, time spent recovering afterwards, and time spent processing the new purchases (e.g. setting up electronic gadgets and disposing of packaging). There may also be more time later returning disappointing goods and getting refunds.


The shopping costs money, of course. Money that we or someone else may have worked hard to obtain. Even if our retail therapy involves buying items that are cheap individually, a pattern of repeated purchases can add up to considerable cost.


There is also the problem of storage. Most British homes are over-stuffed with possessions – much more than a few decades ago. Every wardrobe is full of clothes. There are gadgets we are using and more gadgets we have stopped using that lie in garages, lofts, cupboards, or just on the floor waiting to be dealt with in some way. Crockery gradually accumulates until there is no space left in cupboards or on shelves. Shoes pile up. Furniture. Toys. Mountains of stuff, even for people with no propensity for hoarding.


The problem of having too much stuff hits hard when we need to move to new accommodation. Students and renters in particular are likely to move often and having a lot of unnecessary stuff makes that harder.


Finally, there is the problem of disposal. Do we give something to charity, offer it online, pass it on to someone, bin it, or take it to the community recycling centre?


Those were just the personal problems that retail therapy contributes to. If time, money, and space are wasted then there is less to spend on loved ones, In time there may be so little saved money that nothing can be given to children to help them get started in adult life and, instead, more support from others may be needed in old age. On top of that are the societal problems of resource waste, poverty (for those unable to compete with our retail power), and pollution. Sustainability and retail therapy conflict.


Biasing factors


Association with solving problems


What makes retail therapy tempting? One possibility is that we think we might solve some of our problems by buying something. It has sometimes worked in the past, so why not try it again? This is one of those lizard-brain crude associations.


A carefully thought through purchase that has a good chance of solving one or more of our problems may be a good idea. However, retail therapy involves acting on vague associations between problems and shopping.


Genuinely relevant purchases may create a conditioned link between buying things and solving problems. This can give us a feeling that buying almost anything will make us feel better.


Slightly more focused associations may link particular problems to shopping for broad classes of item. For example, if we want a job then buy some smart clothes. If we want a lover then buy more clothes, cosmetics, jewellery, scent, and accessories. For friends, buy party food and booze, a new sofa, or get the house extended to create a party space. Bored? Buy another entertainment gadget. Stuck with a problem? Buy a book or magazine for inspiration.


At other times we are tempted to repeat purchases that were successful before. If buying that first motorcycle brought mobility and freedom then buy another, and another.


Clearly, there are problems with these associations and feelings. Buying another of something we already have will not bring the same value that the first one did. Often, we already possess the clothes, food, space, and so on that we need. What we lack is a good plan to use them. Often the solution we seek has nothing to do with possessions; usually it is our behaviour that needs attention.


Typically, our problems are much more likely to be solved by focused, clear, constructive thinking about the specific problems. Planning to do that, perhaps with help from someone wise, is a better way forward.


Association with feeling powerful


Buying things can also give us a feeling of power even if we do not buy something that feels vaguely like a solution. It reassures us that we have the ability to make things happen and get the solutions we need to our problems.


This may be an illusion. It shows that we had the ability to make things happen, until we wasted that money. Now perhaps we are out of money and out of credit.


Again, a more specific attempt to think about life challenges is more likely to help.


Peer pressure


Like many other tempting activities, retail therapy is sometimes social. Shopping with a friend may be pleasant and harmless but could also induce more frivolous shopping.


Perhaps better to go for a walk with the friend. The conversation will probably be better too, uninterrupted by shopping.


Advertising tricks


Not all advertising is trying to persuade us to buy stuff we don’t need. However, a lot is. There are companies whose entire product range is frivolous.


The advertisers have a range of tricks to part us from our money. Some directly target retail therapy by providing excuses for the frivolous expense.


E.g. ‘Because you’re worth it’ has been used by L’Oreal since 1971. The idea is that, because you’re a great person, you can justify buying unnecessarily expensive personal care products. You deserve them. Actually, if you are a great person then someone else should buy them for you and, really, that other person should buy the best products, not just the most expensive.


A variation on the idea that we deserve to have expensive things (even though we have to buy them ourselves) is the idea that we deserve some me-time. We have been working so hard to do things for others that it is only fair that we spend some time (and money) on ourselves. This ignores the fact that, if we waste money on something expensive we don’t need then we will probably have to do more work for other people to afford it.


Do we deserve to be pampered? Perhaps we do but the cost of an hour in the spa could easily be three hours stacking shelves. Might it be fun to be pampered in the spa? Yes but there are cheaper ways to have fun.


Helpful thoughts when tempted


If temptation persists despite initial attempts to brush it off with rapid reminders, consider:



    	if the reasons for the purchase or shopping trip are sound or just influenced by advertising or social pressure that could be met in some other way


    	the many drawbacks of retail therapy, from the initial time and expense to the clutter and irritation later. (Convert the expense into the work you would have to do to earn that money, after tax.)





Then do something low-cost (or even no-cost) instead.


Psychoactive substances


These are substances that affect our minds. They include caffeine, nicotine, alcohol, cannabis, and other illegal drugs. Typically there is no harmless level of use. If you have a problem with a highly addictive substance then get professional help.


Decision characteristics


These decisions come up when the substance comes into view and when feelings get us to think about the substance. The action might be to purchase the substance or consume it. The typical spikes of temptation depend on the substance.


Although complete abstinence is usually a sensible policy, alternative activities can be more complex to work out and encapsulate in policies and plans.


Biasing factors include a desire to feel more or less alert, peer pressure, the loss of control caused by some of the substances, and withdrawal symptoms.


Personal policies and plans


Usually it is sensible to abstain completely (though it rarely seems that way to users), so it is simple to devise the main rules to govern the vice.


E.g. I have never been drunk and took my last alcoholic drink at the age of 13. Although many people have pressured me to drink over the years, complete abstinence is a simple policy and I experience no personal craving for alcohol. In contrast, drinkers who try to just cut down have a complex task. Keeping track of units is difficult, especially in a noisy environment when they are already slightly inebriated by alcohol or distracted by some stressful event.


However, it may not be sensible to go for abstinence immediately if this is too daunting or there is physiological addiction (which may be helped by medication under the supervision of a doctor). The research on moderation versus abstinence is divided and complex. Much of it reflects a desire to engage disinterested addicts so is not directly relevant to people who already want to eliminate their vice and wish to choose the best way.


Alternative activities to be developed and incorporated into policies and plans depend on the drivers of the vice. They may include better relaxation, sleep, social skills, or control of anxiety.


Drawbacks of psychoactive substances


Psychoactive substances tend to have medium- and long-term effects that are the opposite of their immediate effect. Take something to calm down and later we will be more prone to anxiety. Take something to feel more alert and later we will feel sleepier. Take something to forget our problems and later we will have more problems to deal with.


Part of this is physiological adaptation. When psychoactive substances are used, the body is stressed by the disturbance of its usual state but the substance (typically) mimics naturally occurring chemicals in a way that causes positive feelings for some people. These feelings are fake; nothing good has happened in the user's life. The feelings are induced by chemicals, not by pleasant experiences or good news. Nevertheless, for some people the feelings are positive enough to offset the stress involved and lead to further consumption.


However, with each further dose the body adapts more, getting better at counteracting the disturbing effect of the chemicals. This tends to reduce the psychoactive effect of the substance, leading some people to take higher doses to get the same effect.


At the same time, those adaptations cause unpleasant feelings when the drug is not used. The motivation for consumption changes from pursuing positive feelings to avoiding negative ones; from ‘getting high’ to ‘getting straight’. This is true for caffeine, nicotine, and alcohol, just as it is for heroin.


There are other mechanisms too. These are explained in the subsections below.


Another major drawback of psychoactive substances is their financial cost. (Just two examples: according to prices I checked online in 2022, at a major supermarket chain sparkling wine is more than 20 times as costly as sparkling water per 100 ml. Price differences in a popular wine bar chain are much less due to the over-priced soft drinks.) Individual doses add up over time to a large expense. Also, many of the substances are addictive, either driving continuous use or creating a long-lasting vulnerability. The financial cost is one of the first obvious signs of serious problems.


Damaged health and death are also commonly associated with psychoactive substances. Injections carry risks from infection and wounds. Anything that involves inhaling smoke particles is likely to be damaging to the lungs at least. The effects of tobacco have been studied extensively so its role in causing lung cancer and other deadly diseases is well known. It would be irrational to think that other smoke particles are perfectly safe to inhale. Likewise, tobacco and other substances up the nose are likely to cause damage.


Vape aerosols (the vapour created by heating a liquid electrically) typically contain nicotine, the addictive ingredient, along with a host of other chemicals, some in the liquid and some created by the heating. It does not matter that some of these chemicals are found in food because the lungs are much more vulnerable than the digestive tract. Vaping is largely unregulated and unstudied but ingredients have been analysed and some of the recognizable ingredients found in some vape liquids are known to be dangerous. According to the American Lung Association (n.d.) the following have been found in at least some vapes:


  	acetaldehyde, formaldehyde, and other carcinogens


  	acrolein, a weed killer that can cause irreversible lung damage


  	diacetyl, linked to bronchiolitis obliterans, also known as popcorn lung


  	diethylene glycol, a toxin used in antifreeze and linked to lung disease


  	heavy metals such as lead, tin, and nickel


  	cadmium, another toxic metal causing breathing problems


  	benzene, a volatile organic compound


  	ultrafine particles which can be inhaled deep into the lungs.





It is unlikely that manufacturers of vape products deliberately put all these dangerous chemicals into their products; more likely this is largely the result of ignorance, greed, and carelessness on the part of people who are happy to sell addictive substances they know will reach children.


Prolonged, heavy use of psychoactive substances often leads to a general loss of relationships and life satisfaction.


Alcohol kills brain cells and prolonged heavy drinking causes severe, shocking shrinking of the brain. Wikipedia offers a range of highly informative pages on the health effects of alcohol. Pages cover alcohol and health, alcohol abuse, alcoholism, alcohol-related brain damage, short-term effects of alcohol consumption, and binge drinking.


Beyond the personal effects of psychoactive substances there are also impacts for those around us such as our families and friends. They may be exposed to the substance through smoke or vapour. A pregnant woman will expose her unborn baby to them. Alcohol, for example, can cause brain damage in the unborn baby leading to lifelong problems for the child. 


E.g. When I was young it was common for people to smoke tobacco in the presence of children. A girl I knew suffered severe asthma attacks sometimes requiring hospital treatment and yet both her parents smoked many cigarettes each day in her presence. In restaurants and bars there would occasionally be a ‘no smoking’ area but this was almost always ruined by smoke encroaching from the rest of the venue.


Consumption of psychoactive substances typically reduces a person's capability, considered in the medium and long run. It means that users often do not make their fair contribution to society and are less diligent and effective parents, colleagues, and friends. Students who use psychoactive substances may not gain the benefit of education they otherwise would, putting them on a trajectory of lower contributions for years to come. The extent of these deficits depends on what is consumed, in what quantity, and for how long.


Biasing factors


Desire to feel more alert


If we feel tired or sleepy then we may want to become more alert. Perhaps we need to stay vigilant or have our mental powers available for a difficult but important task. Maybe we are just struggling with life generally and feel that alertness would help.


Stimulants such as caffeine and nicotine can help in this situation but there is a big problem with them: they tend to interfere with sleep, leaving us sleepier the next day. This can create a cycle of dependency as we take more stimulants to compensate for the effects of taking stimulants in the past.


Catoire et al (2021) reviewed studies of sleep quality in chronic smokers of tobacco. Across many studies there was evidence of objectively worse sleep, especially in the first half of the night, even though the smokers seemed unaware of the problem. Garcia and Sallum (2015) reviewed research on sleep disturbances from nicotine, caffeine, alcohol, cocaine, opioids, and cannabis. All of these, when used repeatedly, disturb sleep in one way or another.


When we feel sleepy the best response is to get some sleep. Even a short nap can help.


To get sleep patterns onto the right schedule we must make ourselves get up at our intended ideal time each morning. If we are short of sleep then this will be difficult and we will need an alarm and some willpower. It will also leave us feeling sleepier during the day but that will help us get to bed and fall asleep earlier in the evening, which is how this technique works.


It is possible that some stimulants take over from the alerting functions in our brains, which start to work less hard. When we stop taking stimulants those natural alerting systems may take some time to get back to full activity. Consequently, we may need to wait through several days or even weeks of low alertness before our brains recover.


Desire to feel relaxed or distracted


If we are troubled by anxious rumination (endlessly wrestling with a difficult and upsetting problem) or paralysed by anxiety then we might want to reduce our ability to focus and think. Some people think alcohol does this effectively but does it? Alcohol reduces mental control, allowing anxious rumination to go unrestrained by rationality. Experimental studies of the effect of alcohol are complicated by the fact that drinkers often react the same when they unwittingly drink a placebo as when they drink alcohol.


Alcohol also has major drawbacks that make the anxious rumination worse, not better. We become less productive, less sensitive to other people, and more likely to take ill-judged actions. Getting drunk in response to a relationship problem can easily make the relationship worse. Getting drunk to overcome social anxiety can lead us to do the stupid things that we were worried we might do. On top of that we might also throw up in someone’s house or car; the smell is hard to get rid of.


Longer-term, alcohol has serious health effects including damaging our brains slowly but surely. Heavy drinking causes our guts to leak into our bloodstream. It also gives the familiar hangover, a symptom of poisoning. Alcohol is carcinogenic in any quantity. Drunk people are in danger of road accidents and being taken advantage of. Cannabis is similar to alcohol in many respects.


These are not effects that lead to relaxation and solved problems. Parts 1 and 2 of this book have provided extensive advice on how to do better.


Peer pressure


People who use psychoactive substances often like people around them to join in. At the peak of tobacco smoking in the UK it must have been hard to avoid it. In movies from that time the characters are constantly lighting up and often use the rituals of cigarette lighting as a way to start relationships or show kindness.


The culture around alcohol in the UK is even more elaborate. Boozers do their best to get others to booze with them and there are many traditions that help them do it. Buying a round is perhaps the most powerful. ‘You look like you need a drink’ promotes the false idea that alcohol is a good response to a difficult day. ‘One for the road’ could hardly be less appropriate. Somehow, champagne has become associated with celebration so that even non-drinkers are often given glasses of the alcoholic drink to raise aloft in a toast.


Similar tactics are used by people who consume other psychoactive substances.


This is a very difficult motivation during moments of temptation because some people we think of as friends really would drop us if we did not join them in their vice. The best thing might be to find new friends but that does not help us in the short term.


In the short term we may have to remember that someone who only likes us because we share their vice is not a real friend at all.


Deception


Behind most vices is an industry – an industry working to sell its products. From up-market vineyards that open to the public to dodgy drug dealers on street corners, the sales effort continues relentlessly. The marketing messages repeat that the substances give you good feelings and are safe.


E.g. Kirisci et al (2004) studied adolescent boys through their teens and found that one of the factors that increased the risk of them trying cannabis was holding positive expectations about its effects. Another predictor was distorted, irrational thinking across a range of issues unrelated to substance use.


The ‘foot in the door’ effect


Substances that interfere with logical thinking, such as alcohol, are hard to resist once we've had some. ‘Just one drink’ quickly becomes two, and then several.


Completely avoiding these substances is the best approach but if we fail in this then we must remember that a big part of the temptation is just a drug calling us. We don't really need it. We must fight harder to remain in control.


Withdrawal symptoms


Psychoactive substances, if consumed consistently, cause the brain to change its own production and breakdown of chemicals in an attempt to counteract the disruptive effect of the substance. When the substance stops entering the body these adaptations have nothing to work against and the result is unpleasant withdrawal symptoms.


These symptoms need to be interpreted as what they are: artificial symptoms that will pass. Feelings of anxiety do not mean there is something to worry about (though some withdrawal symptoms can be a serious health risk). They are just feelings driven by chemistry. Feelings of sickness or tiredness do not signal an infection or injury. They will go away if the psychoactive substance is avoided for long enough.


Helpful thoughts when tempted


If the temptation persists through initial efforts to ignore it, then take some relaxing breaths and:



    	Check how you feel. Are you wanting to be more alert or less? Will you suffer serious harm if you do not feel more or less alert right now? (Probably not.)


    	Remember that psychoactive substances usually cause a nasty rebound later. Recall the mechanisms applying to the temptation you are facing.


    	If appropriate, decide to do something else to energize or calm yourself, such as being physically active or doing a relaxation exercise.


    	Think how you can be friendly and sociable without the substance, or decide to be alone or with real friends.


    	Beware of just having a bit because of the risk of that turning into having a lot.


    	Remember that symptoms of withdrawal are just that. Apart from your feelings they do not signal real world problems.





Then do the actions you planned. Ignore the feelings, do some exercise, or relax. Smile at people and ask for ‘Just some water please.’ Or go somewhere that is healthier.


Gambling


This category of temptation includes gambling in casinos (including online casinos), betting on sports, lotteries (even for charity), machines, and short-term, speculative trading on financial markets, especially crypto markets. If you have a serious problem with compulsive gambling then get professional help.


Decision characteristics


Relevant decisions include going to betting venues (e.g. a casino, betting shop, lottery seller, bingo hall, phone, computer), placing bets, and reacting to events that may require a revision of our bets when speculating on a market.


Complete abstinence is a sensible policy and so forming rules to govern behaviour is easy. Just do not gamble.


Biasing factors include our desire for feelings of success and progress, pressures that build once we start to lose, and advertising.


Personal policies and plans


Although complete abstinence is the simplest and best policy, alternative behaviours may need more thought. (Note: Complete abstinence is the best policy for an individual who wants to avoid the harms of gambling. The best policy to suggest if you are trying to get someone else to recognize their gambling problem and solve it may be something less off-putting.)


These alternatives might include learning to be relaxed in the face of life problems that seem complex and perhaps insoluble. This involves scheduled, focused, problem-solving efforts surrounded by mental and physical relaxation. This is instead of constantly ruminating about problems or trying to escape through gambling (which almost never works).


Drawbacks of gambling


In some cases the gambler is betting against a randomizing machine that is designed to make profits for the company involved at the expense of the gambler. On average the gambler will lose money. This is the case in roulette, for example.


However, the average loss of utility (i.e. value to the gambler) is more than the average loss of money. This is because, the less money we have, the more important each unit of currency is to us. Conversely, as we become wealthier, each extra unit of currency is worth a little less to us because we already have plenty.


For example, if we stand to gain or lose £10 with equal probability in a bet then the average money loss is zero. However, there is still an average loss of utility because the loss is more important than the gain of equal monetary size.


In other gambling situations, the gambler is betting against other gamblers or against professionals who set odds. In theory, it is possible to profit from this if we know more than the people we are betting against. However, in practice, it is very difficult to achieve this consistently.


Games such as poker involve a large amount of luck as well as skill. If we are very good at playing poker then, on average, we can profit at the expense of other players. However, our rate of pay will be miserable unless the stakes are high and if the stakes are high then we could also lose a lot through a streak of bad luck. The problem of utility remains because even a skilled player can lose. Usually, we would be better off using our intelligence in a way that brings a steady and usually larger income doing something useful for other people.


Gambling carries the risk of much more than an average loss; it can ruin a person financially, causing stress and hardship to themselves and others close to them.


Gambling adds no real value to society. The gambler is not doing anything useful for another person or themselves. There is simply a transfer of money from one person to another, usually with a small percentage going to the people who organize the gambling venue. In this sense there is no such thing as gambling responsibly.


Biasing factors


Feelings of progress and success


If we are stuck doing some difficult but important task, or just feel stuck in our lives, then gambling may give us a sense of progress and occasional success. Even if, overall, we are losing money we may still experience more success than if we continue to bash our heads against the problems that we are stuck on.


We may even hope that a big win will provide the funds to solve all our major problems. A long shot but perhaps worth it?


In reality, gambling almost always makes our problems worse. It is better to have a short rest and then use the tactics discussed above under the discussion of digital play.


Escape from lifestyle change


If we are in a session of gambling and have lost a significant amount of money then we may be able to avoid the impact of that loss by continuing to gamble and winning the money back. Of course we will probably just lose more.


What makes this situation dangerous is the awareness that our losses may require a change to our lifestyles. If our losses are small then we may be able to continue living our lives just as before. Our financial reserves have been reduced but they are still adequate and we do not have to change the way we live. However, if our losses are large enough then we may have to change our lifestyles, for example by living somewhere less expensive, selling a car, or cancelling a holiday. Changing our lifestyles brings an extra penalty from the effort and stress of making the changes.


By continuing to gamble when we have made a large loss we will either:



    	increase our losses but we still must change our lifestyles, or


    	reduce our losses and perhaps avoid costly lifestyle change.





This is a dangerous situation where continuing to gamble may be rational, so avoid it. Do not start to gamble.


Sometimes the feeling that continuing to gamble is the best way out of the mess is illusory. We imagine that our losses are large enough to require a change in lifestyle when they are not. The only lifestyle change that would be advisable is to stop gambling.


Escape from persistent poor money management


Some people persistently spend any money they get and do not save money and build wealth, even when they could. Some know they have this weakness and feel that small financial gains are no good to them. However, they imagine that a big win gambling (e.g. on a public lottery) would solve their problem. They would have so much money that, surely, they would not fall into their old habits. (In practice, a disturbingly high number of big lottery winners are poor again within a few years.)


This is not rational. The rational approach is to cure that persistent pattern and build wealth, slowly at first but gradually gathering pace.  Throwing away what little money you have on long-shot bets is not a good choice.


Advertising


Almost every type of gambling is big business with many people trying to persuade us to gamble. Gambling businesses contribute nothing to society. No goods or useful services are provided. Human labour is wasted. Money is simply transferred. No wonder the gambling businesses have to advertise.


They typically claim we can make money from gambling and that it will be fun. In reality, most punters lose money and lose more utility. What they call fun is really tension followed by either relief or disappointment. It is a kind of excitement but not as much fun as good sex or a running race.


Helpful thoughts when tempted


If the temptation to gamble persists despite initial attempts to push it out of mind then:



    	Consider if you are tempted because you are struggling with something else (so should rest and focus on the challenge).


    	Consider if you are tempted because you think losses you have made are so serious that it is worth the risk of trying to win them back (which is very unlikely).


    	Remember the poor financial prospects of gambling and the utility issue, which makes even betting with fair odds a losing proposition in utility terms, on average. Remember that a small amount of gambling can lead to losses that tempt more gambling.





Then, turn away from temptation. Put thoughts of gambling out of your mind. Stop without placing another bet. Withdraw your money from the market and do something more useful instead.


Infidelity and unsafe sex


Loving sex with a steady partner is a joy that should not be resisted. However, acts of infidelity and unsafe sex should be.


Decision characteristics


Decisions about potentially unwise sex take place when we get an opportunity and when we consider doing things that will make an opportunity more likely.


Temptation spikes when a rare opportunity arrives, particularly if we are also inebriated by alcohol.


The scope for making simple rules to govern behaviour is good because infidelity and unsafe sex can be avoided completely.


Biasing factors include worry over missing an opportunity, powerful sensations, persuasion, and alcohol.


Personal policies and plans


The main policies should be abstinence from infidelity and unsafe sex. Some effort may be needed to define precisely what counts as infidelity and research what counts as unsafe sex.


To successfully resist temptation it is important to decide what you will do instead. Specifically, what would you say to someone in a situation that is heading towards unwise sex?


Drawbacks of infidelity and unsafe sex


If your goal is just to have sex now – any sex – then go ahead. But if your goal is to have a loving relationship with someone who will share life’s challenges as well as life’s pleasures, someone you could raise a family with, and someone you could grow old with then avoid infidelity.


(If your goal really is just sex then your best strategy is still to develop a long-term relationship within which you and your partner can discover what you really enjoy and do it for each other many, many times, just the way you like.)


Infidelity can destroy a relationship that might have blossomed. It can give us a reputation as untrustworthy in love that makes it more difficult to get that special someone to trust us. Infidelity is hurtful and shows a lack of concern for others.


If we are unhappy in a relationship and would rather be with somebody else then it is kinder and better for our reputations to end the failing relationship before starting a new one.


If we want to have sex with somebody then there is no need to risk unwanted pregnancy or sexually transmitted disease.


Even with modern medicine, some sexually transmitted diseases are extremely serious and will have a huge negative impact on our lives. HIV remains the biggest worry despite improvements in treatment but a severe case of asymptomatic chlamydia can leave a woman infertile. Most sexually transmitted diseases will be unpleasant in some way even if they can be treated easily.


The negative effects of unwanted pregnancy range from a couple of days of panic while we obtain a pill to terminate the pregnancy to a seriously compromised life looking after a child long before we are ready to do so and without a loving partner to share the burden.


Beyond our selfish concerns, the impact of unwise sex on others can be obvious. We might ruin a relationship that would have thrived, create a baby whose life will be blighted by poor parenting, or give someone a serious disease.


Biasing factors


Not missing an opportunity


One thought that may increase the desire to have unwise sex is the worry that the opportunity will not occur again. That may be true. Or it may be true that the opportunity will arise again, especially if we end an unwanted relationship first and take precautions against unwanted pregnancy or disease.


It may be best to make it clear that we ‘definitely would’ but want things to be properly arranged first.


The worry about missing an opportunity is probably instinctive and likely to be greater if opportunities have been rare. We have probably evolved to procreate quickly in an ancient world where most lives were short.


Powerful sensations


Powerful sensations propel us towards sex. The sight of an attractive person, their scent, their touch, even the feeling of a kiss or lick – all excite us. Once we start to become aroused these sensations become more powerful. What normally would be an innocent touch of two bodies in close proximity becomes thrilling.


The effect is intensified by encouraging body language such as smiles, eyes meeting, glances at our bodies, self-touching, eye blinking, and laughter.


An exciting environment or non-sexual activity can make us feel physically excited in a way that makes us more prone to sexual feelings and to finding others attractive.


All this makes the pleasure of sex salient and triggers our instinct to procreate. However, these sensations are largely irrelevant to whether the sex would be unwise. They are exactly what we would anticipate feeling and no reason to ignore our personal policy.


Persuasion


The other person may try hard to encourage sex. Perhaps they do not know there is a problem. Perhaps their standards are different. They may try to make themselves as attractive as possible and send us exciting signals. They may try to get us drunk. If we show reluctance then they may try to persuade us, even offering excuses such as ‘no one will know’, ‘it’s just sex’, ‘you’ve got nothing to worry about’, ‘if you don’t really like him/her, then what’s the problem?’, or ‘I just feel so bad. I don’t want to be alone. Please stay.’


Again, their efforts to persuade us are irrelevant to whether the sex is wise or not, especially if they are not aware of the potential problems.


Interaction with alcohol


Being drunk increases the risk of unwise sex. Many scientific studies have been published on this effect and it seems that the risks are different for different people.


It may help to be aware of this and either avoid alcohol or remind ourselves that we have had some and that, consequently, our feelings are an especially unreliable guide to sexual decisions. We will have to fight harder to remain in control and act in our true best interests.


Helpful thoughts when tempted


If temptation persists despite initial attempts to brush it aside then take a couple of steadying breaths and:



    	Notice if you have been drinking alcohol or taking something else that would impair your judgement. If so, make a special effort to get control.


    	Consider whether you really would be missing an important opportunity, if suggesting good sex later would be better, or if sex with this person will never be wise.


    	Remind yourself that, even if the chances of pregnancy or infection are low, the consequences could be life changing. There is no point in taking an unnecessary risk.





Then stop doing things that are moving towards sex. If appropriate, show you like the other person and suggest a better plan or explain that you are in a relationship that needs to be properly ended before you will have sex with another person.


Overworking


Overworking is the only example of dysfunctional self-denial covered in this section. For many people, the problem is inability to work enough.


What is the difference between working hard and overworking? When we overwork, one or more of our physical or mental systems is worn down faster than it can recover and this is maintained over time. If overworking is sustained then it can lead to injury or psychological collapse.


Most of us work hard, which means that we do something tiring and perhaps stressful for much longer than we would if we were not getting paid. At the end of the working day or shift we are tired but we get some time to sleep and rest before we start again. We need a weekend or some other days off each week. We need holidays from time to time during the year, including a long one. If the opportunities we get to recover are not sufficient then we are overworking.


This is another vice where there is a fine line, difficult to draw, between vice and virtue.


Decision characteristics


Decisions about how much work to do occur when we make commitments that imply work, plan, and choose our next move from moment-to-moment.


The decisions are particularly difficult because the damage caused by overwork can build up slowly and imperceptibly.


We have excellent reasons for working hard. Usually, people value what we do for them and may even depend on us. Profit is a function of time so the speed with which we work is important to the value we provide. Required work often fluctuates in intensity, sometimes unpredictably, and often we must be able to meet periods of high demand. We rightly wish to build and maintain a reputation as reliable and competent. We do not want to be late or do something wrong. That reputation helps secure our future income. People with a family to support have particularly strong reasons to work hard.


But those are also reasons for avoiding overwork. If we break down physically or mentally then our productivity may collapse for weeks, months, or even longer.


The drive to overwork spikes when we have lots to do, people are depending on us, people keep asking us for things, or something stops us from taking our usual rest breaks.


Rules to govern work need to be refined because of the difficult decisions involved. Simple abstinence is not reasonable. We must work to do our fair share of what needs to be done.


Biasing factors include imperceptible damage, misjudgements of recovery, lost breaks, bullying, over-estimates of our abilities, job satisfaction, and a sense of being near to completion.


Personal policies and plans


The personal policies and plans that protect us from overworking are likely to be an integrated part of our approach to planning generally. They might include:



    	timed work periods, such as stopping every 20 minutes for a short break, using a timer app


    	keeping track of the quantity of work done through periods of unusually heavy work so that extra recovery can be taken as soon as possible


    	daily work and rest schedules


    	work:rest ratios, which enable us to do extra work only if we have done extra recovery activities


    	physical monitoring to detect subtle signs of damage not being fully repaired


    	an annual schedule of full rest holidays


    	acceptable types of recovery activity.





Drawbacks of overworking


Overworking gradually breaks down our physical and mental systems. The specific problems depend on the type of work and how extreme the effort is. Some physical problems develop over years.


E.g. Prolonged typing at a desk can lead to tendinosis, tendinitis, and various specific problems with wrist, elbow, shoulder, and neck. Tension in the scalp and neck over several days can build up to a severe tension headache. Prolonged sitting or standing can lead to circulation problems in the legs. Prolonged driving and other jobs involving vibration can lead to numbness in the hands. In all these cases the body does not recover fully from the mild but prolonged strains put on it each day and the damage accumulates.


E.g. Prolonged, intense, unmanaged psychological stress can affect our judgment and leave us feeling exhausted each day, struggling to sleep, and heading towards burnout.


The symptoms might be mild but irritating. Gradually they may start to make work more difficult. Eventually they may stop us working altogether.


We can recover from some of this damage if we rest sufficiently but some damage is permanent.


A very intense effort can also constitute overwork.


E.g. Workers who lift heavy weights can suffer serious injuries from just one episode, including hernias and spine damage.


Damage we suffer from our work can affect others too. If we cannot help as much at home or with family members then they lose out. If the damage leaves us unproductive for a long period then this can cause financial problems for the whole family.


Biasing factors


Slow, asymptomatic damage


The damage from overworking may build up slowly and gradually. Often there is no pain or swelling to indicate damage.


E.g. Chronic tension can cause tendons to break down gradually (tendinosis). Although there is no swelling and no pain, the collagen fibres lose alignment and the tendon weakens. The tension does not need to be intense, just protracted or repeated many times. All this time there may be no pain and no visible swelling. However, an intense strain on the tendon can cause it to become inflamed and painful (tendinitis). After perhaps months of weakening, a problem suddenly appears. With rest, the pain will go away within perhaps several days but the underlying weakness may take months to heal.


E.g. Sustained psychological stress at work can cause gradual problems with blood pressure and the heart. An expert might notice the symptoms but most of us would not.


Because we are unaware of the damage it is less likely to factor into our decisions about work. We must be alert for even weak signals of damage and use theoretical knowledge to predict when damage is likely.


Misjudging recovery activities


Sometimes we overestimate our recovery. This biases our decisions about how much work we can safely do.


What we do while trying to recover should not put a load on physical and mental systems that we rely on in our work.


E.g. Claire restores embroidery for 8 hours a day, 5 days a week. In the evenings she likes to curl up on the sofa with a book or smart phone game. This is not a good choice. Her job is sedentary, involves looking intensely at close range, and requires a narrow mental focus. This is the same as her rest activities. It would be better if she went for a walk, danced, or listened to music with her eyes closed.


E.g. Rob is an accountant and works all day at a computer sitting down. In the evenings he likes to play online computer games, often for hours. This too is a poor choice of rest activity. It involves sitting and using a computer with a narrow mental focus. Robert should instead try walking, exercising, yoga, meditation, or listening to music.


E.g. Amanda is a window cleaner and loves physical work in the open air. Her rest activities include gardening, oil painting, and rugby. She would be better off lying or sitting down, resting deeply. She could enjoy watching TV, playing a computer game, or reading a book. Oil painting may not seem strenuous but it uses the same shoulder and arm muscles as her window cleaning.


E.g. Dwayne doesn’t like to waste a second. At work he is constantly on the go, trying to do several things at once. He experiences intense psychological stress but quite likes it. He takes annual holiday reluctantly and tries to pack as much in as possible. If he goes abroad then he tries to see and do everything, taking selfies as he goes. This is not an effective holiday for him; it is just more of the same.


Another reason we may misjudge recovery activities is that some parts of our bodies take longer to recover than others.


E.g. Sore muscles from exercise usually recover within days but tendons take weeks and bones take months. Also we can feel more easily that muscles are sore.


People who exercise to strengthen their muscles need to be patient. Their muscles strengthen much more quickly than their tendons. If the muscles get too strong too quickly then they can damage the tendons, preventing further exercise.


Finally, it is widely thought that recovery usually takes a little longer as we get older, though the research on this is surprisingly mixed.


We should design our recovery activities to complement our work and be patient, especially as we get older.


Lost breaks


Sometimes, rest breaks that we would normally get or have planned do not take place. We sometimes work instead because we have nothing much else to do.


E.g. During the COVID-19 pandemic many people missed annual holidays. Some of those people probably worked instead. This was probably more common among people who worked for themselves.


Others worked from home instead of travelling to their workplaces. This eliminated travel time and walking from their daily schedule, which some people filled with extra work or sedentary activities that were less effective rest.


E.g. Imagine someone who works from home in their own business designing websites. For recovery they take walks and go running and cycling, among other things. Then the person hurts their ankle and cannot walk for two weeks. During that time their usual rest activities stop, leading them to spend more time working at their computer.


We must notice when this happens and avoid accidental overwork.


Bullying


Our reasonable concerns about maintaining a reputation as a good worker can be exploited by people who want to make us work harder now. They may express unreasonable dissatisfaction with our efforts, hint that they are considering layoffs, or threaten consequences if we do not do what they say.


A more subtle form is where the other person exaggerates their dependence on our work.


We may need to remind ourselves when they are bluffing.


Over-estimating our abilities


Most of us think we are above average. We also tend to underestimate the time it will take us to complete tasks unless they are very small. We also underestimate the effect of competing demands that will make it harder to complete the task. This can lead us to make commitments to other people and ourselves that are unexpectedly hard to meet. (Sometimes your boss will do that on your behalf.)


The judgments are especially difficult if our work or career progress involves taking opportunities as they arise. Opportunities usually do not come in a steady, predictable stream. Instead, they come in unpredictable bursts. If we have been short of opportunities for a while, we naturally tend to jump on every opportunity that comes along. We can be overwhelmed by a burst of opportunities, failing to realize the risk until it is too late.


Even a perfectly rational decision maker can be caught out sometimes but bias makes this much more likely.


Overestimating ourselves can also lead to unrealistic ambitions and so to overworking. Work is not a competition to get to the top. It is an often-disorganized process by which we try to find roles that suit us. If we aim for a role that is too ambitious then we might waste effort trying and failing to get it. This is especially likely if we are pushed on by competition from other workers. 


Conversely, if we get a prestigious and well-paid role we cannot do effectively without overworking then we are in the wrong role.


We must try to be realistic about our abilities and rate of progress, be aware of the risk from bursts of opportunities, and seek only roles that suit us.


High job satisfaction


Loving our jobs is another risk factor for overworking. It keeps us going longer. If working too hard is starting to cause problems then we may simply respond by doing more work.


We must remember that even enjoyable activities wear us down and require recovery time.


The mirage of completion


I sometimes catch myself thinking ‘If I just finish this then I can have a proper rest.’ or ‘If I just finish these little things then I will have a proper rest.’ The trouble is, just finishing the current task(s) often takes longer than I expected as I start to get into details or uncover problems or complexities I did not know about. Also, new ‘small’ tasks come along (e.g. another email arrives) that I feel I ought to complete before I have that proper rest.


In reality, taking a few minutes of rest every 20 minutes hardly interrupts my flow at all and greatly reduces fatigue and strain. I just have to stop for a while even if I haven’t completed my current task.


Helpful thoughts when tempted


If temptation persists despite initial attempts to brush it aside then take a couple of steadying breaths and:



    	Notice your physical feelings of fatigue, strain, discomfort, and even pain.


    	Think back over the work you have been doing through the day, the previous week, and even months before. Did you get enough recovery time? Was it effective?


    	Consider whether your career really would be threatened if you stopped for a break now or reduced your commitments. Consider the risk of breakdown due to overwork.


    	Check for other biasing factors.





If your conclusion is that you can take a break now then do it and use a recovery activity that is appropriate, such as resting completely. Do nothing and think nothing.


Chapter 21: Unreliable methods


Several methods for managing temptation have been suggested by others that I do not recommend, even though they have worked (up to a point) in published scientific tests.


The common problem with these methods is that they amount to tricking ourselves. That is hard to do deliberately and vulnerable to thinking that undermines the credibility of the method. I strongly suspect they are ineffective in the longer term and that the positive results from one-off, short-term tests, under the scrutiny of experimenters are misleading.


Self-imposed rewards and penalties


In this method we are supposed to promise ourselves rewards or punishments to increase our motivation for acting wisely. Ideally, those contingencies are put in place through a mechanism we cannot circumvent later.


These extra consequences are artificial, with no natural link to the actions involved. We decided them, so we can change our minds. Over time and without an eager experimenter watching we will probably let ourselves off and stop imposing the artificial contingencies in future.


Arbitrary temptation bundling


Temptation bundling involves devising a course of action that combines something worthy with something immediately gratifying (described in Kirgios et al, 2020). If the connection is a natural one then this can be effective.


However, if the link between the immediate gratification and the worthy effort is artificial then it is just the same as a self-imposed reward. We can change our minds and just have the immediate gratification.


E.g. Suppose a person resolves to go to the gym and exercise while listening to an amusing, low-brow podcast. The podcast is intended as an inducement to exercise but because it can also be enjoyed without going to the gym the person is at risk of rejecting the self-imposed restriction on behaviour.


Arbitrary goals


Some psychologists think that goals have an almost magical motivating power. If someone chooses a goal, even one with no solid reasoning behind it, then they supposedly will be strongly motivated to do actions that help achieve that goal.


This does not agree with my frequent experience of wanting to achieve something and then changing my mind when I think of something better or realize my first goal was not achievable.


Goals are just mental objects used for some planning purposes. Underlying our choices of goals is our developing sense of what is in our interests. This is driven by understanding of the world, i.e. by good reasons.


If a person sets a personal goal without good reasons then it will have little or no lasting influence on their actual behaviour. The influence will weaken as time goes on and reasons for changing or ignoring the goal develop.


Unjustified implementation intentions


Just as goals without justification are weak, so too are implementation intentions without justification. The intention may successfully remind us not to give in to a particular temptation but when the moment arrives we may reconsider the decision and give in anyway.


Fantasy construals


A famous study by Mischel and Baker (1975) found that children were better able to resist a marshmallow (in favour of two later) when they were told to imagine the marshmallow was a cloud (rather than a sweet). This is described as an ‘abstract’ construal and as being ‘cool’ rather than ‘hot’.


The key point about this construal is that it is factually incorrect. The marshmallow is not a cloud and it will be hard to continue thinking of it as one.


Construals must be factually correct and well-founded if they are to be durable.


Deliberate bias


Can we create stronger motivation to do something wise by spending time thinking of reasons in favour of that action and against the tempting alternative, carefully avoiding reasons that point the other way? Not usually. This deliberately biased search for reasons attempts self-deception and undermines itself. We know what we did.


It is better to make an honest effort to get to truth. An objective rationale is likely to be a more accurate guide to decisions. It will be more robust in the face of evidence that is not enough to change our behaviour but will allow change when the evidence justifies it.


Another reason for avoiding deliberate bias is to avoid pushing ourselves into dysfunctional self-denial. This might happen on those rare occasions where the deliberate bias works – too well.


Conclusions


Our vices, large and small, profoundly affect our lives. Reducing our vices is a challenge for most of us but with the right techniques we can make improvements.


Using rationality systematically, in the right way, can reduce the experience of temptation and simplify our decisions in the face of temptation. We can move from a suspicion that a behaviour is a poor choice, through temptation, and on to effortless virtue.


The first steps are to understand the true effects of our behaviours (defeating biases that make this difficult) and devise better behaviours for ourselves. Encapsulating our best thoughts as policies and plans then turns that thinking into practical self-guidance.


Next, understanding the mechanisms of temptation helps us apply our encapsulated decisions consistently and more easily, leading to improved behaviour and better lives.




PART 4: MIXED CHALLENGES


Chapter 22: Overview


This final part applies the ideas explained earlier to complex situations that combine the three main areas of self-management discussed in this book. These mixed challenges are common and tough. They frequently involve feedback loops that create downward spirals.


Downward spirals are common in human life, affecting individuals and organizations. Many types of loop may be involved.


E.g. Imagine that a student taking a mathematics examination realizes she has made a mistake and has to start her answer to a long question again. She knows this has left her short of time so hurries to write out her new answer. However, in her haste she makes a simple slip, writing + 1 instead of − 1. Three minutes later she realizes she must have made a mistake because she has deduced an equation that has no solution. She hunts back for the source of the problem. Her haste has put her even further behind. She begins to doubt her ability to pass the examination and this distraction causes her to make another mistake and hesitate when she would normally carry on confidently. Her further reactions to difficulty have made things worse still.


E.g. Imagine a large company has had a bad trading year and makes a loss. This puts it into serious debt and that causes one of its major lenders to ask for its money back. Money is not immediately available and a crisis develops. The company's credit rating is downgraded by the rating agencies and the cost of its debt increases, putting it under even more financial pressure. Potential new customers are put off by the financial worries and an enormous existing customer decides to look for another supplier. Each of these reactions to events makes the situation worse for the company.


As a result of loops like this, a person who seems to be comfortable and successful can find themselves in serious trouble within just a few days or weeks. (This fragility is not inevitable. There are things that can be done to manage this risk.)


This Part of this book focuses on two feedback loops that can cause severe problems:



  	Poor management of stress reactions that leads to negative feelings, reduced capability, and mistakes, leading to a new wave of stress reactions and problems.


  	Use of vices in a mistaken attempt to feel better that leads to reduced capability and more mistakes, leading to additional problems that generate a new wave of stress reactions and negative feelings.





This Part presents a series of fictional but realistic cases where a mix of problems is present. Each is explained in principle and illustrated with an ongoing story. These stories show the value of minimizing the additional problems caused by stress reactions and vices, and focusing on devising better courses of action and the ability to devise more in future.


Chapter 23: Driven by an ongoing external challenge


Some of the problems arising externally in our lives (e.g. from unemployment, lack of a romantic partner, a health condition, a financial setback, trying to launch a new business, struggling to learn a subject at school) produce a stream of challenges and setbacks that trigger stress reactions. Some of the problems faced are hard for the person to solve.


Sometimes people get profoundly stuck and discouraged for days, weeks, months, or even longer. They cannot find satisfactory solutions to the problems they face in their lives and so those problems become overwhelming.


Unwanted unemployment


In this first illustration, the person has a lot of free time but that lack of imposed structure turns into a problem rather than an advantage due to mistaken management of stress reactions and negative feelings.


The descent


For this first illustration the explanations will be more detailed than for later illustrations, where the main text will be the story.


In overview, a typical downward path involves the motivational problem of persistently having no course of action attractive enough to implement, combined with poorly managed stress reactions and perhaps also some debilitating vices used to try to feel better. To the initial set of problems to be solved are added the additional problems caused by failing to tackle those practical problems in an effective way.


Kyle's story (1): Three months ago, Kyle was made redundant for the second time in his short career. This was bad luck for a person aged 28 with a good academic track record and a university degree that he had expected to make him employable. When he was told he was out of a job, his initial reaction was one of relief. His employer had been in deep financial trouble and, as a result of a hiring freeze and people leaving Kyle's team, Kyle had been getting more and more overworked. Redundancy put an end to his long days of misery and being blamed for not working fast enough.


Sadly, this initial happiness gave way to negative feelings. His first ten applications for new jobs got no response at all. Not even a polite rejection. Kyle began to doubt his approach as well as the value of even having a job if it was going to be like the last one. He found himself staying up late, gaming, and struggling to get out of bed each morning. He stopped applying for jobs and even stopped looking for new opportunities. Although he was doing so little he still felt tired and stressed. No amount of rest seemed to help. No amount of gaming and self-indulgence seemed to make him feel better. If anything, he felt worse after one of his binges – angry with himself and guilty for the worry he was causing others.


The descent into this state begins with real life challenges that are hard for the person to solve. There may be one major problem or perhaps many. Repeated failures to devise a course of action attractive enough to implement, and other setbacks, leave the person feeling stuck and discouraged. The specific thinking problems responsible for this may include:



  	being unable to generate new ideas for courses of action (which includes searches for attractive opportunities that discover nothing suitable)


  	overly negative assessments of the value of courses of action considered


  	being overwhelmed by the complexity of the thinking attempted, leading to high working memory load, fatigue, and giving up.





The tendency to evaluate potential courses of action too negatively may be due to many mistakes:



  	over-confident extrapolation of limited but negative experiences so far


  	overly confident, narrow predictions of results that cut off the upper tail (i.e. the most desirable possibilities and often the main reason for trying to do something) (We often must act for the slight chance of success, not for certain success.)


  	not having enough detail in plans to create a plausible sequence of events leading to success


  	judging the value of a new idea by how happy it makes us feel (This heuristic fails if we feel generally down. It can also lead to decisions being put off until the situation is desperate because that desperation leads to a feeling of relief when a possible solution is found.)


  	a short-term perspective that fails to value longer-term gains


  	overly negative assessment of our situation, perhaps including people or some other mechanism that is imagined to be consistently working to ensure our continued failure


  	overly negative assessments of ourselves (a problem because we are a common factor in our plans)


  	a tendency to predict the worst


  	requiring too high a probability of success to see a course of action as worth considering further (e.g. if success is not certain then giving up)


  	failing to consider the possibility of future discoveries and improvements (which are more likely if we are at least trying something)


  	discounting many small possibilities that, collectively, would have been a worthwhile chance of success


  	thinking that all the problems must be solved to make any real progress, which is often incorrect.





Kyle's story (2): In the first few weeks of being without a job, Kyle had looked online for advice on job hunting. He found plenty, with many people expressing strong views on what to do and what not to do. However, this advice was often conflicting so Kyle just did what he thought was reasonable and sent off some applications. When these produced no result, he began to rethink. It seemed to him that if he did not improve his approach then he would never get even a response, let alone a job. It also seemed there was a mountain of work for him to do – tailoring his CV for every application, getting endorsements for his skills, and so on. Just trying to write a new CV left him tired and confused, unable to decide how to format it or what to include. Thinking back over his last job brought those bad memories back and the process of writing was also painful. It felt like every word and punctuation mark had to be perfect or there would be no job.


On top of that, he had doubts about what kind of job he wanted and feared getting another job that turned out to be a waking nightmare like the last one. What was the point of writing a CV if he did not know what kind of job he was trying to get? Being made redundant twice by the age of 28 had left him with a fear that the world was against him, or perhaps there was something wrong with him, that made career setbacks more likely.


The next stage of the descent is a failure to manage stress reactions. Repeated setbacks trigger mild but frequent fight-or-flight responses but the person fails to think calming thoughts. Stress hormones build up, muscle tension increases, attention narrows, tension headaches may occur, and health may suffer. The combination of complexities and setbacks triggers intense thought but the person does not notice that the need is not urgent, fails to plan thinking sessions, and fails to take breaks. The person quickly becomes mentally tired and ineffective. Thinking is disorganized, tending to spin around and around rather than systematically accumulating useful material. Thoughts about problems may continue when the person tries to sleep, leading to disrupted sleep and sleep debt. Other aspects of life may get too little attention, leading to further practical problems.


Each failure to solve the problems makes the effort needed to succeed seem greater, potentially causing the fight-or-flight responses to intensify. Low mood is typical.


Kyle's story (3): His efforts to develop a better CV and other worries about job hunting left Kyle feeling tired and fuzzy. He knew he needed to act. His money would not last forever. Sleep became harder, despite his fatigue, because he could not stop thinking about his problems. Often, those thoughts were just ruminations rather than true attempts to find solutions. He began to feel a muted combination of anger, desperation, and sadness.


The next stage of the descent is trying to feel better using bad methods. Feeling emotionally bad leads the person to think they have an emotional problem that needs an emotional solution. They do things that they expect will make them feel better but, in some cases, choose poorly and do things that, even if they bring temporary relief, make things worse later. These include:



  	heavy gaming and other screen time (which prevent mental rest)


  	alcohol and other psychoactive substances


  	staying up and lying in (which cause hormonal disruption, sleep debt, sleepiness,  low mood, and reduced mental ability)


  	lying in bed and not being active (hoping for rest but causing sluggishness).





The knock-on effects of these behaviours make the person's situation worse, not better. In addition, the person begins to worry about the behaviours and their effects. These problems are on top of the original life challenges and the direct symptoms of badly managed stress reactions. These additional stress triggers intensify the stress reactions and negative emotions, driving a cycle that can push the person deeper into their slump and keep them there.


In summary, the negative cycle comes from:



  	the increase in the number and severity of problems faced as a result of failing to deal with being stuck


  	guilt/concern because of not getting stuff done and the reactions other people might have to that


  	not being able to find pleasure in other things because of knowing a big problem remains unsolved


  	an increasingly conditioned response to even contemplating searching for solutions to the problems, which causes further stress reactions and aversion


  	further discouraging experiences when attempts are made to think of solutions, with the mind blank or churning ineffectually instead of solving problems.





The negative cycle and all that precedes it can lead to weeks, months, or even years of avoiding thinking about important life challenges and just doing distracting activities instead, interspersed with doing nothing at all.


Kyle's story (4): Inevitably, Kyle began to spend more time on an activity that had been his refuge since boyhood: online computer gaming. This took more time during the day and extended deep into the night. Often he would not get out of bed until after midday. While gaming he refreshed himself with beer, a problem that was only limited by his failures to go shopping for things he needed. He felt guilty and disgusted with himself but at the same time blamed it on companies for having such stupid recruitment processes and on society for being just bad in every way.


Although this kind of struggle is probably more common with less cognitively able people, high performing individuals with a good career trajectory so far can struggle to find ways to keep it going when hit by setbacks.


The recovery


A person in this situation will usually need advice so that they understand what is going on and how to respond more effectively. In this case the advice goes beyond general help with stress and planning; the adviser also has solutions to the specific problems of job hunting.


Kyle's story (5): After several weeks, Kyle was lying in bed almost asleep when he noticed some loud music playing nearby. He became less sleepy and realized it was his ringtone, but two minutes into the music. He grabbed the phone, swiped to answer, and mumbled ‘Yeah?’ A voice said ‘Hi, it's Max.’ Max? For a moment, Kyle struggled to think who it was and then remembered it was his old friend from college. A friend he had lost touch with. Still sleepy, Kyle asked ‘Hey Max. What are you doing these days?’ and got the answer ‘Standing outside your door waiting to be let in.’ Kyle replied ‘OK, just a sec.’


In fact it took Kyle over two minutes to put some pyjamas on, find his key, leave his flat, and go down the stairs to open the main door. Max looked a little older than before, slightly taller than Kyle, and well-groomed. They greeted each other happily, hugged, and then went up to Kyle's flat.


After a bit of chat, Kyle asked ‘Why didn't you let me know you were coming?’ Max replied ‘I messaged you and emailed you several times but you didn't respond. I heard you lost your job so that got me worried. Look, I'm here because we're friends and because, three years ago, I was in a similar situation to you. I lost my job and it took me nine months to get another. For months I was in a deep slump and struggling with everything. I thought you might be having the same issues and now I'm here I can see it looks like it. This place is a mess and you were asleep at 5 pm. I'm here to help. Why don't you tell me all about it and, if you really are suffering like I was, I'll tell you what helped me and maybe some of that will help you. How about it?’


Kyle was not enthusiastic but at the same time did not want to reject his friend. Max proposed they have their conversation later that evening. He had brought kit to stay overnight and, after a glance in the fridge and sniffing the milk, Max suggested that they go out and buy some food and drink. Kyle got dressed and they set off. Max walked briskly and Kyle had to keep up. Max bought healthy stuff and obviously was planning to cook something with pasta. After dinner they sat down to discuss job hunting.


As Kyle told his story, Max asked probing questions and seemed to understand Kyle's thinking in impressive detail. As Max had suspected, their situations were very similar and Max's solutions might help Kyle.


Multiple strategies are needed because being deeply stuck and discouraged is the result of a complex interaction of real challenges and additional problems caused by ineffective or counterproductive responses to being stuck:


Involve a helper: Not everyone needs or even wants a helper, but many do. That person might be someone wiser or stronger, but could equally be someone with similar struggles or someone reliant on you. The sense of having to be strong for someone else can be powerful and helpful. The helper might give advice, give reminders and encouragement, or simply listen.


Understand the mix of problems: This means appreciating that there are real life challenges that need to be tackled but on top of these are problems from stress reactions and from poor responses to negative emotions. With this understanding it is easier to see that some standard methods of managing stress reactions will substantially reduce negative feelings and make it easier to focus on the real challenges.


Control stress reactions with effective thoughts: This has been discussed at length in Part 1 of this book. In summary, the fight-or-flight response can be reduced by noticing that there is no need for an immediate, intense, physical effort and that the effort needed, if any, is mental and likely to be spread over many hours, days, weeks, or longer. Intense, urgent thought can be managed by noticing that it is not necessary to solve the problems immediately and that, instead, a paced approach with periods of thinking and rests is better. Reassure yourself that you can at least make progress and this just needs sitting quietly and thinking carefully, but with breaks to rest at regular intervals. There is no need to think about problems when it is time to sleep.


Alleviate negative emotions using only healthy methods: Avoid the bad responses to negative emotions (e.g. sleep disruption, poor diet, inactivity) and use healthy methods instead. These include physical exercise (which need be nothing more than walking, though more intensity may be possible for some), and non-sleep deep rest (e.g. Autogenic Training). If these healthy methods do not work or are hard to do at first then stick at them for at least a few days. Regain a healthy sleep-wake cycle by forcing yourself to get up at the proper time and then going to bed earlier than usual. Lie-ins do not work.


Kyle's story (6): Max started to explain his own experiences and ideas he hoped would help Kyle. He explained how he had realized that his various problems were only partly due to the challenge of job hunting. Many were the result of his own reactions to the difficulty he was having. Max explained the stress reactions and how he had learned to damp them down. For the first time, Kyle started to feel hopeful. Was it really that simple? The two joked that they were not going to die today. There was no immediate danger. All they had to do was sit and think, with some typing later. Kyle actually felt a little better.


Max then explained how gaming prevented mental rest and disrupted sleep. He explained how to get back on a normal sleep-wake cycle, the importance of daily physical activity, and how to relax deeply during the day, both physically and mentally. Kyle was skeptical but Max referred him to some videos by doctors and researchers that explained this all in detail.


Although Kyle was reluctant to cut down on gaming and a little skeptical about the healthier alternatives he could see that, if they worked, it would greatly improve his life even if he still did not have a job.


Plan how to think through the real problems and solutions: Having a plan for thinking (see plan thinking) alleviates the problems of being stuck. Here are some ideas for how to think through major life challenges.


Aim to create an effective system with long-term benefits: The value of improving the way the work (e.g. job hunting) is done is more than the immediate objective. Aim to create a system that will help now and in the future (e.g. the next job and jobs after that). For example, if the main goal is to tidy up a badly overgrown garden then the value of the system is in doing that, keeping the garden under control in future, and in being able to take on homes in future that have untidy gardens (potentially picking up a bargain because an untidy garden put off other buyers). This will increase your motivation to take action.


Recognize the need for work and metawork: Typically, there is a need to keep going with trying to make progress (the work) while also trying to develop and implement better ways of doing that work (the metawork). Time should be allocated for both (see plan metawork time and make and learn a better approach).


Reassure yourself that your planned combination of work and metawork, with the mental procedure you will follow, is likely to generate a large quantity of potentially good ideas and, probably, incremental improvements that will gradually improve your position. There may be breakthroughs too. There may be lucky breaks.


Think of the work needed as an incremental delivery project: See adaptive incremental improvement. As improvements are developed they should be put in place without delay. Each day may bring improvements that accumulate. Sometimes this involves putting in place some physical object, piece of software, or document. Other improvements require a change to your behaviour that has to be learned and performed.


Notice if there is a minimum level of competent activity needed before there is any possibility of better results. For example, in assembling a clock mechanism it is usual that the clock will not work at all until all the cogs and other elements are perfectly in place. In contrast, even a poor attempt at finding a job or romantic partner might be successful, even if the chances of success are low. Typically, success can happen with even a low level of performance so the impact of improvements to your approach is to improve your chances. This is more motivating than feeling that you have to do a huge amount of work just to get a chance.


Create a framework to guide the search for improvements: See create an improvement framework. Write and get familiar with a structured framework that identifies all the things that, in theory, you could change or try to improve (e.g. every stage in the job-hunting process, every avenue of possible jobs). Be systematic. Do not remove anything just because you cannot see a way to change it. The framework will help you identify opportunities for improvement that you had overlooked and stop you feeling stuck. Structuring the framework will stop the quantity of possibilities seeming overwhelming.


Think about what would constitute progress: This includes progress in reducing negative emotions, health problems, fatigue, and stress as well as solving the underlying life challenges that started it all. Some crucial improvements might be intangible but still evidenced by your written notes. These include gaining a better understanding of something, having a new idea to explore, improving the structure of some material, and having an idea whose predicted effects are better than previous ideas you have considered.


Having clear criteria for evaluating new ideas and judging your progress lets you work out how you are doing without relying on unreliable heuristics such as how you feel when you think about something.


Measure and praise yourself for the amount of mental work done: See count thoughts. Even if it does not solve a problem, mental work is progress. Count ideas generated. Assess the quality of structuring.


Note the main constraints you see at present: See study and lift limiting constraints. This does not have to be comprehensive. Framing every part of the challenge negatively is not a good idea. However, thinking about particularly bothersome constraints can inspire ideas that get around them in some way. The constraints might be linked to part of the framework. Sometimes the constraint is as simple as a lack of knowledge.


Consider variations between people and situations: See study differences between people and situations. Spend time noting and breaking down the variations between people and situations that are relevant to your challenge. Many of these will be unseen by you so far. This tackles the tendency to extrapolate with too much certainty. For example, if the first three people you meet do not like you then that could just be bad luck. Think about the variations you might find across 1,000 people. This thinking also helps generate ideas about how to find the people and situations that will suit you and avoid the ones that do not.


Kyle's story (7): Max then got down to the heart of the matter: job hunting. He began by talking about the differences between people, jobs, recruiting techniques, and preferences. He pointed out that the non-responses Kyle had already experienced did not mean that there would only be non-responses in future. There would be other people with different needs, preferences, and recruiting processes. Some might see Kyle as just what they were looking for. Even doing what he had been doing, with perhaps a less than perfect approach, he might still get a job. However, he could improve his chances by gradually developing a better approach. He could get better at finding suitable jobs quickly, filling out application forms, tailoring a great CV or cover letter, preparing for interviews, dressing for interviews, and so on. He could also improve his online information, using every feature smartly to attract the right people and show them what they need to know. Every day his online profile could get better in small or large ways.


That better approach would not just get him his next job; it would get him the job after that, and so on. If his next job turned out to be poor then he would be able to find another in less time and move on until he found somewhere he was happier. This hit home with Kyle.


Max stressed the importance of continuing to chase jobs but, at the same time, taking steps to improve his approach and implementing them immediately. That way he would get an immediate benefit from each change and give himself more chances to get a job.


Note design ideas: A design idea is just any idea that might help you, even if it is not fully thought out, and even if it has to be combined with other design ideas to make something worth implementing. Design ideas can usually be linked to parts of your framework.


To increase your stock of design ideas, search online, consult books, or ask people.


Put your framework, problems, and design ideas into ever-improving structures: This tends to reveal gaps, generating new ideas. As noted earlier, good structure reduces complexity, making a large number of opportunities less overwhelming.


Focus on the most promising design ideas and most pressing problems: Focus on working out details for these first.


Implement improvement ideas when you can: Do not delay. Implementing improvements as soon as possible brings benefits earlier and gains valuable experience. Carefully note observations from those attempts to improve. Identifying problems that still need to be solved is important but identifying actions that work better than expected is more important.


Kyle's story (8): Max then started to give specific job hunting tips about websites, query formats, and other matters. Kyle typed as quickly as he could on his laptop to record the ideas. Then Max suggested taking a break to rest, which they did.


Max resumed by explaining the value of taking a structured, planned approach to thinking through improvements to the job hunting method. He drew a picture showing the routes by which jobs can be found and the steps along each pathway. Each of these steps was a place where improvements might be made. The improvement ideas were then linked to those steps. Kyle could see that things looked simpler and even obvious when pictured this way. It was no longer overwhelming. He could see how his improvements would have an accumulating impact.


Track progress: See improve progress data. In addition to monitoring improved ideas, look for evidence of improved performance. Record details and monitor progress over time. Consider using a simple quantitative model to capture and combine your views about the likely performance of your methods. You may be able to see a progression in the predicted results of your approach as it improves. (It is also possible that experience will teach you that you were optimistic earlier.)


Keep going: Keep having sessions, with rests and breaks, and stay planned and controlled.


Kyle's story (9): It was nearly 10 pm when Max stopped and said it was time to get ready to sleep. Kyle, having slept until the late afternoon, was not sleepy but Max refused to go on and insisted that Kyle at least go through the motions of lying in bed. Max took the sofa. Kyle eventually dozed off but it felt like he was woken almost immediately by Max who shook his shoulders roughly, saying it was 7.30 am and time to get up. After a few seconds Kyle remembered that he was supposed to be getting back to a sensible sleep-wake cycle so he did what he could to wake up fully.


Max refused to leave until they had at least got Kyle's CV ready for use and loaded the same information onto his online profile. Max was a problem solving machine and by lunchtime they had also created and saved 9 queries that would alert Kyle to potentially suitable jobs as they were posted. (This had also identified three jobs that Kyle wanted to apply for.) They set up alarms on Kyle's phone to tell him when to go to bed that evening and when to wake up the next morning, and every morning. Max finally left in the middle of the afternoon. Kyle was exhausted and when his phone rang to say it was time for bed he was ready to go.


Over the next few weeks, Max and Kyle had many video meetings to keep Kyle on track. Kyle reminded himself many times a day that the effort he needed was mental and long-term, not something that needed an immediate, intense, physical effort. He planned his work sessions, took rests, and got some exercise. Within a few days he felt like his old self again. His pessimism reduced and his productivity increased. It still took a further three months to get a job but the work and the wait did not seem so bad. Kyle was also a lot more confident that he could get another job when he wanted to.


Workplace bullying


In the next example, the person has a full time job and little free time. The external challenge of a bad, bullying boss leads to stress reactions that are poorly managed. The victim of the bullying cannot think of a course of action she has confidence in. Although the behaviours used to try to feel better (exercise and talking to a friend) cannot be considered vices, they nevertheless use up too much of her free time and lead to other problems.


The descent


Anne's story (1): Anne works in the accounts department of a medium sized company. She mostly does purchases but also helps with payroll and at month end. It is a steady job, adequately paid, and she has a supportive husband but no children just yet. She is 26 years old, kind, and not ambitious. She likes office work and the location is good. However, Anne is not happy at work.


Until about 9 months ago all was well. The department was headed by Roger, the Finance Director, but most work was supervised by the Financial Controller, Mr Chapman. Then Mr Chapman retired just after the financial year end and was replaced by Samantha, a glamorous woman in her mid 30s. She seemed charming at first but then things began to go wrong.


Samantha decided that the department did not need as many people in it. She announced a ‘restructuring’ and made one of Anne's friends redundant. In reality, the department needed one more person, not one less. The company was gradually expanding and Samantha herself did much less of the work than Mr Chapman had, instead delegating her work to others. Samantha was also less helpful when there were problems. She just insisted people ‘sort it out’ instead of getting involved and helping to work out what to do, as Mr Chapman had. With Mr Chapman you felt you were learning something and you felt safe. With Samantha you felt under threat and alone.


Anne struggled to keep up and then the serious bullying began. It was subtle at first but unmistakable. Samantha hinted that Anne was not working fast enough and was lazy. Samantha hinted that she would not give Anne a good reference if she tried to get a job elsewhere. The hints became clearer and then explicit.


Anne was not used to this kind of behaviour and did not know how to react. Each time Samantha bullied her, Anne would worry for hours, wondering if it was true, trying to think of something she could say in response, and wondering what she should do long term. Should she try to get another job? The reference was a worry. Should she go to Roger? He seemed to think Samantha was wonderful and Samantha always took great care to control the information reaching Roger. Should she somehow confront Samantha? But what could she say? How could she have any impact on this more powerful person who seemed so ruthless and cunning?


The failure to manage stress reactions effectively leads to other behaviours to try to cope and feel better. However, these may be only partially effective and cause other problems.


Anne's story (2): Anne's husband noticed the change in her immediately and tried to help. Unfortunately, nothing he could suggest felt right to Anne. She responded to the stress by going out to her gym for a long workout and a shower most evenings. This left her feeling better but was time consuming.


She also spent a long time on the phone to her sister. Her sister was a little older than Anne and a good listener. She was sympathetic and agreed that it was awful, Anne was being treated badly, Roger was useless, and so on and on. The conversations were long but often repetitive and did not lead to solutions.


Samantha began to demand that work be done as unrecorded overtime. The company operated flexible hours, so overtime was usually converted into time off later. Samantha started to claim that extra work did not deserve to be counted because it was just compensating for incompetence or laziness. She was subtle at first but insistent.


Anne felt she was coping well because of her physical activity. She looked fit and felt quite energetic. In reality, she was weeks away from a stress burnout due to hard work and the psychological stress caused by bullying, which she was not damping down effectively. Her relationship with her husband was also suffering because she spent so much time at the gym or on the phone with her sister and because she was often impatient with him. She could not lash out at Samantha but instead took it out on her husband.


So, with two months left before the financial year end and all the extra work it involved, Anne was unhappy, anxious, and trapped.


The recovery


In this case, the help of someone with good ideas specific to the main challenge is needed.


Anne's story (3): At about this time, Megan announced that she was pregnant and taking maternity leave. She did invoicing and bank reconciliations, working at a desk near Anne's. She was replaced by a new hire, Trish, who seemed nice too. Samantha was all smiles when Trish joined but Anne thought this would not last long. Quite soon the pressure would be applied.


A few days later, Samantha stopped at Anne's desk to say something sly about lunch breaks and, after she moved away, Trish caught Anne's eye and said quietly ‘What an evil witch. We're going to have to do something about her. Come out for lunch with me.’ Anne was shocked but an hour later they were eating sandwiches on a bench in a small square near the office. Trish explained ‘I've seen her, talking to you and the others. The hints, the threats, the insistence on staying late to finish things. I've also seen that Samantha doesn't help. She just pressures. It's bullying and I think she probably has some kind of personality disorder. She's got Roger round her little finger. I know it looks hopeless but I've dealt with this before.’


The help needs to address the fundamental problem of the bullying boss but also help the victim deal with her stress reactions more quickly and effectively. Vices are not a problem here but managing stress better should also reduce gym time and futile conversations with sympathetic but unhelpful people.


Anne's story (4): Anne felt the stress rising within her but she was also hopeful. She asked how that could be done. Trish continued ‘Two things. First, we need to learn how to respond to things she says with words that neutralize and push back on her tactics. It stops us feeling like helpless victims all the time. Second, we need to gather evidence. That means taking notes of things she says and does, keeping copies of emails and texts, and even recording conversations. It's a back up in case neutralizing her does not work. Ideally, everyone who works for her should take part.’ Anne replied with surprise ‘Really? There are words that can stop her? It sounds difficult. I find her so intimidating I don't think I could say anything strong even if I knew the words. I'm really struggling with work stress.’


Trish thought for a few seconds then said ‘How about this. I'll put you in touch with someone who can give you some advice on reducing your stress reactions. The first time Samantha tries to bully me, I'll try and show you how it's done. OK?’ This plan was agreed.


Anne phoned the number of the therapist that evening and spoke to her for just over an hour. She learned how stress reactions are triggered and how to neutralize the specific reactions that Samantha tended to cause. For the next several days, Anne practised reassuring herself in advance of contacts with Samantha and immediately after contacts. This proved remarkably effective and Anne's stress levels fell rapidly. Her husband noticed the difference. That week she went to the gym only three times.


Her next session with the therapist, a few days later, focused on reducing stress reactions caused by setbacks with her work. This produced a further reduction in Anne's stress levels. She called her sister to report this helpful progress and to talk about Trish.


However, it was another week and half before Trish had anything to report. It seemed that Samantha had continued being charming for a few more days but finally had changed her tone. Trish had secretly recorded the conversation on her phone.


Samantha: We need those invoices out by the end of today.


Trish: My day finishes in 40 minutes so some of them will have to wait until tomorrow.


Samantha: That's not good enough. They need to go out today. If you hadn't wasted so much time on coffee breaks then you would have done them already.


Trish: I haven't wasted time on coffee breaks. Why do you think they need to go out today? I have made other plans for this evening.


Samantha: They need to go out today because I told Roger they would. Cancel your plans.


Trish: What is the business reason why they need to go out today? Cancelling my plans would be difficult.


Samantha: Look, are you going to do those invoices or not? You work for me or had you forgotten?


Trish: We both work for the company, so if there was a pressing business reason why these invoices needed to go out today then I would be willing to do it, using flexitime. However, it sounds like there isn't so I will not. Now, why don't you leave me to get on with doing as much as I can this afternoon?


Samantha: This is not over.


Trish explained that Samantha had stormed off after this. Anne was shocked. ‘Aren't you afraid of what she will do?’ Trish replied ‘No. Whatever it is I will respond in the same style and also I have this recording. The worse her behaviour the more evidence I will have to use in an emergency. Obviously, the worst she can do is to try to poison Roger's mind against me. That's why I have the evidence. But if she just tries a bit more bullying then I will deal with it easily. I won't have to think about it afterwards. It will be over and I will remain calm.’


Anne thought Trish's responses had been impressively brave and saw that they blocked Samantha's tactics but she did not understand what Trish was doing. Trish explained that she just blocked Samantha's personal attacks and bullying tactics by contradicting them and then had carried on with a reasonable conversation to try to decide what the fair course of action would be. For example, when wasting time over coffee breaks was mentioned, Trish had immediately stated that she had not wasted time on coffee breaks, which was true. When Samantha said that Trish worked for her, Trish stated that they both worked for the company.


Trish explained more and gave examples. She gave Anne practice at making responses herself and Anne began to think that perhaps she could learn this method. That evening she told her husband and sister about it and both were supportive. They thought Trish sounded amazing.


The next day Trish revealed that she had already talked to other department workers and everyone was on board. This even included Shiv, the guy who did management accounting. It turned out that he was totally fed up with Samantha's technical incompetence and silly demands and this had led to heated words and threats by her.


For two weeks, the entire team kept up a relentless campaign of blocking Samantha's tactics and just working in what they thought was a sensible way. Samantha was alternately angry and withdrawn. Anne herself had three difficult conversations with Samantha but was able to damp down the stress reactions quite quickly after each one.


Then an email came out from Roger. It said Samantha was leaving and would be replaced by an interim Financial Controller. An extra person was also being brought in to help deal with a backlog of journal entries and with the year end work. A couple of people punched the air when the email came out. Anne was relieved.


Happily, the interim Financial Controller turned out to be nerdy but great. He showed how to use features of the accounting system to save time that nobody else had known about. He was helpful and did the hardest work himself at high speed. He agreed that an extra person was needed and then revised his view, saying that two extra people were needed because the accounting software they were using needed to be upgraded to a more recent version and that would involve a considerable effort for about four months.


On Christmas Eve, with the year end work half done, Anne and her husband cuddled on the sofa at home. Anne's stress levels were low and she felt confident that she could keep them under control in future, so long as the challenges were just the usual office ones.


Tantrums on court


The external challenges in the next example perhaps seem less obviously difficult. In this example the person is highly competent at a task. However, the person struggling with it is very young, does not know how to handle some situations that arise involving other people, and the sporting context appropriately involves fight-or-flight responses that make mature behaviour more difficult. Again, there is little contribution from vices but the poorly managed stress reactions have an immediate effect, even leading to a physical fight.


The descent


Ashok's story (1): At the age of 13, Ashok is a superb tennis player. He plays for his county in the under-15 division and competes in tournaments most weekends during the competition season. His loving parents take him all across England and sometimes further so that he can compete. He trains at least three times a week and has individual coaching as well as joining county squad sessions. Ashok feels driven to play.


However, there is a problem. When he started entering competitions he would get anxious beforehand. He could not eat or sit down. He was quiet but tense and sometimes a little moody. During matches he felt worse. The scoring system in tennis creates a stream of crucial points, each with its own special tension involved.


A few months ago things got worse as Ashok's behaviour on court became volatile. He could get angry or tearful if he was struggling, if a bad decision was made, or if his opponent cheated in some way. Unlike in professional tennis, lower level matches often have just one official and that person is just another player in the competition. Mistakes, bias, and interference by players and parents are common. Bad line calls are the most frequent problem.


Struggling to decide how best to act, the person experiences strong stress reactions and fails to manage them quickly and effectively. This leads to strong emotions, which make it harder to act well in difficult circumstances.


Ashok's story (2): Ashok usually played well even under pressure but when he became extremely upset he played worse. He broke racquets deliberately. On one occasion he deliberately threw a match. On another occasion he stormed off after losing a match and disappeared for half an hour before his parents found him, sitting by the side of a road near the sports venue.


A crisis was reached when Ashok got into an argument with an opponent during a county match and, after Ashok had won, the other boy came up to him and shouted something. Ashok shoved the boy, who shoved back, and then Ashok hit him in the face and it became a fight.


After this, the county squad coach spoke to Ashok's parents. He explained that Ashok would not be picked for county matches for the foreseeable future, though he was welcome to attend training sessions. This would continue until Ashok had learned to control his emotions and behaviour. The coach recommended a sports psychologist and handed Ashok's parents a letter to give to Ashok explaining all this.


The recovery


The person needs to know how to behave in response to the difficult situations and how to manage his stress reactions quickly and effectively. The problem is not really one of control; a solution requires understanding, self-reassurance, and knowing what to say. Again, the advice provided goes beyond general advice on stress and planning; the adviser knows specific solutions that can be learned within an organized framework.


Ashok's story (3): When Ashok's parents gave him the letter, he went upstairs to his bedroom to read it. Then he left his house, slamming the door, and stayed out for over an hour. His parents were deeply worried and discussed going out in the car to try to find Ashok. Just then he returned, handed the letter to his mother, and said ‘I think I need the psychologist. Let's try him.’


It was another expense for Ashok's parents but they were happy to pay if it might end their son's unhappiness. The psychologist explained that he would begin by visiting Ashok and his parents at home. Later they could work on court at Ashok's club.


When the psychologist visited them they sat in the living room and the psychologist asked questions. He seemed a very calm man but focused. He did not say much but it felt like every word was important. Ashok's parents told the psychologist the story of Ashok's tennis. The psychologist occasionally stopped them to ask questions and he also asked questions directly to Ashok.


When the whole story had been told, the psychologist turned to Ashok and asked ‘Why do babies cry?' Ashok was puzzled but answered ‘Because they are unhappy?’ The psychologist replied ‘Yes, that's true but not what I was thinking of. What is the advantage to the baby of making a noise?’ Ashok thought again and said ‘To get help from its parents?’ The psychologist nodded and said ‘Right, and the water coming from the eyes, the red face, and the square shaped mouth all send the same signal. Help me! So, when you get upset in a match, cry, or shout, it's similar. It's an instinctive action to get help from others. That's why you do it when there is an argument over a decision or when you are struggling with a difficult opponent or a string of poor shots. You want help and that's almost always because you don't know what to do in that situation.’


The psychologist continued ‘So, one thing I'm going to do for you is teach you exactly what to do in all the most common upsetting situations in tennis. You won't feel the need to get help, or feel frustrated, or confused. You will just do the right thing straight away, knowing you are doing the right thing. How does that sound?’ Ashok thought it sounded awesome but his father said ‘Is that even possible?’ The psychologist explained ‘Yes. Ashok's problems are quite serious so I will use my most detailed analysis of potential match problems. It has 37 situations in it but he will only need to know 7 basic responses to cover all those.’


‘We will have conversations to understand the theory. I have videos for Ashok to watch. He will also have videos that show those situations and he will need to practise thinking of the right response in each situation. Then we will simulate match situations on court. I'll cheat, insult him, hide his racquet at the changeover – you name it. Pretty soon the hardest thing will be not laughing.’


Everyone thought that sounded great but the psychologist had not finished. Looking at Ashok, he said ‘Another reason you feel so upset before and during matches is that you are experiencing stress reactions but you don't understand them or know how to control them. We will fix that.’


‘There are four main reactions. The obvious one is the fight-or-flight response. It gets your body ready for immediate, intense, physical action so it's useful in tennis. However, it's unhelpful when you're not on court and if it's too intense during a match then it can interfere with your skill. So you'll learn to damp down this reaction off court and maintain physical readiness on court by staying active and accepting a low level fight-or-flight response. The next stress reaction is muscle tension, which we don't want. Then there's urgent, intense thought in response to challenging situations and the final reaction is vigilance. On court you'll need to do some tactical and even strategic thinking to respond to your opponent but this thinking must be limited to pauses between points and games. As you get settled for the next point, those thoughts must stop and be replaced with vigilance. That means focusing on the court, the ball, your opponent, and your own balance and movements but without conscious deliberation. We will practise that cycle many times and also try to simplify your tactical deliberation so that you can do it quickly and then get ready for the next point.’


This was a bit too much information for Ashok and his family but it convinced them that the psychologist was an expert and that he would help Ashok. Over the next few weeks, Ashok had weekly sessions with the psychologist and watched the videos. The sessions then moved to Ashok's club, where he played tennis with the psychologist and rehearsed difficult situations, some of them based on incidents that Ashok had suffered in the past.


Ashok's parents were delighted with the effect. Ashok was generally easier and more relaxed at home almost immediately. They had pulled him out of all competitions except for a local competition where he was due to play boys' doubles. It seemed a less challenging event. Ashok seemed relaxed and the pair got through to the third round. In one of the matches there was a dodgy line call. Ashok's partner flared angrily and started to argue but Ashok put a hand on his arm and said something to him. Ashok said to the umpire ‘We think that was just inside the line. We both saw it.’ The umpire disagreed and Ashok just nodded and seemed to forget about it. Ashok's mother asked him afterwards how he had felt but all she got was ‘Fine.’


Ashok played one more season of competitive tennis after that, with no nasty incidents, and enjoyed competitions more than before. However, with important examinations approaching at school he decided to withdraw from serious competitive tennis and just enjoy playing at his club for a while. Becoming a professional tennis player had never been a serious intention and, free from inner turmoil, Ashok seemed strangely less driven to play. Happily, learning to master his emotions and manage stress in a tennis match seemed to help him in other ways too. He saw it as just part of growing up.


Chapter 24: Driven by intense stress reactions


In some situations the external challenges faced are not especially difficult but the person becomes prone to unusually strong stress reactions to them. This may be the result of some kind of trauma – either one intense experience or many repeated experiences with accumulating impacts.


Mathematics at school


The difference between those who can do mathematics easily and those who cannot do it at all is huge. Sadly, many young people have bad experiences with maths at school and this can lead to negative feelings such as anxiety, fear, resentment, and anger. Repeated experiences of failure can create a hypersensitivity to reminders of mathematics.


In this first story, the person is already overreacting to thoughts about learning mathematics as a result of an academic year with a poor teacher. During the period when this overreaction became established, there were also poorly managed stress reactions and negative emotions.


The descent


Zac's story (1): Zac was enjoying a long summer holiday, free from school and especially free from maths lessons. The move to secondary school had been generally happy for Zac but year 7 mathematics was a nightmare. He thought he was quite good at maths at his primary school but now things were going badly. His teacher, Mrs Shah, encouraged him to ask if he did not understand but, when he did, her explanations left him even more confused. Homework gradually became more and more difficult. He would spend over an hour getting nowhere and his parents did not know enough to help.


Zac was confused but then increasingly resentful and angry. Why should he have to learn this stuff? His parents didn't need it. Why should he? There were rows at home and he spent many hours on the Playstation, blocking school out of his mind.


Those days were almost forgotten in the pleasure of the summer but now, thinking ahead to school in four weeks' time, he was feeling that mixture of dread and anger again. Maths had beaten him in year 7 and there was nothing to make him feel hopeful about year 8. He prodded the Playstation to start it up.


Just then his mother came into the room and said ‘Zac darling, before you start that, there's something I want to talk to you about.’ Zac rolled his eyes but his mother ignored this. She continued ‘I know maths last year was a nightmare for you. Gran has offered to pay for you to have a maths tutor and I've found one who I think could help. She's special according to my friend. What do you think?’


Zac was not happy. He didn't want to do maths at all, let alone do more maths with some tutor. It would look like he couldn't cope on his own. His mother, who had expected this reaction, said ‘I'm not asking you to agree to tutoring but we have a meeting with the tutor tomorrow afternoon and I am asking you to come with me, meet her, and see what she has to say. Will you do that? She might be the answer we have been looking for.’ Zac thought for a moment, then decided on the easiest course of action, saying ‘OK’ and then starting to play on the Playstation.


The recovery


Alleviating the problems requires solutions to the practical problems and reductions in unnecessary stress reactions.


Zac's story (2): The next day, Zac and his mother rang the tutor's doorbell exactly on time and the door was opened by an older lady, with grey hair and a pearl necklace. She smiled, showed them through to a front room, and offered them chairs to sit in. After introductions, the tutor asked why they were seeking a tutor. Zac's mother told the story while Zac sat silently, impassive. The tutor asked some questions, including the name of Zac's maths teacher.


When the story had been told, the tutor turned to Zac and said ‘So, in year 7 your progress in maths stopped, you don't understand Mrs Shah, and it's causing you to feel stuck and frustrated. Is that right?’ Zac nodded in agreement. The tutor continued, ‘Many young people, all around the country, have been through what you have been through. Your teacher, Mrs Shah, is someone I know about from others I have tutored over the last few years. Her explanations are long and complicated. If you say you don't understand then she gives you an even longer and more complicated explanation. Yes?’ Zac agreed, speaking for the first time, ‘Yes. Yes. And then the homework is just impossible.’


The tutor continued, ‘This is something we can sort out. We need to do two things. First, we need to start you making progress in maths. Second, we need to take away the stress you feel – that mix of hopelessness and anger – so that you can think about maths and stay calm and relaxed. During year 7 your stress from maths increased and now you react badly to even a mention of maths. Of course, making progress with maths will reduce your stress but we will do more than that.’


‘If you have me as your tutor then you will be able to ask me to help you with anything mathematical. That could be something you don't understand, a nasty homework – anything at all. If maths made no sense at school that day then you can ask me in our next session. I will be quite happy to start topics from the very beginning. I'll go slowly and give you all the time you need. Then I'll show you how to solve problems. I'll say what I'm thinking so you can see exactly what an expert thinks and copy it. When you are ready to have a go, you can do that and I'll be there to help you each time you get stuck or confused. I'll be able to see what you are thinking.’


Zac's mother asked ‘Will you give him extra homework to do?’ The tutor explained, ‘No. I'm a tutor, not a teacher. My job is to help Zac deal with what his teachers are giving him, not add to his problems. A lot of what I do is to improve the way people learn maths. I'll show Zac how to use his mind to learn maths and how to deal with any poor teaching. It won't happen overnight but over an academic year we should see some good progress.’


Zac's mother looked at Zac and asked him ‘What do you think Zac? Do you want to give this a try?’ Zac nodded vigorously. The tutor said ‘OK. Ideally, I would like us to start weekly sessions before term starts so that Zac has a more positive feeling before teaching resumes. Would that be acceptable?’ Everyone agreed to this and there was then a conversation to find the best day and time for the sessions. When Zac left the tutor's house he felt better already and celebrated at home with some serious Playstation gaming.


At his first tutoring session the tutor sat him down with her at a large white desk. She said ‘Normally I would ask you what you want to talk about but today I know where we need to start. We need to get you feeling calm and relaxed when you think about learning mathematics. How do you feel now if I say EQUATION, FACTORIZE, UNKNOWN, and MULTIPLICATION? How about FACTORIZE THE EXPRESSION, and REARRANGE THE EQUATION?’ Zac's face must have shown her the feeling of tension he felt when she said those words. He had not been entirely calm all day, knowing he had this session, but the words seemed to trigger a feeling of rising panic in his mind.


She saw this and said ‘Exactly. And that's the feeling we need to get rid of. Are you in physical danger now? Am I going to hit you? Or chase you?’ Zac smiled and said ‘No.’ The tutor explained how his reactions were the result of being reminded that he had a big problem to solve. They reminded him of the many setbacks he had experienced in year 7. They triggered stress reactions that were instinctive but had evolved millions of years ago when challenges really did need fighting or running. Zac's challenges with maths were not physical and not immediate. Even without knowing exactly how Zac would progress in maths it was obvious that it would involve patiently sitting quietly and thinking carefully, in many separate sessions, over months of time.


‘So, Zac, I'm going to say those words again and I want you to remember each time that you are safe and the effort you are going to make to master maths is to sit quietly and think carefully, and that's going to happen many times over the coming months.’ Zac nodded and they did the exercise. The tutor told him to repeat those thoughts whenever he started to think about doing maths. She then moved on to something else.


‘The key skills you have not yet built are in algebra. They need to be built very carefully. Imagine you were assembling a clock, including all the tiny wheels and other components that have to fit together perfectly for the clock to work at all. Building algebra skills is like that. We need to go slowly, know exactly how to think, and make sure it's perfect. Then you will have a skill that's easy to do, quick, and without mistakes. But, before we start doing that, I want to tell you why this matters to people in the adult world.’


For the next few minutes, the tutor explained how formulae could record our mathematical knowledge and were used to tell computers what calculations to do for us. She explained that almost no calculations by adults at work are done by a person. Instead, a person tells a computer what to do. She showed Zac code with formulae and had her computer do 10,000 calculations for her in no time at all. Zac had never seen this before.


The tutor explained that maths at school often is not directly useful in the adult world. However, maths at school is an opportunity to get better at learning mathematical things, such as the calculations that really are relevant in the real world. In tutoring sessions, she explained, she would often help Zac learn how to learn maths.


After this, the tutor turned to algebra, starting with terminology and going slowly through basic ideas and techniques. Occasionally she asked Zac to have a go. He usually made mistakes but the tutor seemed completely unconcerned. She just pointed out what he did right and asked him to have another go. Often he got the wrong answer but she pointed out how his technique had improved since the previous attempt. Gradually, Zac improved.


At the end of the session Zac felt relieved and optimistic but the tutor had a final message for him: ‘Zac, you've made a great start today but there's a lot more to do. Probably when we meet next week you will have forgotten some of the things you were able to do today. It does not matter. That's normal. You have years to go before you take any exams that really matter. The effort you need to make over the coming months is …?’ Zac replied ‘To sit quietly and think carefully?’ The tutor smiled, nodded, and showed Zac out.


The next two sessions focused on algebra, with some reminders to help calm and motivate Zac. The day before Zac's final session before year 8 started he received a letter from his school. It said that he was being moved down to a lower set for maths, which he did not like, but then he realized that if he had stayed in the same set then he would have had Mrs Shah again.


At his next tutoring session, his tutor seemed completely unconcerned by this latest development. She said, ‘At this stage it's probably a good thing. Your new teacher can't be worse than Mrs Shah and you will probably find you are one of the stronger mathematicians in the group. Later in the year we may try to get you moved back up but that's not important now. Right now we just have to sit quietly, think carefully, and build your skills. Let's get started.’


Zac was reassured by this and, when school started, he found that his tutor had been quite right. His new teacher was easier to understand and Zac found that he was able to help others on his table when they got stuck. Zac's algebra skills had already developed more in three sessions with his tutor than in the entire previous school year and, although he still made mistakes, he felt much more confident that he could do it. When he got something wrong he occasionally reminded himself that it was not important and all he had to do was keep thinking carefully and be patient.


At the end of the academic year he was moved back up to the higher set and when he took maths GCSE (higher) he achieved a solid 7. Zac was never going to be a top mathematician but he felt relaxed about the topic. Not understanding something initially did not bother him. Getting something wrong did not break his calm either.


A dog attack


The intense stress reactions caused by a genuinely dangerous, intense incident can leave a lasting effect, increasing sensitivity to related dangers. Overreactions can be debilitating.


The descent


Chloe's story (1): At the age of 13, Chloe was walking one summer's afternoon to the local shops, on her own, and running through in her mind the things her mother had asked her to buy. With a shock of fear she was jerked out of her thoughts by a dog's bark quite near and behind her. She looked round and saw a strong, light brown dog charging in her direction, barking angrily. It looked like one of those Bully XL dogs but she wasn't sure. She ran, terrified, but the animal jumped up and pushed against her back, causing her to fall forward on the hard pavement. Fortunately, the dog's teeth sank into the backpack she was wearing to carry the shopping. She wriggled out of it and was able to stand and start moving away before the dog realized its error and started to chase her again. She pushed the door of the newsagent's, almost fell inside, and someone there tried to push the door closed. But the dog got its teeth into the back of her thigh. The door slammed on the side of its body and the dog let go of Chloe's flesh. The next moment the door was closed and the dog was outside, barking furiously and jumping at the door. The newsagent quickly came around his counter and locked the door. The helpful customer stayed there, just in case the lock gave way. The dog continued to bark but had stopped jumping up.


The newsagent was calling for emergency help. The dog's owner did not appear. After a couple of minutes the dog trotted off to find another victim. Chloe sat on the floor of the shop sobbing and bleeding from a wound on the back of her leg and from scrapes on her knees and hands. Ten minutes later a police car pulled up outside. One officer got out and came into the shop while the other started searching for the dog. Another ten minutes later, a pair of paramedics arrived and gave Chloe some first aid before taking her to the local hospital for stitches and injections. Chloe's mother met her at the hospital, having been called by the police.


This incident was by far the most terrifying thing that had ever happened to Chloe. Her parents cuddled her that evening and before bed, which helped, but that night she could barely sleep. Memories of the attack kept running through her mind. The next day she was reluctant to leave the house and would not go out at all on her own. Any dog, no matter how small, made her feel panicky. Barking was worse, even if it was a long way away. She would start to sweat.


Over the next few months her skin healed, leaving a noticeable scar on her thigh, but her fearful reaction to dogs remained and she was always anxious outdoors. When dog owners said things like ‘He's alright.’ and ‘He doesn't mean anything by it. Get down boy.’ Chloe was not calmed at all. Instead she felt terrified. The owner of the devil dog had done nothing to protect her. Why would she expect other owners to take more care? They seemed oblivious to the dangers their pets posed to others.


Searching online, Chloe learned more of the shocking scale of dog attacks in the UK and that, in many years in the UK, more people have died of dog attacks than from terrorism. She found news reports of terrifying attacks, occasionally fatal but more often like hers – a narrow escape.


Decisions made to try to reduce stress reactions and avoid danger can themselves be restrictive and harmful.


Chloe's story (2): Although reluctant to go out alone, she was willing to walk with others. However, one weekend she was walking with her father when a family with a dog approached from the opposite direction. Chloe saw that the dog was not on a lead but there was no way to avoid the family without turning around and going back the way they had come. She held her father's hand tightly and kept him between her and the dog. It was not enough. The dog bounded up to them, bounced around them, and barked happily. The owners found this charming but to Chloe it was almost as frightening as that ghastly attack had been. She clung to her father, who loudly told the owners to get their dog under control.


After that, Chloe would not go outside at all. She insisted on being taken to and from school by car and the only time she went outside was to their small garden at the back of the house. Her friends stayed in contact on social media but she would not go out with them. She became moody and withdrawn even at home.


After a few weeks of this Chloe had not improved and something happened that seemed to make the situation far worse. The couple next door moved out and the person who moved in was a middle-aged woman with a dog. It was not a large dog and not one of the more frightening breeds but to Chloe it was a hell hound. Now she felt anxious even going into her garden in case the dog was outside and somehow could get over the fence.


The recovery


Because there is real danger involved, simple reassurance is not appropriate. Better risk management is needed and expert advice makes this possible, along with some help managing stress reactions.


Chloe's story (3): Unknown to Chloe, her mother went to see their new neighbour and a couple of days later, on a Saturday morning, an envelope was pushed through Chloe's front door, addressed to Chloe. She opened it, wondering who it was from. The letter read ‘Hello Chloe, my name is Sandra and I am your new neighbour. My dog is called Betsy. I know you have had some very frightening times with dogs and I will not try to tell you that all dogs are safe to be with. Obviously, some are not. However, I want to show you that Betsy is completely safe and that you can go into your garden with no worries at any time. You also do not need to worry about Betsy being anywhere near if you leave from the front of your house. If you will look out of your bedroom window at 3 pm today and watch my garden then you will see something that will give you good reasons not to fear Betsy. With best wishes, Sandra.’


Chloe was surprised but curious. What could this lady possibly show her? At 2.55 pm, Chloe was in position in her bedroom, looking out of the window. At 3 pm precisely, Sandra came out of her back door with Betsy seemingly glued to her leg, looking up at Sandra intently. They walked together to the centre of the garden and stopped. Sandra said ‘Sit!’ and Betsy immediately sat. For the next 15 minutes they put on an impeccable show of dog obedience with Betsy sitting, standing, running in different ways, spinning, and waiting for a word of command despite being tempted by food and bouncing toys. Betsy's ears and tongue at times flew all around as she raced to fetch items then sit, offering them to Sandra in the proper position. Safe in her bedroom, Chloe actually laughed at one point. She had opened her window to get a better view and so called down to Sandra at the end of the display. ‘Wow! That was awesome! I wish all dogs were like that.’ Sandra called back ‘So do I. If you come down into your garden then we can talk. I have checked the fence and there is no way Betsy can get to you even if she wanted to.’


Chloe went downstairs and out into her garden. Sandra explained that she and Betsy were three-time National winners in obedience competitions and Betsy had even appeared in TV shows. Chloe was greatly reassured and felt surprisingly calm even knowing that Betsy was on the other side of the fence. Sandra said ‘I know that you have had some bad experiences with some dogs and I sympathize with you. Some people should not have dogs. But I also know it has restricted your life and I am sure that, if you could, you would go out more. The problem is that some dogs are dangerous but you do not know how to tell which ones or what to do to control a dog. I can teach you. It will not take long for you to learn.’ Chloe accepted this offer immediately.


Over the next few weekends, Sandra and Chloe had several sessions together. Betsy started to recognize Chloe and even take some instructions from her. Eventually Chloe bravely went next door and met Betsy in Sandra's garden. Chloe was tense but Betsy behaved perfectly and Sandra was there all the time. Sandra had books and videos that she used to teach Chloe to recognize different breeds of dog and know their temperament and danger level. Chloe learned to recognize the right tone of voice to use with dogs and how to decide rapidly if a dog was under the control of its owner or not. She learned the body language that could cause a dog to pay attention to her so that she could avoid it and dogs would ignore her more often.


There is also scope for learning to manage stress reactions more effectively.


Chloe's story (4): Throughout this process, Sandra had a powerful calming effect on Chloe. She seemed to have a genius for controlling humans as well as dogs. Her strong, calm voice would remind Chloe at just the right times that she was not in danger from Betsy or that she would be safer if she just walked on.


One day Sandra suggested that they go for a walk in the park with Betsy. Chloe could come with her father or mother. Chloe was immediately tense, knowing that the park would contain dogs and that, with Betsy there, they would certainly be tempted to approach. Seeing this, Sandra reminded her that nothing had happened so far. They were indoors and nothing could happen for the time being. Sandra outlined the plan, explaining the route and what they would do in the event of various types of dog approaching. She explained that other dogs would be much, much more interested in Betsy than in Chloe. In fact, they would ignore Chloe if Betsy was there.


The following week the trip to the park took place. Sandra and Betsy were accompanied by Chloe and her mother. The visit was peaceful. There were some dogs but only one approached and it turned out to belong to a friend of Sandra's. The dog was almost as obedient as Betsy and both dogs stayed with their owners, looking up hopefully, until given permission to play together.


Over the next few months, Chloe continued to visit Sandra and Betsy, and occasionally join them on their walks. On one occasion a large and uncontrolled dog approached but Sandra made a hand motion to Betsy to get behind Sandra, which she did, and Sandra told the big dog to ‘Stop! Sit!’ At first it looked confused but after Sandra repeated herself twice more it half sat and then trotted off.


Chloe remained highly aware of dogs but now she watched them expertly, identifying breeds, behaviours, and circumstances to evaluate the risk each posed. She avoided eye contact, carried on walking, and generally dogs ignored her in public places. She knew what she would do in a crisis and knew when it was worth keeping well away despite inconvenience. She never relaxed about dogs – she knew too much about the dangers – but her fears were no longer debilitating and she returned to a normal life.


Having a special ability to manage risk in a particular domain can make it possible to do more challenging things with less actual danger.


Chloe's story (5): Shortly after her 15th birthday, she and some friends were walking home from school past some shops when she saw a dog in the distance coming towards them, with its owner, that caused her body to tense. It looked just like the dog that had bitten her. It could be that dog. She took no chances and urged her friends into the nearest shop to hide. The dog and its owner walked past. The dog was straining on a lead but had no muzzle. The dog looked familiar from its colour, build, and some white markings on its face. That was the dog. She was sure of it.


Chloe easily recognized it as an illegal breed of fighting dog and took in the grey tracksuit, tattoos, and heavy gold chains of its owner. He looked like a man who saw his dog as a weapon. Sandra had strong opinions on this type of owner.


After they had passed – thankfully showing no interest in shopping – Chloe suddenly had an impulse to follow. Who were they? Could she get the police to intervene? They had never been able to find the dog or its owner when she was attacked. She left the shop on her own and followed, hanging back as far as she could. Only about 10 minutes later the man and his dog entered a peaceful residential road and went into a semi-detached, two storey house. Chloe waited five minutes then walked past on the opposite side of the road, looking as uninterested as possible while carefully noticing the house number. She walked on to the end of the road, then around the corner, and two more corners just to make sure, then called 999 on her phone. The lady she spoke to decided it was not an emergency but passed her on to another officer who asked her questions about the problem, herself, and where she was. She gave the address of the dog's house twice just to be sure they heard it.


The police officer wanted her to come into the station with her parents to make a statement but Chloe was not happy. ‘He's in that house right now with an illegal dog. You need to get there now!’ she said. ‘I'll come to the station later.’ The officer replied ‘OK Chloe. I understand. I can't tell you more now but I want you to stay away from that house. Go home another way. Call your mum now. Stay away. Do you understand?’


Chloe called her mum to say she would be a bit late home from school but her mum was already worried and picked her up in the car just three minutes later. Chloe confessed what she had done and her mum was both a little angry but relieved Chloe was safe.


Later that evening they received a call from the police officer Chloe had spoken to. He said they had arrested a man at that address who was already on their wanted list for serious offences and thanked Chloe for her help. Chloe and her dad agreed to go to the station the next day to make a statement. Later, Chloe's dad explained that some people live a criminal lifestyle, breaking not just one law but many. The next day Chloe learned that the man had been wanted for his suspected involvement in a shooting, for domestic violence, and for drug offences. To that had been added new offences concerning dogs. There was no realistic prospect of prosecuting him for allowing his dog to attack Chloe but he would be charged with some serious crimes and most likely spend some years in prison.


Chloe asked that her involvement in the arrest stay a secret. When the story was reported in a police press release it said only that the man had been spotted by a ‘dog expert’.


Chapter 25: Driven by an established vice


In these mixed challenges, a long-established vice becomes the cause of intense problems leading to stress reactions and a downward spiral.


Beer


This example looks at the long-term impact of heavy consumption of alcohol. This is so embedded in British culture that it is possible for a person to have a serious vice without it being the result of trying to feel better under pressure.


The descent


Alfie's story (1): At the age of 21, Alfie married his girlfriend, Bernadette (‘Bernie’). They were happy together. He was making progress in his warehouse job and she was a trainee beautician. A few years later they started their family and soon had two little girls.


Alfie kept in touch with his friends locally, seeing them for a few pints two or three nights a week. By the time he was in his mid 30s he was spending three nights a week (Wednesdays, Fridays, and Saturdays) at the club with his mates and usually had 5 or 6 pints of beer each night.


Vices have negative effects, often cumulative. They may develop gradually.


Alfie's story (2): Alfie's life seemed perfect, but things were changing slowly in ways he had not noticed. When Alfie and Bernie first got together they were both about equally good looking but, as the years rolled by and Alfie's beer drinking evenings affected him physically, Alfie had developed a large beer belly, a fat neck, and a slightly reddish complexion. Bernie looked better than ever. She was also feeling neglected three times a week. She worried about his health but her attempts to get Alfie to cut down on beer and spend more time on her had no effect. Neither had calculated the money cost of the beer but if they had then they would have realized it was a major expense (about £80 a week, a cumulative total of around £45,000 by that time).


One Tuesday evening Alfie answered the home phone saying ‘Alfie’ but there was no answer and a second later the other person ended the call. ‘Who was that, hun?’ called out Bernie. ‘Don't know love’ replied Alfie. Bernie went through to the other room, pulling out her mobile, and closed the door behind her. Alfie did not know why he felt something about that was odd.


On Thursday Alfie had the afternoon off work and did the school run. He spotted one of Bernie's friends at the school gate and they chatted. ‘You do Pilates with Bernie don't you?’ he asked. The friend replied ‘Oh yes, well, I used to. It stopped a couple of months ago.’ Alfie was puzzled. He knew Bernie had been doing Pilates on Thursdays. ‘Stopped?’ he queried. The friend looked uncertain for a moment then said ‘Yes, the sessions we did, but I expect Bernie has started somewhere else.’ Alfie was confused and again perturbed.


One reason Alfie failed to discover his wife's affair with the Pilates instructor was that Alfie had a secret of his own. For a few weeks he had been experiencing pain in his lower abdomen and he was worried that it might be something serious. He had visited his doctor, who prodded his tummy and took a blood sample, then sent him for a CT scan. Alfie kept all this from his wife.


At his next appointment with his doctor he was relieved to learn that the scan had revealed no immediate, life-threatening problems. However, the doctor was not finished. ‘Alfie, I don't think you have cancer but you do have some liver damage, according to your blood tests. Your physical condition is generally poor and you are at risk. You drink far too much alcohol and if you don't stop then I fear you will be back to me with serious liver damage that could kill you. If you stop drinking alcohol then the damage can be reversed. You are also obese and have a large amount of visceral fat around your internal organs. It's a risk factor for some serious diseases such as heart attacks. Your blood pressure is a little high. If you want to live a long and happy life then you must cut out that beer and improve your diet. Then we can see what level of exercise is safe for you. I'll put you in touch with someone.’


Obese? Alfie had never thought of himself as obese. He was just a bit older and heavier, that was all. Heart attacks? Liver damage? Liver damage made some sense. He knew he drank more alcohol than was recommended but could it kill him? He was only 35.


That evening Alfie looked back at photos of himself and Bernie when they first got married. She seemed younger back then but otherwise almost unchanged. He had transformed from a fit, handsome young man to a chubby, paunchy, man who looked ten years older than he was. He felt sick with self-disgust. Suddenly he knew the meaning of those little clues about Bernie and Pilates. His health worries were forgotten in the face of something that really mattered.


The recovery


The immediate effect of trying to limit the vice is to create an expanded perception of the problems, which is potentially stressful. The vice itself is supported by potentially many biases that need to be understood and countered.


In this case, the advice follows the usual approaches for managing stress reactions and vices. However, the adviser has specialist expertise with alcohol and its related problems.


Alfie's story (3): Alfie explained his medical worries to Bernie that evening. She was concerned but also happy that he finally seemed to be taking his health seriously. She promised to help him in any way she could. ‘I love you babe,’ she said, adding ‘I'll always be here for you.’ Alfie wondered if that was true but said nothing.


Bernie had ideas for healthier eating for Alfie which he was happy to go along with but on Wednesday evening she suggested he stay at home instead of going to the club for his usual session with his mates. Alfie was not happy. It was too soon. He needed to find a way to talk to them first. His day at work had been tough. He needed a drink and a bit of banter with the lads. The conversation rapidly became a row and Bernie lost patience with him. She went upstairs to do something and half an hour later Alfie went to the club. He thought about discussing his problem with his mates but, in the end, said nothing.


The next morning Bernie was frosty and Alfie felt alternately guilty and angry. While he was at work he received an email on his phone from someone called Vincent who said he was a counsellor responding to a request from Aflie's doctor. Could Alfie do a video call that evening? Alfie agreed. At least it would show Bernie he was taking the issue seriously.


When the video call started, Alfie was surprised to find that ‘Vince’ looked and sounded like a Cockney villain in a movie. He was wrinkled but strong and lean looking. Vince explained that he only did ‘blokes and booze’ and that this was something he himself had struggled with years ago. Alfie was immediately impressed. For half an hour Vince asked Alfie about his history with beer and his habits and problems now. Alfie did not mention his worries about Bernie perhaps having an affair. It was enough that his health worry was serious and he wanted to be there for Bernie and his girls.


Vince immediately understood the situation with Alfie's mates and those regular sessions. He explained how various factors could cause bias and distorted thinking in Alfie's mind and prevent him from turning his good intentions into practical action. Vince helped Alfie work out what to say to the lads so that they would accept him cutting out the alcohol and cutting down the hours spent at the club. He insisted that Alfie rehearse the words out loud before their session ended.


The next evening, Friday, was another club night but Alfie was determined to say something. He was tense but explained to Bernie that he was going to the club but would be talking to his mates to work out something new. He couldn't just drop them. She accepted this.


At the club the words that greeted him were ‘The usual Alf?’ Alfie took a breath and replied, ‘No thanks mate. I'll have an orange juice.’ It took a bit of discussion to clarify that this was just pure juice with no vodka or other alcohol included and that Alfie was not joking. The lads clustered around the bar as usual and Alfie came out with it straight away. He explained that he had seen his doctor and needed to cut out alcohol or risk death. He would still come to the club but only twice a week, not all night, and he would have no alcohol.


The reaction was exactly what Vince had predicted and Alfie had feared. Addicts prefer their friends to be addicts too because it protects their addiction. There was much swearing in disbelief and, despite having heard that their friend of many years might die if he carried on drinking alcohol, they nevertheless tried to persuade him to carry on. Could he have one last night of joy? Surely it would be ok to just have a few halves? What about if he had something to eat with it? Was he really sure? Alfie patiently stuck to his position. Only at one point did he waver momentarily but he thought of Bernie, as he and Vince had planned, and regained his resolve.


Alfie left at 9 pm, stressed by the tension of the evening but elated to have succeeded in holding his ground. He had agreed to go to the club again next Wednesday but would be cutting out Saturdays. When he arrived home, Bernie was delighted and hugged him excitedly. They had a lovely evening in – the best for weeks.


With Bernie's encouragement, Alfie started weighing himself every morning and he was happy to eat food more like hers. However, after about two weeks of soft drinks at the club twice a week, Alfie was disappointed that his weight had not changed. True, he felt a little better but he did not look better. Compensating for the reduced calories from alcohol, he had been snacking more at work. He also felt hungry often.


In his next session with Vince he raised the problem and Vince explained this was typical. Actually losing weight is usually hard and staying slimmer is harder still. Nevertheless, with a good approach, enough motivation, and vigilance for the rest of his life it could be done. Just then Bernie came into the room looking for something. Alfie called her over and introduced her to Vince. After she had left the room and was out of earshot Vince said ‘She looks like a lot of motivation to me. She's gorgeous.’ Alfie's thoughts must have been visible on his face when Vince said this and it told Vince all he needed to know. They had a very serious conversation about weight control and Alfie made several key decisions that would help him resist temptation and avoid or endure feelings of hunger.


Poorly managed stress reactions arising from the struggle to combat the vice can cause negative feelings that drive the person back towards their vice, if they continue to believe that the vice helps them.


Alfie's story (4): After that serious conversation, Alfie's weight started to fall. A couple of months later, however, it started to rise again. He had a tough time at work. Then he and Bernie had a row and Alfie stormed off to the club (it was a Wednesday), all set to have a beer. However, when he arrived he was told immediately that one of the regulars had had a serious heart attack and was in hospital. The mood was sombre that evening and Alfie stuck to his soft drink. Later, he apologized to Bernie and she hugged him comfortingly.


At the weekend the lads visited their friend in hospital. He was weak but awake and able to talk. He confessed that he had also seen his doctor about his drinking and weight problem, two years ago, but had done nothing about the warnings his doctor had given him. This heart attack was his punishment. The drinking friends were shocked and then thoughtful.


The following week, Alfie had one of his fortnightly video meetings with Vince and told him the whole story, including that he had set out for the club fully intending to drink beers. Vince summed it up with one word: ‘Stress.’ He explained how Alfie's problems at work, struggles with weight gain, and the row with Bernie had each generated stress reactions that Alfie had not controlled effectively, leading to negative feelings intensifying and leading to a biased decision to drink alcohol. Alfie agreed with this completely and listened carefully as Vince explained how stress reactions work, how they can cause problems if they are not needed, and how Alfie could reduce the reactions by reassuring himself that they are not needed. Alfie fully understood that problems like his weight gain were not ones requiring an urgent solution and that patient problem solving, paced over days, weeks, months, and even years was the way forward. Vince helped him rehearse calming thoughts to use in response to the stress reaction triggers that were likely in Alfie's life.


They also discussed the fact that alcohol is a bad solution to problems of any kind and that its immediate positive effect (for Alfie) was followed by stronger negative effects. There should be no automatic thought that a bad day deserved a beer. They identified activities that Alfie liked that helped him relax and recover from stress. These were what he planned to use after a hard day instead of alcohol.


The next few weeks were tough but Alfie found that he could reassure himself and his stress reactions were much easier to deal with. He did not give in again and even started giving advice to the lads at the club who were worried about their own lives. He also felt more able to comfort Bernie when she had worries of her own. Bernie stopped doing ‘Pilates’, though she was still behaving suspiciously.


Over the next two years, Alfie's physical condition gradually improved. He never regained his youthful athleticism but he settled with being just a little overweight and much, much healthier. His liver recovered. He took more exercise, sometimes with Bernie. Bernie's affair had ended but it took weeks to convince the Pilates instructor that it was really over between them. She never confessed to Alfie about her affair and Alfie never asked. She loved Alfie and his determination to rescue his health had shown her that he had matured into a person with true mental strength – a person who was a great father to her children and someone she would get old with.


Excessive consumption


The next story explores the vice of over-consumption. Many people in developed countries like the UK have enough money to meet their needs and far more. They develop complex, wasteful, often frantic lifestyles. Provided things continue to go well for them, the worst this brings is some ill health from over-indulgence and a cluttered home. If they have some bad luck then the accumulated impact of over-consumption can be much worse.


Here again, the vice has no serious negative effects initially and becomes fully established.


The advisers help with both general advice on stress management and specific tactics to cut consumption.


The descent


Peter and Karen's story (1): Peter and Karen seemed to be a couple that had it all. Highly paid jobs, a big house, two children (just grown up), many foreign holidays in exotic locations, three beautiful cars, a beautiful garden, gym subscriptions, all the latest gadgets, antiques, and a love of art, theatre, and fine dining.


But with the children now independent they decided to take a 9 month ‘sabbatical’. Their plan was to leave their jobs and circle the world. Their daughter, Jenny, would move into their house while they were away, saving her some money and keeping the house safer. While their house was large, it was already filled with their things so, to allow Jenny to move her stuff into the house, they would put some of theirs into rented self-storage. It was just another expense.


This plan was put into action a few months later and they had a wonderful time, despite some periods of illness and being robbed twice. It was the adventure they had hoped for. On returning to the UK, Peter was quickly able to return to his old job but Karen found she could not. Her former employer had hit problems. She began to look for something else but the economy was struggling and nothing came easily. After three months she had made no real progress. At the same time, Jenny found she could not afford to move out so she stayed at home with her parents. The family continued with its lifestyle, unconcerned at their reduced income.


A major reason why they were unconcerned was that they paid little attention to their financial resources. Another was that they had an offset mortgage that was half paid off and allowed them to borrow many tens of thousands without making special arrangements. As Karen's lack of income continued, they stopped paying off the mortgage and started to borrow more. It seemed only a temporary measure and quite safe.


A change of circumstances can make the consequences of a vice more serious, leading to increased stress and negative feelings. Trying to feel better using counterproductive means can make the situation worse.


Peter and Karen's story (2): Nine months later nothing had changed except the scale of their debt. Peter and Karen were beginning to get anxious, mostly about Karen's stalled career but also about their money situation. In their minds, the solution was to get more money. Changing their lifestyles and cutting back on expenses was a hideous idea they could not bear to think about. Peter and Karen's relationship was also starting to flounder. He blamed her for not getting a job. She blamed him for not doing enough to help her. Their daughter, Jenny, kept out of their way.


Karen also felt stressed by her repeatedly unsuccessful attempts to get a new job. How could she have been so successful before and yet now unable to find a role? It did not make sense. Peter's extra stress came from his efforts to make more progress in his job and so compensate for the loss of Karen's income. He put extra time in and strived to get a bonus. They soothed themselves with wine and occasional fine dining at fancy restaurants, especially after arguing.


A couple of months later they received a letter from their mortgage lender warning that they were nearing the limit of possible borrowing unless they made a special arrangement with the bank. After a row, they cancelled the safari holiday they had booked but it was a drop in their ocean of debt.


The recovery


The initial awareness that the harmful behaviour (in this case excessive consumption) needs to be reduced is not enough on its own. A lot of learning to overcome biased thinking is typically needed.


Peter and Karen's story (3): In between bouts of online retail therapy, Karen began to watch videos online about managing your money and was seriously wondering how they could cut their expenses. Then she saw an advertisement by a research group at a local university calling for households with an income of £60,000 or more who were struggling to make ends meet. The group wanted to do research on such households. Karen wondered if they would pay participants. It sounded interesting anyway so she emailed the group.


After exchanging some emails she had a video call with a young researcher called Sofia, who explained that they hoped to develop some detailed case studies of households with high income but even higher expenses. The reports would be anonymous. There was no payment for participation but the study involved trialling interventions designed to help the households get to a better financial situation. Karen thought it sounded interesting and she liked Sofia.


Peter was not happy. He gave many reasons why he did not want to waste time or have people interfering in their lives. He called it snooping. Karen persisted and in the end Peter reluctantly agreed. Sofia visited them at home and they signed some papers, agreeing to terms of participation and learning more about what the study would involve. It seemed quite complex but also scientific. Peter was won over by Sofia although he was still wary of the time it would all take.


Peter asked about the working title of the study which was ‘Cases of hyperconsumption, its consequences and management’. He was a little put out that he and Karen might be considered hyperconsumers. Sofia said it was just a working title and the term had not yet been defined.


The following week they received their first instructions for the study. They each had to answer a four page questionnaire about how much they thought they spent on various things each month. They had to do it independently and without looking at their bank or credit card accounts to find out. Then they had to provide bank and credit card statements electronically. Sofia and her team would work out the true figures and compare them with Peter and Karen's estimates.


A few days later they received the stunning results and again had to fill in questionnaires, this time recording their reactions. The analysis showed that they both underestimated their overall expenditure by about 60%. In some categories they were accurate but there were other expenses that they had completely forgotten about. For example, they had subscriptions to three online magazines about stylish living that they never looked at. The cumulative cost of their many coffees out, fine dining treats, cosmetics, and so on was also something of a shock. Karen immediately cancelled the magazines and then began combing through the details of Sofia's report looking for other easy cuts.


However, more easy cuts were hard to find and Peter grew increasingly angry at the idea that they should put their lives on hold just because Karen did not have a job. Karen found about £200 a month that they could cut but it was not enough. Perhaps Sofia's next intervention would help.


The following evening Sofia visited them at home for the next stage. This was what she called a ‘structured interview’ and was recorded on video. Sofia went through their expenses in detail, suggesting cheaper, often easier ways to accomplish the same ends. This was not cutting things completely; it was doing things more efficiently. The proposals would cut about £1,500 from their monthly expenses with only small changes to their lifestyle. This time Peter was able to agree to much more.


The next morning, Peter surprised Karen by saying ‘I'm going to sell the Merc.’ He was referring to the vintage Mercedes roadster he kept in the garage permanently and drove once or twice a year. Later that week he did it and this meant they did not have to discuss extending their borrowing with the bank – for now. Karen spent the week rearranging various things to cut their expenses as they had discussed with Sofia. It was nearly enough to stop them sliding into further debt each month; nearly, but not quite.


A few days later there were more questionnaires for them to complete and then Sofia visited for the next intervention. This time she focused on the feelings they gained from the things they enjoyed doing. These were broken down into feelings before, during, and after the activities and separated out their feelings about various aspects of each experience. It emerged that both Peter and Karen got happiness from simply spending money at the time they spent it but were increasingly having negative feelings about their spending afterwards. The more luxurious the experience and the higher the price, the more intense these positive and then negative feelings were.


There were other negative feelings that emerged, such as problems with hangovers from the wine and whisky, worries about weight gain from the eating, and a persistent pattern of occasionally serious illnesses picked up on exotic holidays. These had grown as they aged but, somehow, Peter and Karen had been able to overlook them in their quest to have it all. They began to realize that some changes to their lifestyle would make them feel better, all things considered, while also saving money. By the end of the conversation they had agreed to further cuts worth around £1,000 a month. If they implemented these then they would be able to reduce their debt each month instead of seeing it increase further.


One of the items on this new list involved getting rid of stuff so that they could stop renting self-storage space. It proved harder than they expected. They emptied the storage space and started saving money but now their home was cluttered with plastic boxes and piles of things. The spare bedrooms were packed and unusable by guests. The landing was cluttered with more plastic boxes. Going through the items brought back memories of why they bought them. Both Karen and Peter found the process tiring and could not bring themselves to part with their treasures. In the end they had some books and a couple of mugs to donate to charity but nothing more.


Karen emailed Sofia about this setback. Sofia replied that she could not give any guidance that was not part of the process of the study but, later, emailed again to say that she had discussed the issue with her supervisor and they had decided to expand the study by looking at material goods. She asked if Karen and Peter could make a list of all their stuff and send it through. Karen queried the phrase ‘all your stuff' and Sofia confirmed that this meant literally everything physical that they owned. The house, the cars, the garden equipment, clutter in the loft, clothing – everything. She also asked them to estimate a market value if they were to sell each item, though this did not imply any agreement to do so. Karen took a deep breath. All their stuff. All of it.


It took many hours over several days, working together, for Peter and Karen to tour their home and list every item on Karen's laptop. When they finally finished, they sank down on their sofa (already listed) feeling too tired to think. Suddenly Karen remembered she had not listed her laptop on her laptop, so she got up and did this before settling down on the sofa again, exhausted.


Sofia's analysis of their items (over 1,600 listed) showed that they often had several similar items when just one was enough for practical purposes. It also showed that most of their items had lost most or all of their market value since being bought. Sofia had also made a questionnaire using 100 randomly selected items from their list. The questionnaire asked why they now wished to keep each item and offered several possible reasons, asking them to select all that applied.


This questionnaire was electronic and as soon as Peter and Karen had individually given their answers it showed them an analysis of their main reasons for keeping items. Naturally, there were some items that were in frequent use and clearly not candidates for disposal. However, there were also many items that they wanted to keep ‘just in case’ despite not using them for a decade or more. A few items were being kept in the hope that they might become valuable one day. Others were being kept because they had been received as gifts. Still others were to be kept simply because Peter and Karen did not know how to get rid of the item and taking it to the local community recycling centre to go in landfill seemed wrong. Often, Peter and Karen had different reasons for wanting to keep an item. Sometimes only one of them wanted to keep it.


Karen and Peter went to bed that evening unsure what to conclude from this exercise. They had to get rid of stuff or get Jenny to move out. Did they really want their stuff more than they wanted Jenny?


The following evening, Jenny asked them how they were getting on with their decluttering project. She had seen them making their list and knew it had become part of the research study. Karen explained that they were a bit stuck and Peter agreed. Jenny told them she had recently been reading a lot about decluttering and she had some ideas that might help. ‘Anything’ replied Peter, so Jenny started. She suggested they write draft rules for decluttering, consider the implications if those rules were applied, and only then, if they were happy, adopt those rules and declutter using them. Jenny suggested some rules as examples:



  	‘Do not keep something just because it was a gift.’


  	‘If something would sell for less than £30 then give it away.’


  	‘If something has not been used in the last 10 years then do not keep it any longer just in case.’


  	‘If the object is just being kept as a reminder and a photograph of the object would be just as good then take a photograph and get rid of the physical object.’




 
Jenny also explained various ways to dispose of things, including charity shops locally, the local community recycling centre, online sites for giving away or selling items, and specialist antique dealers.


Karen and Peter spent over an hour looking down their list of things to see what would go if they used these rules and finally felt they were making progress. They identified over 200 things that could go and felt that the rules were holding up well. They could not imagine exceptions.


Over the next couple of months, Karen (with some help from Jenny and Peter), gradually got things out of the house. She also continued looking for a job, but with less intensity. She often had feelings of hopelessness and fatigue. Thinking about money all the time was wearing her down. Peter was still stressed by work.


Even after progress has been made, failure to manage stress reactions can lead to a relapse into a vice.


Peter and Karen's story (4): One night Peter, desperate to give Karen a lift, suggested they book that safari holiday. They were both excited by this idea and searched the internet for something suitable. They found an all-inclusive deal and so all they had to do was click and pay. At the last moment Karen said ‘Let's sleep on it.’ so they did.


The next morning over breakfast both were quiet, trying to think of how to tell the other that they did not want the safari after all. They had grown out of that. Spending thousands on a holiday did not give them real satisfaction. There were better things to spend it on, like their children. Eventually, Karen started to break the news but Peter's obvious look of relief caused her to stop her explanations. They agreed not to book the safari. They had turned their fortunes around radically by understanding better where real satisfaction came from and consuming less.


The next week, Karen was offered an interesting job, out of the blue, by someone she used to work with. She accepted the offer. Not long after, Jenny started seeing a man of about her age and after a few months they started living together. Jenny moved her stuff out of the family home.


The pressure was off Karen and Peter at last but they did not stop streamlining their lives. They scaled back their pension contributions in line with the more modest lifestyle they anticipated in retirement. They had the gardener make changes so that the garden gradually required less work. They continued to get things out of the house, giving themselves more space and less cleaning labour to pay for. When the cars were replaced they chose smaller vehicles, both electric, and had photovoltaic panels installed on their roof to do some of the charging. These changes were both a wise investment of effort and a moral act, since they felt that caring for the earth's limited resources was something they wanted to do.


When Peter had a serious heart attack, a few years later, they were able to cope with his months of recovery and the financial consequences of him starting a new, less demanding, but less well-paid job.


Sofia's research study, featuring five households in total, was successfully completed and published. It achieved only modest recognition among academics but her story was picked up by a journalist and soon Sofia was a minor celebrity, seen on the sofas of TV shows talking about escaping from hyperconsumerism. She received even more attention when she revealed that, before she was well-known, one of the world's largest online retailers had tried to engage her as a consultant to help them stimulate more hyperconsumption. Apparently, they had completely misread Sofia's motives.


Final conclusions


This final Part has illustrated challenging mixed problems involving stress, motivation, and vices using fictional stories made from realistic elements. The characters in these stories have progressed using suitable tactics to address their most pressing problems at different times. They have escaped from downward spirals and become able to focus on solving their real-life problems.


To manage stress reactions they have understood their mechanisms and logic then reassured themselves when stress reactions are not needed or, in Ashok's sporting story, needed only at particular times and at a specific intensity.


To improve motivation they have developed better plans for themselves and, in some cases, better ability to plan.


To reduce vices they have found ways to translate in-principle decisions into specific implementation decisions and defend those from biased, mistaken thinking.


A consistent theme throughout this and the whole book has been the importance of understanding the logic of our own thinking, how it can go wrong, and how to correct or reassure ourselves.


In thinking about how to manage ourselves, rationality should be the guide. If a theory of mind relies on a mechanism that is irrational then it is unlikely to be correct. If a method of self-management requires us to do something irrational (e.g. self-deception) then it is unlikely to be of lasting value.


In contrast, the insights presented in this book are typically the result of logical thinking about what must be true, at least to some extent, and what should be helpful. In most cases, even when there is as yet no scientific evidence to guide us, you can be confident that the methods presented are at least worth trying properly because they make sense. After you have tried them properly, you will not need scientific guidance.
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