DOSSIER trust yourself

Good reasons to

go it alone

W

hen Karen, a 36-year-old lecturer,
applied for a promotion at a college
in Manchester, she didn’t think she
had a hope of getting the job. ‘It was
a really prestigious college and
although I have lots of good experience, I don’t have
the best academic credentials. But I decided to apply
because I was really fed up with my current job.’
To her surprise she got the job, and was then faced
with the huge challenge of moving to a city several
hundred miles away where she had no family or
friends, and no emotional connection. ‘I had that split
second of panic, where I thought, “oh no, I’ll have to
turn it down, I can’t possibly do this, how will I survive
on my own?” But then I thought about it properly.
Although I was surrounded by close family and friends
in London, it was also true that my life was in a rut. I’d
been single for three years, a lot of my friends were
having children and moving out to the suburbs, and
my social life was comfortable, but dull.’
So Karen moved, and although it was daunting at
first, she was surprised at how quickly she was able
to establish a new circle of friends and a packed
social diary. ‘There’s something
exhilarating and energising about
starting over somewhere new
where no-one knows you. I felt free
to reinvent myself, taking up new
interests I’d never have tried at
home because I’d have been put off
by what people would say. Making
the move made me realise how set
in my ways I’d become.’

Increasingly, greater numbers of us are living or
working by ourselves. According to latest figures from
the Office for National Statistics, 7.6 million Britons
now live alone. Of that figure, 2.5 million are aged
between 45 and 64, and the number has doubled
since the mid-1990s. Projected figures suggest that
one in five of us will live alone by 2030. Meanwhile, our
working lives have become more insecure, less sociable and more likely to feature freelance, home-working or short-term contracts. Clearly, being happy in
our own company has never been a more valuable skill.
Eric Klinenberg, professor of sociology at New York
University, explores this theme in Going Solo (Duckworth, £16.99). He points out that as we get older, we
fall into the trap of viewing being alone as a negative
state, which is in marked contrast to the way younger
people view life. People in their twenties see being
alone as ‘a mark of distinction and success, not social
failure’. Klinenberg found that living alone was seen by
younger people as a time for personal growth and
adventure. Spending time alone also helps us to
enjoy richer, more creative lives, as well as developing
the confidence to stand on our own two feet.
This opportunity for personal
growth can come at any life stage
or age.‘Resilience is what helps us
get through and recover from difficult situations,’ says life coach
and School of Life faculty member Chris Johnstone. As a junior
hospital doctor in his twenties, he
suffered a breakdown, which led
to what he terms ‘post-traumatic >>>

«There is
something
exhilarating
about starting
over somewhere
new»
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It can be daunting when you’re forced to rely on yourself, but once
you develop resilience, it can be a life-enriching journey By Lorna V
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DOSSIER trust yourself

«You discover
great things
about yourself
when you are
alone»

growth’ and a 30-year career in
stress management. The biggest
trend Johnstone has noticed in
the past five years is people turning to him to deal with uncertainty. ‘People look at the future
and their hearts sink. But what’s
reassuring is that human beings
naturally learn to be self-reliant
from around the age of two. However many times toddlers fall down, they don’t think “this walking lark is
not going to work”; instead, they have a bounce-back
ability to get up and try again,’ says Johnstone, whose
books include Find Your Power (Permanent, £12.95).
Veronique, a 54-year-old former PA, was unable to
prevent the sale of her beloved marital home in a
London suburb when her children turned 18. ‘It was
my haven and my identity, and I was gutted that I
couldn’t buy out my ex-husband’s share,’ she says.
Encouraged by her children, Veronique fulfilled a
dream to travel around South America once the sale
went through, and is now happily renting a cottage in
the Cotswolds and making jewellery. ‘I’ve even met
someone,’ she says.
Clearly, some people are better at self-reliance
than others, but even if we feel this isn’t an innate skill,
scientists have proved we can consciously learn new
behaviours. The University of Pennsylvania’s Positive
Psychology Center created the Penn Resilience Program to help schoolchildren and teenagers by teaching them cognitive behavioural techniques and
problem-solving skills for difficult situations and emotions. Since the mid-1990s, the centre has evaluated
13 controlled studies that all prove resilience can be
taught. A UK project is currently working with teachers to teach these skills here, too. If that’s not enough
to convince cynics it’s not too late, even US soldiers
are using the Penn Program to stay psychologically
fit. Just as soldiers are mentally prepared to go
into battle, we too can be prepared – emotionally and
mentally – through life-coaching, CBT techniques and
personal development books.
For many people, going it alone conjures up images
of loneliness, but according to clinical psychologist
Emma Baskerville, the two states are different. ‘Loneliness is experiencing a loss, or missing something or
someone,’ she says. When a loss coincides with being
alone, we can go into total meltdown. Losing a job, a
loved one, a home, a neighbourhood, one’s perfect
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health or a close friend, are all painful. Baskerville describes the selfreliance we need in such situations
as ‘the ability to self-soothe and feel
safe’. Feeling terrible is by no means
a lack of self-reliance. ‘Major life
events can trigger loss, and grief is
a fundamental part of healing,’ she
says. ‘Allow yourself to feel awful or
very sad – this is part of the process of feeling well.’
The need to go it alone is not restricted to single
people, those without children or the self-employed.
Clinical psychologist Cecilia d’Felice had a stable marriage and grown-up family when she became seriously
ill with a debilitating disease with no treatment other
than daily morphine. She took the momentous decision to leave her husband, family and friends behind
and head alone to Italy to recuperate.
‘Resilience is the ability to get up even when we’re
down,’ says d’Felice, who admits she was very down
and overwhelmed about her illness. ‘I could have said,
“I can’t be on my own.” Since the age of 18, I have been
with somebody. But even as I was wheeled across the
airport, I knew I was making the right decision.’
Living in an apartment on the beach and coming
to London for just a week at a time has not only dramatically improved d’Felice’s health (and enabled her
to do away with morphine), it has also brought unexpected benefits: the joy of learning a new language
and making new friends, a new community, and a lifestyle that she realised was far better for her mentally.
‘You discover great things about yourself when you
are alone. I can’t open a can. Right. So what do I do
now?’ Listening to d’Felice who practises what she
preaches, it’s clear that self-reliance is about
self-belief and self-conviction, traits which we need to
develop more than ever.
Nor does being alone mean isolation. Strengthening the self, as Klinenberg’s book asserts, is not just
about enjoying one’s own company. ‘It means
making great efforts to be social, building up a strong
network of friends and work contacts and even forming “urban tribes” that substitute for families by providing community and support,’ he says.
There is, of course, another benefit to reaching out
and asking for support in your solo adventure. ‘It’s
lovely to ask for help,’ says d’Felice. ‘It’s reciprocal,
because friends will feel they can ask you, too. We’re
all in this together.’
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HOW TO BECOME MORE RESILIENT
Chris Johnstone, founder of the Centre for Resilience, Happiness and Positive Change, which runs workshops
and long-distance learning courses, tells us how to keep going on your own even when the going gets tough.
n Think of yourself as being at chapter
one of an adventure story. ‘Often the
main character does not start off resilient,’
says Johnstone. ‘Harry Potter and Frodo
both become strong through facing
tough challenges.’
n Silence the negative inner voice. ‘Argue
back when it starts up,’ says Johnstone,
referring to the positive psychology model
pioneered by Martin Seligman, author
of books including Authentic Happiness
(Nicholas Brealey, £15) and Learned
Optimism (Vintage, £13.50).
n Identify best-worst-likely scenarios.
This is the Penn Resilience Program’s
perspective check. ‘It’s not just about
positive thinking,’ explains Johnstone. ‘In
an emergency, a pilot needs to consider
the likely risk of everyone dying in order
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to make the right response. Being realistic
helps you make a realistic response.’
n Avoid a short-term quick fix. ‘Going for
the short-term comfort fix, like drinking or
shopping, to get through rocky moments
is understandable, but it makes things
worse in the long term,’ says Johnstone.
n Remind yourself of a difficult time you
got through. How did you do it? Think of
things that made you feel better, including
music, self-help books and hobbies.
n Get in touch with nature. Johnstone
flags up a study by Essex University
for mental health charity Mind, which
identified substantial mental benefits
from green exercise activities including
gardening, walking and dog-walking.
These included feeling calmer, less
anxious and more sociable.

n Get out of the can’t-must corner.
Getting caught in feeling ‘I must get X
done, but can’t’ is what Johnstone calls
the can’t-must corner – a common source
of stress. Identify the problem, brainstorm
several responses, then pick a couple of
practical steps to move forward in the
next week. He adds: ‘Even a small feeling
of movement makes a big difference.’
n Try the self-help version of SSRI.
SSRI is the abbreviation for the most
widely prescribed anti-depressants,
but Johnstone’s alternative stands for
Strategies, Strength, Resources and
Insights. By taking an inventory of what
we have to work with, we can become
more confident about moving forward.
For more information, go to
resiliencehappinesschange.com
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