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[bookmark: _Toc216175193]Introduction
Do you sometimes feel lost and confused? Are you unsure who you truly are and whether you are making the right choices in life? If it is the case, you are not alone. I have come across many other men feeling this way. I was one for sure. I used to suffer from anxiety and resentment. I was consumed by regrets, constantly worrying about the future. I was lacking self-confidence and had several panic attacks. While not sure who I truly was, I was pretending to be someone else to fit in at school, at work, with my family, and with my friends. I was constrained by my own limiting beliefs about what I thought people were expecting from me. I have now become a man who understands who he is. I am a neuro atypical man who knows his worth and believes in himself. I now understand what it entails to be a man. I now have purpose, and I strive to do the right thing. I was able to do that through a long journey of several years, which led me to ultimately find my own balance and be at peace with myself.
Many people have written about finding balance and inner peace. Indeed, philosophy professors, trained psychologists, medical doctors, academic researchers, or spiritual leaders often offer the ONE solution for that. I don’t believe there is one single solution to help men find balance, inner peace, and purpose. Nevertheless, I think there is a mix of concrete steps any man can take to learn, feel better about himself, and live a fulfilling life. To be clear, I am not a personal development expert. I am just a curious and introspective man interested in understanding who he is, and how to be at peace with myself. This search for self-discovery and happiness led me to explore various fields. It was the diversity and complementarity of these fields that allowed me to find purpose ultimately. I believe this holistic approach is the most powerful. 
Don’t get me wrong, it did not happen overnight. I started this journey 15 years ago. Not every step was easy. There was doubt and fear, breakthroughs and some steps back, determination and perseverance. I have some friends who understood, and friends with whom we parted ways. The bottom line is I learnt a lot along the way. 
The purpose of this book is to share my journey and what I have learnt to help you in your own journey. In this book, you might find concepts you have heard before. I do not pretend to invent any new idea here. My aim here is to bring together my key learnings from different sources, including philosophy, psychology, biology, spirituality, and my own life experience, on how to achieve a balanced and fulfilling life as a man.
But first, what is the Better Man? He stands as a positive model away from the two archetypes of toxic masculinity: the toxic alpha male and the toxic beta male. Let me explain these two archetypes first. A toxic alpha male is a man who needs to dominate others while seeking power for himself. For that, he asserts control and superiority often at the expense of others. He usually shows aggression as his way of obtaining what he wants. He does not show emotions, cry, or do anything that would make him look “weak”, according to him. Most toxic alpha males have difficulty developing genuine male friendships or being in balanced relationships.
On the other side of the spectrum, there are toxic beta males. A toxic beta male is a passive man, never sure of what he thinks and ought to do, and just tends to follow. He struggles with setting boundaries and has a hard time saying no. He is described as too emotional and easily dominated. He doesn’t deliver on his promises because of his lack of decisiveness and courage. 
We all have come across many men of these two types. They are clearly negative types and difficult to deal with. But what is more important for me is that both types seem to reflect people who are simply unaware of who they truly are, i.e., men who have not found their true selves. They are men who are still constrained by their limiting beliefs and who have not found their balance and their true purpose in life.
I believe that the Better Man, in contrast, is a middle path away from these two types, characterised by positive traits such as confidence, serenity, and a sense of purpose. He is taking care of and taking responsibility for himself. That means his physical and mental health. He can communicate effectively and with empathy. He is not afraid of his emotions and can show his vulnerability, including crying in front of his loved ones when he feels sad. He is passionate about making a positive impact on his environment and the people around him. This can be by bringing joy and support to his loved ones, boosting their confidence, having a heart-to-heart conversation, coaching a colleague in need, thriving in a work that is aligned with his true self, or speaking publicly to say something meaningful he genuinely believes. He aims to be a role model, and he does what he preaches. He can be trusted because he delivers on his promises, because he does what he says. He cultivates authority rather than seeking power. He is therefore respected and can be influential, while he does not look for dominance to maintain his status. A Better Man doesn’t try to be better than others. He tries to the be the best version of himself with honesty and authenticity. 
This is for me what the truly Better Man is. This is what I worked on for the past 15 years and what I am striving for in life. This is what I want to help you become. To achieve, you need to look for balance in your daily life, be at peace with yourself and find your purpose. You might ask if I am successful every day in following this path? Some days I am, while some others I fail. When I fail, this is usually an opportunity to take a step back to understand why I failed, and it becomes it a learning opportunity. It is part of the journey. The journey I am inviting you to embark on is a journey of trying to become a better version of yourself by creating this virtuous circle, knowing that this path is not easy. I had to take it one step at a time. I had to trust myself that I was on the right path. I knew that while the specific steps were small, the general direction was the right one. Sometimes, it was a lot to process, and I had to pause to integrate. But what I learnt is never to quit, always to keep going, but at my own pace. Today, as I continue evolving as a human being, I now have the inner confidence that I am on the right path wherever it might lead me. 
But you might ask, why should you be looking for balance or inner peace specifically? I believe that finding balance and being at peace are the building blocks to finding our true selves and, behind it, happiness. Many people think happiness is measured by being financially successful or having a high social status, such as fame or a lot of online followers. Some others believe happiness is enjoying the short-lived pleasures of a hedonistic life. But this is not true happiness. True happiness comes from being aligned with who we truly are, having a purpose in life, striving for a balanced lifestyle, and being at peace with ourselves. This is not an idealistic state that only hermits or spiritual gurus can achieve. Happiness is possible and available to everybody, even in our busy modern lives.
You might ask, so how do you do it? Finding balance requires some changes in how we see ourselves and how we live our lives. Change is hard. But you have to remember that apart from children and death, everything in life is reversible. This journey begins by being willing to examine your life and embark on a journey of self-discovery and self-improvement. You must embark on this journey with an open mind, knowing that there will be scary moments along the way. Deciding to find some balance in life brings us into a different mindset. It brings us into a self-love, growth mind-set which leads to taking better care of ourselves, and taking responsibility for our own happiness. Far from being egotistic, it transforms us, making us more empathetic and generous towards others and the world.
This book provides proven steps to implement long-lasting changes in your life to become the Better Man. This journey to happiness is not straightforward and varies from person to person, as we are all at different stages of our lives. However, I am confident that, through the holistic approach I describe in this book, you will find aspects that resonate with you, regardless of your current stage in the journey.
The Better Man is the summary of my self-discovery journey. I believe this message is universal and therefore can resonate with anyone open to the idea that a more serene and aligned state of being exists for all. 
This book will take you through the Self-Discovery Journey first. There, you will learn that you are the only person responsible for your happiness, and that this starts by loving and prioritising yourself. This guide will help you discover your true self by becoming aware of your traumas and limiting beliefs. This begins by taking care of your mental health. For that, you will learn the value of psychotherapy and how to find the right type of therapy and a therapist who works for you to find your authentic self. This book will also guide you in finding your true purpose in life, aligning with who you truly are and your genuine inspirations, rather than succumbing to the expectations of your environment and society. This will empower you to take ownership of your life and align your life choices with your true self, liberating yourself from false expectations and bringing you peace of mind in everything you do.
The Better Man will guide you through the Self-Confidence Journey. There, you will learn that you are not only a mind but also a body and a heart. You will learn about a type of intelligence that we all possess but often underutilise: your intuition. You will learn how to connect with your body and take care of it. We will also draw on biochemistry to discover techniques and other bio-hacks that enable you to experience sustainable natural highs and achieve a natural state of bliss, ultimately helping you feel at peace. You will also learn to understand and express your vulnerability - one of the greatest proofs of courage a person has - accept your sadness, and be able to express your emotions as an integral part of who you are as a person. 
The Better Man will guide you through the Wisdom Journey. There, you will learn how to live a happy and fulfilling life by applying practical wisdom and Stoic philosophy and techniques as well as Buddhist principles. You will also learn to distinguish between what agitates you and what brings you peace. This book will teach you how to focus on what you can control and let go of the rest. This is a simple practice that can bring an incredibly liberating feeling when you put it into place. This book will also guide you on how to live in the present and away from your overthinking mind, which constantly regrets the past and worries about the future. This means learning to enjoy the process rather than focusing on the outcome.
The Better Man will guide you through the Couple’s Journey. There, you will finally learn that if you want to be happy in a relationship, you need first to be happy with yourself. Otherwise, you are bringing all your problems to the relationship. So, after looking at how to find balance in life as a man, this book will also guide you on how to build and maintain a long-lasting relationship based on trust and eroticism. You will learn that trust is key to build a long-lasting relationship, while eroticism is vital in keeping the sexual energy in a relationship to remain connected, tuned to each other, and therefore profoundly fulfilled. This book will teach you how to talk about sex with your partner for a fulfilling love and sex life. You will also learn how to embrace a new sexuality for a long-lasting fulfilling sex life. This section will primarily focus on heterosexual relationships, but the key learnings can also be applied to different types of relationships. Most of the ideas in this book are not complex to understand, but they require humility, self-observation, and a willingness to be tested and implemented. Some of them are quick to put in place, while others require a deeper self-exploration and are therefore mid-to-long-term in nature – though all can be started immediately. Some of these ideas require reflection and adjustments to your daily life as well. Additionally, some of these ideas may resonate more with specific individuals than others. This is normal, as we are all different and on our own unique journey in life, which is the beauty of discovering our true selves. We are all unique in our extraordinary ways. At the same time, we are all sharing many traumatising experiences and limiting beliefs, as well as this life energy, and thirst for a fulfilling and happy life. At the end of the day, what is essential is to find what makes you at peace, what makes you happy, what gives you joy, and what makes you be the best version of yourself. However, before that, I will tell you how I came to be on this journey.
When I was 29, I had been living in London and working in finance for five years. I just changed jobs. I was making good money, and I just bought a flat in a nice part of town a few years ago. I had a girlfriend who worked in finance, was funny, upbeat, and whom I loved. This life was pleasant and comfortable, and the job was interesting and exciting, though my colleagues were obnoxious ex-investment bankers. But isn’t that the price to pay for working in finance? 
One day, my girlfriend and I visited some friends who had just gotten married, and we went through their wedding pictures. After that, we went back to my flat and went to bed. I could not sleep that night. I felt restless. My head was pounding. I was becoming increasingly stressed. Suddenly, I could no longer breathe. My chest felt like a rock. My lungs could no longer move. My heart felt like it was about to burst. I was suffocating. I was panicking. There was only one thought in my mind: I am going to die! My girlfriend took me to an ER at a nearby hospital. It was a Saturday night, and there were a lot of drunk-related injuries, as was typical for a Saturday night in London. After waiting for two hours, feeling I was about to die any minute, a doctor examined me and told me I was physically fine. After understanding I was not going to get any help from him, I started screaming: I am going to die! He looked me in the eyes and told me: You are having a panic attack. You need to calm down. You should see a psychiatrist. I don’t remember anything afterwards.
But let’s try to understand why I ended up here. I was born in a small town in the western suburb of Paris, where I felt nothing ever happened. I had loving, caring parents and never lacked anything. However, this repetitive suburban middle-class life between school, play, and church felt sedated to me. I thought I had no control over my life. So, I just went with the flow, and never really learnt how to express my needs. I was not in any physical pain, but I felt there was something amiss. During my childhood, I spent a lot of time daydreaming about what it would be like to be an adult. I was waiting to be an adult so I could live my life, a different life, a life I had chosen, a life I had control over. I was dreaming of being free, of simply feeling alive.
I was raised Catholic, like most people in this town, and my family attended church every weekend. I grew up in this community with conservative values, and where conforming to the group norms was important. People followed this unwavering path of getting married at church, having two to three children, who were baptised, of course, living in this suburb, and getting a white colour job in Paris. During a particularly hot summer when I was about 10, I fainted during Mass because it was unbearably hot. I woke up being carried out of the church, with the priest having stopped the ceremony to check on me. After that, my mother drove me home, and I was able to watch TV while the ceremony continued. This remains, to this day, the best moment I have ever experienced in a church.
I didn’t like school. I wasn’t bad, but I wasn’t great either. I have never understood the point of having to attend school to study subjects I didn’t choose. It didn’t make any sense to me. It still doesn’t now. So, weekends were my only time of freedom and excitement. On rainy Sunday afternoons, my father would often listen to old 1950s crooners. These songs sounded so sad to me. This, and the idea of going back to school the day after to study subjects I had never chosen, gave me a massive case of Sunday blues. Every Sunday.
Work and money were two essential topics in my family. I was raised to work hard, which should lead to financial success. My father had always been a hard-working man and was always able to provide for our family. We never lacked anything, unlike during his childhood. My father was born just after the Second World War in France and spent his childhood in poverty. His own father was unable to hold a steady job. This is because he had tuberculosis, which he brought back from his time as a prisoner of war in a concentration camp. My father was traumatised by not having enough money to eat in the evening as a child. When he became an adult, he worked hard, climbed up the corporate ladder, and became financially comfortable, driven by this trauma. This enabled him to provide for his wife and three children. He was also able to help his mother, brother, and sister, who did not do as well as he did. He eventually achieved the financial independence he had been seeking his entire life. He was able to retire comfortably and no longer had to worry about money. However, despite having achieved this financial independence, his childhood trauma of not having enough to eat made him continue worrying about money. He still worries about my two brothers (who are now in their 50s and are somewhat successful entrepreneurs) and me financially. This is why he continues to save from his pension and worries about the future, especially ours. To this date, he is now in his late 70s - he still struggles to enjoy the fruit of his hard labour while still worrying about losing it all.
Helping other people was also a significant value I was raised with. My mother is part of that generation of women who have dedicated their lives to their families and to helping those in need. I believe she embodies generosity and selflessness to the point of self-sacrifice, often at the expense of her own needs. She dedicated her life to raising her three children. She also helps out as much as she can with her grandchildren, as well as volunteering with various charities, and having been a city councillor in our hometown. She expresses her love through her excellent cooking… in gigantic quantities. Indeed, food plays a central role in my family. My mother always proudly tells the story that my father put on 30 pounds during their first year of marriage.
When I was a teenager, my family moved to London for a few years as my father progressed on the corporate ladder. I felt more alive there. It was more exciting, a new country, a new life. This is when I fell in love with London, which became my true home.
At 18, I went to study business and then worked in finance because I liked numbers; it was intellectually stimulating, but more importantly, I wanted to earn money to sustain the comfortable lifestyle I was accustomed to as the son of a successful corporate executive. I didn’t really think about what I really wanted to do with my life. Making money – or ensuring I didn’t lack it – was my primary motivation for choosing this career. Thus, after my Master’s in finance, I went to work in finance in London. During my 20s, I worked hard during the week and partied hard during the weekend, like a true weekend warrior. From Monday to Thursday, I would work hard and also exercise to manage stress, and eat healthily. On Friday night, I would transform into a completely different person, as I felt I deserved to treat myself after such a productive week. I then started binge drinking until late in the night and did the same again on Saturday. On Sunday, I would feel miserable and depressed with a hangover… and the Sunday blues. I would tell myself never again and that now I would be done with that for good… until next Friday night. I went through most of my 20s like that. I did that until I reached 29, and I had my first panic attack.
The week after this panic attack, I went to see a psychiatrist. I shared my story with him and answered a few questions. He told me I was depressed and offered me some antidepressants. I had no interest in that and asked for another option. He suggested talking to a psychologist, which I did. With the help of this psychologist, I opened a new door to a journey that changed my life forever. A journey to find the answers to four questions I had been asking myself since I was a child: Who am I? Who is this voice inside my head? Who is this face in the mirror? Because they all seemed to be separated from one another. I also asked myself: Why am I on this path in life? I felt I had made these life decisions, but at the same time, they didn't necessarily seem right for me. I had had enough of this self-doubt, this lack of confidence, this resentment, this running away from reality, from this anxiety I had had since I was a child, and that now led to this panic attack. This is why I started a process of discovering who I truly am and what my true purpose is. 
The first psychologist helped me understand that I didn’t have to follow the path I was on; I didn’t have to get married in a church, have children, and live in suburbia. These were limiting beliefs I was taught. Although I loved my girlfriend, I wanted a different path in life, and we eventually parted ways. I know she is now happily married with two children living in South England. I took a different journey. This journey has been ongoing for 15 years. I continued psychotherapy for several years with other therapists to understand my true self. I moved to the Philippines for a few months, then returned to France for a couple of years for a new job in a new industry, followed by 12 years in Cambodia, and now I'm in Spain. I discovered a new purpose and transitioned to a new job, utilising my finance skills to support more meaningful objectives, such as financial inclusion and climate finance in the impact investment sector. I discovered and learnt about Stoic philosophy and Buddhism, which helped me find balance. I explored psychology, meditation, and Taoism to develop healthy daily practices and find peace. I discovered what diet suited me best, and what exercise routine my body needed to thrive. And I met the woman of my life, who was always able to see who I truly was, even before I was.
Over the last five years, I have spoken to many friends who, like me, struggled for a large part of their lives. Most of the time, I ended up having the same conversation about the struggles we all face in trying to discover who we truly are. I kept referring to how my panic attack was my body screaming for me to listen to my true self and embark on a journey where I was the only person responsible for my own happiness. I've been sharing how liberating it is, and how life is so much easier when I manage to let go of things I cannot control, as well as striving for a purposeful life aligned with my genuine aspirations. Some of these friends started psychotherapy after these discussions and have made significant progress in finding who they truly are, being at peace with themselves, and finding their purpose. Some were not ready for psychotherapy but were sensitive to the idea of self-love and self-care, living a more balanced and healthier life. Others, struggling in their relationships, were interested in learning how to better talk about sex and bring intentionality to their sex life. This is why I gathered these concepts and steps into this book, as a result of this series of conversations. All these learnings have been instrumental in helping me become a Better Man. I hope they will help you on your own journey of finding your true self, inner peace, and purpose in living a fulfilling life as a Better Man. 


A. [bookmark: _Toc216175194]The Self-Discovery Journey

“The unexamined life is not worth living.” Socrates

The Self-Discovery Journey is the first step in becoming a Better Man. It aims to empower each of us to take ownership of our lives and align our life choices with our true selves, while finding peace of mind in everything we do. It begins with learning how to love and prioritise ourselves in life. It then proceeds to expressing our needs, learning how to say no and forgiving ourselves (Chapter 1). This is followed by understanding that we are the only person responsible for our happiness. This enables us to discover our true selves, free from our traumas and limiting beliefs (Chapter 2). Then, we will explore the best way to find our true selves which is through psychotherapy, why this is the case and how to approach it (Chapter 3). The Self-Discovery Journey is also about finding our true purpose in life, in line with who we truly are, as well as our genuine inspirations, separate from what our environment and society encourage us to do (Chapter 4).



1. [bookmark: _Toc216175195]Love yourself

"Because one believes in oneself, one doesn’t try to convince others. Because one is content with oneself, one doesn’t need others’ approval. Because one accepts oneself, the whole world accepts him." Lao-Tzu

Love and accept who you are
For many years, I didn’t like myself. I thought I genuinely was a bad person and that I had to try hard to be a good one. I guess I was told from a young age that I was a sinner and I had to behave well to go to heaven. This led me to have a poor self-image, denying who I truly was, including both my qualities and my limitations. So, whatever I did, I felt it could not change who I fundamentally was. Through therapy, I understood that this is just another limiting belief from my catholic upbringing. I don’t think we are fundamentally good or bad. We are just human. Our traumas or limiting beliefs influence the way we act. The children of violent parents often end up being violent towards their children themselves. Are those people fundamentally bad? I don’t think so. They are just traumatised and conditioned to reproduce the only parenting method they know. 
Accepting who we are is an integral part of the Self-Discovery Journey. It involves looking at ourselves honestly and embracing our authentic selves, free from our traumas and limiting beliefs. This is not an easy process. To find our true selves, we must first accept who we are. By accepting who we truly are, we can begin to respect ourselves. This means having a positive self-image, which enables us to treat ourselves correctly. This means stopping self-sabotaging behaviour or, in other words, making the right decisions that are good for ourselves. This means taking care of ourselves, our bodies, our physical health, and our mental health. This also means taking care of our needs and not denying ourselves.
Accepting ourselves also means accepting what we are good at and what we enjoy. This can help us focus on and further develop these skills. It also means accepting where we are not good at or what we don’t enjoy. This can also help us decide if we want to work on that or maybe choose a different path where we don’t have to do this anymore. Accepting ourselves, respecting ourselves and taking care of our needs are the first necessary steps to learn how to love ourselves.
You might say: But loving myself sounds quite narcissistic? When I talk about loving yourself, I don’t mean being in love with yourself or your image. Narcissists love themselves too much in a toxic way, are self-centred and lack empathy for others. This is not what I mean. Accepting and loving yourself means valuing who you are and recognising your worth. This means prioritising your happiness and well-being to be at peace with who you are. Loving and accepting yourself leads to a certain peace of mind, which makes you stronger and more aware of others and more empathetic towards others. This is the complete opposite of a narcissist and as Andre Gide, a French writer, once said: “Loving yourself isn’t vanity. It’s sanity.”  
Without loving ourselves, we cannot achieve anything and find balance in life. Thus, the first person we need to love and take care of is ourselves. This might sound selfish to many. Indeed, there are many people in the world whom we need to take care of, including our children, parents, partners, and those who are less privileged. But how can we help people if we cannot take care of ourselves? How can we help others if we are tired because we are sleep-deprived? How can we help people if we are in poor physical shape because we don't find the time to exercise? How can we help people if we are sick because we do not take care of our physical health or have an unhealthy diet? How can we help people if we are depressed or anxious because we do not take care of our mental health? We want the best for the people we love. In this case, we should strive for the best for ourselves. A lot of us have a strong sense of duty to others that drives us. We also need to have a strong sense of duty to ourselves. We need to help ourselves the way we help others. 
A simple exercise recommended to me is to set aside 30 minutes to one hour per day, every day, for self-care. This means setting aside time for yourself to take care of your needs. This could be taking a walk, exercising, stretching, meditating, reading a book, having a nap, taking a bath, doing nothing or whatever you want to do. However, it should not be any activity that requires being in front of a screen, as we already spend way too much time in front of our phones or computers, especially on social media. What is important is that it should be enjoyable, and it should not be another task on your to do list, a chore or a challenging thing to do. So, if it is exercising, it should be pleasant and not something that makes you drag your feet.
Some might think that 30 minutes to an hour a day is impossible. But when you think about it, one hour per day is not a lot compared to all the time we spend on other things. It is also not easy because we all have busy schedules between work, family/love life and social commitments. People often say they do not have time. Well, we all have 24 hours in a day. So, we all have the same amount of time. However, the difference lies in how we set our own priorities. Do you prefer to spend an hour on social media scrolling endlessly only to realise you don’t remember anything you have just watched, or do you want to do something for yourselves which is good for you? So next time you are about to go on social media, tell yourself: I am going to do something for me and go for a walk or whatever you want to do that will make you feel good about yourself.
I believe it is worth setting aside one hour each day to take care of yourself. It might not work every day, but if this can be done three-four times a week, this is already great. I found it difficult at the beginning as I thought I would never find the time. Then I realised that it is crazy if I cannot even find one hour per day for myself. So, I started practising physical activities that I really enjoyed, which are boxing and swimming. And when I don’t exercise, I love taking walks. It helps me clear my mind, discover or notice new things in my neighbourhood and helps me disconnect from the business of the day. Give it a try. Set aside an hour for yourself and see how you feel.
Express your needs
As mentioned before, my mother is a very generous and selfless person, dedicating her time and energy to her family and people in need. She was a great role model who inspired me to change industries and work in impact investing. In addition, the Christian values of loving, sharing, and forgiving, which I was raised with, are valuable but can also lead people to prioritise others' needs to the detriment of their own. I was raised with the example of selflessness set by my grandmother and her sister, who would give each other their favourite part of bread, hoping to please the other. My grandmother loved the crust of the bread, while her sister preferred the breadcrumbs. So, my selfless grandmother would give her sister what she preferred the most – the crust – while her sister did the same by giving what she preferred the most – the breadcrumbs. The problem is that they both dislike the same thing their sister likes. So, they both ended up eating their least favourite part. I always heard this story as a child and thought it was a great example of generosity, for a long time. I now realise that this story tells us that if everybody expressed their needs, they could both please each other while eating their favourite part of the bread. Thus, while generosity is a great value to instil in your children, I believe selflessness can be a barrier to happiness, and that people will never know what you want unless you express your needs.
We are often surprised when people fail to consider our needs and desires. This applies to relationships within our family, with friends, or at work as well. A typical example is when we have a specific work project that we are keen on, but our boss assigns it to another colleague, leaving us confused and frustrated. The reason is that people make decisions based on the information available to them. Often, they may not know what we want. So, the simplest thing to do is to express our needs and our desires. This means telling people what we want. This is true at work, in a relationship, in a family or among friends. So, next time, you are in such a situation, try to express calmly your interest as early as possible and notice how you feel afterwards. It does not mean you will necessarily get what you want. But at least you will not feel regret or resentment for not expressing your needs. And next time, you might actually get it. 
Learn how to say no
By identifying our needs and expressing them, we define what our priorities are and what is not. This helps us decide what we want to spend our time on. This could be a specific project at work, working towards a promotion, being able to leave at 5pm every day so we can have dinner with our family or friends, training for a marathon or learning how to break dance. This is only possible if we are conscious that we have the right to say no. Indeed, if we want to focus on this key project and deliver it on time, we need to be able to communicate to our boss that the deadlines of some other projects might need to be pushed back or assigned to other colleagues. Being able to leave at 5pm means asking people to schedule calls or meetings before that time or deciding if our attendance at these calls or meetings is essential for us to complete our work.
What is interesting is that when we start prioritising our time and saying no, people begin to understand that our time and energy are limited and start valuing it even more. Nevertheless, we need to be aware that the part of our life that we have decided not to prioritise will not progress as quickly as we would like. Seeking a better work-life balance might mean a slower promotion compared to others who prioritise their careers over other things, for example. At the end of the day, only the things we pay attention to tend to grow. And this is ok. It is all a matter of defining our own priorities that align with our true selves.
Another advantage of learning how to say no is avoiding building frustrations and resentments towards ourselves because we are unable to dedicate sufficient time and energy to our own priorities. Reed Hastings, the founder of Netflix believes that saying no is essential for doing good work as: (i) we avoid spreading ourselves too thin, (ii) we maintain healthy relationships and take care of ourselves, (iii) it empowers us to make informed choices that align with our values and goals and (iv) it allows us to focus on what truly matters to us rather than being pulled in multiple directions. Of course, it is much easier to say no when you are a billionaire founder of a successful company in your 60s than when you are a 22-year-old graduate in your first job. But at the end of the day, it is all about finding the right balance in accepting new challenges or pushing back on them as per our own personal inspirations.
A great way of learning to say no is by listening to our body and emotional state. We all go through different cycles of high and low energy. For women, these energy cycles are often correlated with their cycle. Nevertheless, as men, we also experience cycles of high and low energy, although those cycles tend to be longer than women’s. Listening to our body, our level of fatigue, and our state of mind helps us better decide when it's essential to say no, allowing us to get the rest we need. This avoids quitting when, sometimes, what we only need is a break.
Forgive yourself 
I hold a Master’s degree in Finance from Lancaster University in the UK. It is not Oxbridge, and it is not an Ivy League either. During my career in finance and through social encounters, I came across many people who had graduated from prestigious universities, which brought me a feeling of shame and resentment about my own educational background. For a long time, I was angry and frustrated with myself for not achieving better grades in high school and for not getting into a better university. I was holding a grudge against my old self. It made me feel like I wasn't enough and contributed to my imposter syndrome. How could I perform and compete with guys who graduated from these prestigious universities? 
Gradually, throughout my career, I realised that the university you attended in your early 20s does not matter very much. Additionally, I enhanced my educational background by becoming a CFA charterholder, a finance-related professional certification, and attended other executive training sessions during my career. This helped me understand something about myself, which is that I particularly enjoy studying and that learning is a continuous process throughout our lives.
However, I still had this frustration about myself through my 20s and 30s. But through therapy, I came to understand that there is no point holding a grudge against my old self. Would I do things differently if I were faced with it now? Most probably. But this doesn’t matter. What matters is that I was a different person back then, and I just did the best I could with the cards I had at that point in my life. So, I came to understand that I can only forgive my old self now to find some peace with my (old) self.
In addition, it also helped me understand that dwelling on “what if” didn’t bring me anything. This realisation took years; it was not an easy process. But more importantly, I decided to stop having regrets in life. Sometimes this thought crosses my mind for a few seconds, but I just let it pass through and let it go. At the end of the day, we can look at past experiences as positive or negative, but for me, I look at them as learning opportunities. And now, I would not change anything that happened to me. Because if I did change something, I would not have this life and the amazing people that inhabit it.
Having lived in Cambodia, a predominantly Buddhist country, I noticed the resilience of Cambodians in the face of adversity and their ability to enjoy the present moment. It made me curious about Buddhist philosophy away from the religious practice. Having read a few books about this philosophy, I rapidly came across the best seller “The Power of Now” inspired by Buddhist philosophy by Eckhart Tolle, a German author and spiritual teacher. I found his book particularly compelling – though not an easy read – as his message is quite simple but beautiful. Living in the present moment is essential for achieving inner peace, as the past and future are merely mental constructs. In this book, Tolle says forgiveness helps us let go of this pain. It happens naturally when we realise that holding grudges only strengthens a false sense of self. Forgiveness means accepting life as it is, free from the burden of past suffering. When we genuinely forgive ourselves, we take back our power from the ego. Because the egotistic mind cannot forgive, but we can.
To forgive ourselves, we need to accept that in the past we made certain decisions or most of the time we let events happen to us without reacting to them. This was because we were younger and unconscious about our true selves due to our limiting beliefs and traumatic experiences we had, which we didn’t know about then. Also, we had no control over a lot of things that happened to us. We ended up in situations that might have been dangerous or traumatising because we didn’t know at that time where we were stepping into. I experienced bullying in a toxic work environment in my 20s. I didn’t know how to react at that time. I didn’t say anything, and it made me very stressed and anxious. For a long time, I thought I was the issue; I wasn’t tough enough for this environment. But years later, I read in the press that this particular company I worked for had a reputation for its toxic and bullying culture. When I read that, I finally had validation for how I felt and what I experienced at that time.
But we are now a different person than back then, and with the mighty power of hindsight. It is essential to understand how we felt at the time when we made this decision, to put ourselves in our past shoes to understand our past context. We need to accept that we were a different person back then. After that, we can admit we did what we could in this context and feel compassion and gratitude towards our past self. This way, we can forgive ourselves. 
There will never be a perfect time
When we talk about happiness, people imagine a perfect life with a perfect job, a perfect partner, a perfect family with a perfect house and perfect weather. Perfection does not exist. It never existed and will never exist. Perfection is simply a concept that humans have invented, but it doesn’t have any practicality or existence in reality. This is why one of my favourite common say is: ”Don’t wait for sunshine, learn how to dance in the rain.” Let’s not be like the two characters of Samuel Beckett’s play “Waiting for Godot”, who wait anxiously for something (Godot’s arrival) that never happens. This is just an excuse not to take responsibility for our lives into our own hands. Instead, we are better off deciding what is essential in our lives, defining these priorities and working towards them with the cards we have been dealt. A good example that there is never a perfect time is that we are often scared to announce negative news that is going to hurt someone. This could be when we are leaving a partner, resigning from a job, letting go of an employee or ending a friendship. None of these examples is an easy decision. Because of that, we often feel it is not the right time for the person to receive this piece of news. But we have to be conscious that there will never be a right or ideal time for bad news. What is essential is that we feel it is the time for us to communicate this piece of news because we need this change in our lives to be happier.
We can decide if we want to be happy in life or not. We can choose misery, or we can choose to strive for happiness. It is all about a matter of state of mind. I very much like the quote from Turin Brakes: “Above the clouds, the sky is always blue”. We can be under grey clouds and feel miserable about ourselves, but when we think about it, above the clouds, the sky is always blue. And we know the clouds will go away, and we will eventually be able to see this blue sky, which has always been here all along. I find this idea inspiring as well as reassuring.
Another example of how we view our life and what it has to offer is the eternal debate between optimists and pessimists about the glass being half full or half empty. At the end of the day, there is a certain amount of water in the glass. What changes is our perception of the situation. This shows our intense subjectivity in how we perceive life. But the optimistic and pessimistic views assume that the problem is static (the glass) and that we only have two choices in life (a positive or negative perception). I believe there is a third option. This is based on the fact that all situations are fluid because the world changes all the time. Furthermore, we do change as well if we adopt a growth mindset. So, the best answer I have ever heard to this question is that it does not matter if the glass is half full or half empty. What is essential is to know that we can always pick a water bottle and fill up the glass. In many situations, we have the capability of making it better if we take a step back and look at the whole picture and go with an open mind and peace of mind. This is how to find balance in many situations – with or without a glass.
BFF or maybe not?
Virgil has been one of my best friends since university, and we have known each other for 15 years. We travelled in many countries together, and I was his best man at his wedding. Virgil came from a problematic family with a history of depression and a very rigid father. So, he had his baggage of traumas and limiting beliefs. Nevertheless, he studied business, worked in banking in Hong Kong and Tokyo and had a quite successful career. He got married to a lady who was earnest, funny, upbeat and liked to try new things. One big difference between us was that I believe in a growth mind-set, while he didn’t. Virgil was constantly unhappy, unhappy in his job, unhappy with his family, unhappy with his past and unhappy with his life. We often discussed together the types of changes Virgil would benefit from in his life. However, something was stopping him from putting them into action. Instead, he fell into victimisation and complained about his life. It was a vicious circle he was not able to break away from. As his best friend, I was the primary recipient of these complaints. I felt responsible for his happiness – or his lack of – and I was trying to find ways to help him, but all failed, which made me frustrated and sad. After several years of this toxic dynamic, Virgil turned 35, and it was increasingly difficult for me to be here for him, listening to his complaints and not seeing any positive change in his life. I understood that I was enabling him to complain (to me) while I was very sad because of his unhappiness. So, I took my courage and told him that if we continued on this path, in 15 years, he would turn 50 and would likely still be unhappy and resentful about his life. I told him that if this were the case, it would mean that I would have spent these 15 years listening to his complaints and not being able to help him become happy. I told him I could no longer continue supporting him like this unless he sought professional help and implemented some positive changes in his life. This was a brutal message. He was deeply hurt by it and felt resentful towards me. Then, a few months later, he wrote to me to tell me that he understood, that he was sorry for having created this dynamic and that it was better for us to move on with our lives separately. Though we are no longer in contact, I know that he is still married, he has two children now, and he has changed jobs, still in finance, though. I genuinely wish him that he now understands that he is the only person responsible for his happiness… and that he has found it.
After this painful experience for both Virgil and me, I came to understand something about myself. It takes two to tango, and so I was also the co-creator of this toxic relationship. I came to know that I maintained this toxic relationship alive for so many years for two reasons. The first one was that I had a saviour syndrome. The saviour syndrome means feeling good about ourselves by being selfless and helping someone and becoming their “saviour”, often to our detriment. In this case, I was trying to “save” him to the detriment of my mental health. The second thing I was getting from Virgil was a reassuring feeling that someone close to me was less happy than I was. This was an unhealthy ego boost that I received from this relationship. It sounds awful and shameful as it is. This ego boost was due to my lack of confidence, which made me look for this unhealthy clutch to the detriment of Virgil. This probably meant that Virgil felt even worse thinking that I was happier than he was. Toxic relationships might be more complicated than we think they are and might not necessarily be one-sided, but their raison d’être is clearly unhealthy. This is why being able to end a toxic relationship is liberating for both people involved in it. This might explain the expression: “if you like somebody, you have to set them free”.
According to the Harvard Study of Adult Development carried out over 85 years (Waldinger, R. J., & Schulz, M. S. (2023)), the most significant aspect of what makes us happy is strong social and supportive relationships and a sense of belonging. Therefore, building meaningful relationships with friends, family, a community, or a partner is essential to our happiness. Such relationships require time and effort in order to nurture them. It can be gratifying to know that we have someone who can support us in times of need, while they know that we are here for them as well when they need us. But it is essential to ensure that such relationships are balanced and beneficial for both parties. We need to make sure they are not one-sided. Sometimes relationships can evolve towards a one-way street where only one person gives and the other one takes, which can lead to a toxic relationship. We too often maintain toxic relationships because they might have been nurturing in the past, but are no longer bringing us anything positive and can actually bring us down. This is why being able to take a step back and assess our relationships is key to avoiding toxic ones. Deciding to end a toxic relationship is a challenging thing, especially when it is with a family member or a close friend. It can appear as outright cold and selfish. But our happiness and mental health are the priority here. This is why, though it is not easy, it can be a very liberating experience to help us move forward in our life and free space for other, more nurturing relationships to come in. This is part of the journey to love and accept ourselves, so we can take responsibility for our own happiness.
Next Steps
· List the things you would like to do for yourself if you had one hour per day.
· Block in your schedule one hour (or 30 minutes if you can’t) for yourself for three-four days this week.
· List things in your past that you are resentful or regretful for. Think about what you have learnt from these experiences. Read them out loud and forgive yourself for them.
· This week, express your needs on something that is important for you once to your loved ones or at work. See how you feel afterwards.
· This week, say no to your loved ones or at work about something that is not a priority for you. See how you feel afterwards.
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"Very little is needed to make a happy life; it is all within yourself in your way of thinking." Marcus Aurelius

You are the only person responsible for your happiness
For a long time, I thought that to be happy in life, I needed to love someone and be loved in return. I believed that all my problems would disappear if I were in a loving relationship. I thought that love could solve it all. All you need is love, right? I felt that the person I loved would make me happy. I thought she would accept and resolve all my insecurities through loving me. I thought she was effectively responsible for my happiness. That’s a lot of pressure for someone. I was really confused when, at 29, I was in love and loved, yet still felt miserable about myself. It took me several years of therapy and of going through my traumas and limiting beliefs in my 30s to understand that first, I need to be happy with myself. I need to know my true self. I need to love myself. I need to find happiness within myself, and the only person who can do that is me. I understood that I am the only person responsible for my own happiness. It was a long process. It was scary at the beginning to think that I needed to take charge of my own happiness, that I couldn’t outsource it to someone else. It made me feel alone at the beginning, but then I realised that a lot of people cared about me and that they could provide moral support in this process if I were able to open up to them about it. I had to be honest with them about how I felt, which required me to be honest with myself. I gradually took on this responsibility, and it became a liberating feeling. I finally knew I was in charge. I finally understood that it is something I could work on by myself and for myself. I knew what I needed to do, which was to strive for happiness in my life. It took me a lot of time to implement changes that made me happy with myself. I only wish I had guidance on how to go about it.  This is why I will now share with you how to go about it.
You are the only person in charge of your happiness. This concept is called radical responsibility. The great news is you have control over your happiness, and you can act on it without being dependent on anybody else for it. Not your partner, not your parents, not your children, not your friends and especially not your colleagues or boss. And the reason that they are not responsible for your happiness is that they are already busy being responsible for their own happiness. 
Being responsible for your happiness starts by understanding who you truly are.
The false self that narrows your path in life
As explained before, until I was 29, I believed that if I found the woman of my life, I would have to get married and have children, while divorce was not an option. This was ingrained in me from my catholic upbringing. This was a limiting belief I could not shake off for a long time because it was forged into my mind as a child by my environment. Furthermore, I was following a path that was not mine. I was working in a job that didn’t give me the satisfaction I was looking for because I had inherited the trauma from my dad’s own trauma of being afraid of not having enough money. So, I prioritised making money before satisfying other inspirations. It made me feel empty inside, depressed, anxious and led to panic attacks. It led to addictive behaviours such as drinking heavily on the weekends, among other things. 
Indeed, we are all the product of our education and environment. During early childhood, we tend to subconsciously develop behaviours, traumas, and limiting beliefs in a powerful manner. The reason for this is that our brain is not yet fully formed, and our understanding of the world is limited to sensations and observations that we don’t fully comprehend. This is why we react so strongly emotionally and neuro-cognitively to them. Furthermore, during early childhood, we seek emotional and physical safety as we have the biological fear of being abandoned. This is why we feel the need to please the adults who protect us to ensure they will continue to love us forever. This is simply a survival instinct that leads us to change our behaviour in a certain way to please our parents. This is why we hyper-adapt to them and to their own limiting beliefs, as well as being influenced by our social and cultural environment.
But what is a limiting belief exactly? A limiting belief is a subjective belief that we, as an individual or as a group of people, such as a family, a community, or a society, develop, which narrows our view of life. It is based on cultural norms and individual experience. It is often born out of traumatic experience at the individual or group level. This can be as mundane as fear of dogs because we were bitten as young children, or much more tragic, such as domestic violence, as this is the only example of parenthood or relationship we were exposed to during our childhood.
The problem is that our parents have gone through life with their own set of limiting beliefs and have had their own traumatising experiences. This leads us to assimilate their traumas and their limiting beliefs, as well as experience our own traumatic experiences during our childhood. 
People often think that traumas leading to specific behaviours, such as domestic violence or addictions such as alcoholism, are genetic. Therefore, many believe we inherit them from our parents, and there is nothing we can do to treat their causes. I came across Dr Garbor Maté, the author of “The Myth of Normal: Trauma, Illness, and Healing in a Toxic Culture”, through a friend. What I like about Dr Maté is the high level of empathy he has towards his patients who suffer from addictions, including heroin addicts, and his unconventional way to find out the cause of these addictions and the alternative healing process he guides them through. In his book, Maté mentions that many traumas are experiences that shape our lives, and their effects can be transmitted intergenerationally through family dynamics, cultural norms, and societal conditions. Traumas are not genetic diseases but reactions to pain and suffering, especially in early childhood.
In other words, the sum of all our traumas and limiting beliefs, acquired either through our own individual experiences or transmitted by our parents or community, leads us to develop a personality that is not truly our own. This personality is our false self. As mentioned earlier, this false self is necessary in childhood to adapt and survive in our environment. However, later in life, when we become adults, this trauma-induced false self narrows our path in life. It often makes us take the wrong path and brings pain and cognitive dissonance. This means behaving against our interest and sometimes inflicting further pain upon ourselves. This translates into a life that is not aligned with who we truly are. A life in which we take the wrong decisions and make us either stressed, anxious, apathetic, depressed, self-destructive or develop addictions.
Tolle explains that we all know someone who repeatedly enters into dysfunctional relationships or ends up in bad situations in their life. Our reaction is: Why do they keep on choosing such a bad partner? Such a person does not actually make this choice. They make this unconscious sub-optimal decision because they are conditioned by their experience with parents with dysfunctional relationships or having been abused by them. Such people may associate intimacy and abuse, and therefore cannot break away from this vicious circle. This is often the case, that they seek to recreate the only thing they know and are familiar with. And this, even if it is painful, is at least familiar. We prefer to move forward with what we know – even if it is a bad option – than going into the unknown. This is a form of cognitive dissonance called self-sabotage. This is why we sometimes compromise on our happiness to avoid addressing past traumas. 
This is why it is essential to break the cycle of mental patterns and move beyond the false self that limits our choices in life to a predetermined, narrow path. Indeed, overcoming these traumas, limiting beliefs and patterns of behaviour is a complicated process. It requires dedication and courage. It is a process of introspection to understand the thought processes and patterns we have followed throughout our lives, to move away from them. Additionally, some people around you may not know what you are going through or what you are aiming for. But eventually they will when they see who you have become.
Why find out your true self
After I had my first panic attack at 29, I felt miserable about myself and my choices in life. I was apathetic, depressed and did not understand what was happening to me. I was confused at the beginning because I had always thought I wanted to be in London, work in finance, and achieve financial independence, and I loved my girlfriend.
I had the feeling that if I continued that way, I would eventually feel trapped in this relationship and in this life. A good friend of mine once told me that if I continued on this path by sticking to my job, getting married, and having children, I would wake up one day with a feeling of wanting to run away. However, as I was “too nice” according to her, i.e., I didn’t express my needs, I would not dare to leave, and therefore, I would remain miserable. It is a pretty brutal comment, but I gradually understood she was right.
For me, by starting talking to this psychologist and understanding that no, I don’t have to get married, that no, I don’t have to have children if I don’t want to and that yes, there is always a way out of an unhappy marriage was the first crack in my false self. I felt quite shaken by it at the beginning because I thought I had iron-clad convictions, which helped me bring some order to this chaotic world. So, the first sensation was a feeling of confusion, which was mixed with a sense of relief at starting to break this limiting belief.
To be clear on children, I am not advocating not having children, far from it. Many of my friends get a lot of joy from their children, and it is terrific. Others have had children, love them, but only wish they had thought about it before having them, rather than just having them because everybody does. Some of my other friends have decided not to have children and are quite happy about it. In other words, what is essential is to understand who we truly are and what we truly want in life to avoid making decisions and living a life that does not reflect that.
Many people make these life-defining decisions in their false self in their 20s and 30s and end up feeling trapped. This is why so many people go through burnouts, because they are working hard in jobs that are not fulfilling to them. This is why so many people do acts of self-sabotage in their careers, in their relationships or in their lives in general. This is why so many people go through a midlife crisis. It is their subconscious that is trying to find a way out in a destructive and chaotic way. There is an alternative to that, and this is the Self-Discovery Journey.
For some people, living in the false self means letting these negative aspects of their lives define who they are as a way to avoid taking responsibility for themselves. It translates into people feeling miserable and enabling them to complain. Blaming others or external factors for the situation we are in is a widespread behaviour. This is just the false self, telling us to ignore that there might be an exit at the end of the tunnel we are in and to say to ourselves that we can always walk towards this exit.
For some others, making other people happy can justify their own misery. This is especially true for people with saviour syndrome.  Nevertheless, it usually leads us to make compromises detrimental to our well-being, which makes us unhappy. This is a behaviour we often see in the NGO or international development sector, where people think they can save the world and all the disadvantaged people, and that suffering when doing so is an avoidable fate. This usually justifies them to carry their cross or, in other words, to make choices that are detrimental to them (their health, financial situation, love life, etc.). This is also often driven by personal traumas or limiting beliefs, leading to a self-imposed responsibility of having to save other people. Don’t get me wrong, I think it is a great thing that people want to dedicate their lives to helping others. However, this should not be a justification for neglecting their own happiness and well-being.
Our false self is something we can contain and live with in our 20s and potentially some parts of our 30s, but at some point, in our lives, something will start screaming at us and will make the status quo unbearable. This is why the purpose of finding our true self, or authentic self, is to avoid that and finally be in line with ourselves. This enables us to find fulfilment and be at peace with ourselves. This helps us look at ourselves in a non-judgmental way and accept who we are, including our qualities and singularities. It also shows us our own limitations and how to approach them and potentially work on them.
Finding who we are enables us to separate what is our own personality, our personal values and interests, from what was ingrained in us during our childhood, as well as our traumatic experiences and limiting beliefs. It provides us with a perspective on our environment, as well as how we came to be influenced by it. It teaches us what we want to take from present experiences and what we do not. It helps us address our cognitive dissonance and understand what we want out of life and align our lifestyle and purpose with that.
Carl Jung, one of the most influential psychiatrists and the founder of the school of analytical psychology, explained that each person has a unique path to follow. He further explained that through self-realisation, integrating all aspects of ourselves and exploring our unconscious mind, we can uncover our true selves. He called this individuation. For that, we need to understand what our childhood traumas and the limiting beliefs we were taught or have adopted that shape the shell we are stuck in and limit our ability to have a fulfilling life. By understanding and overcoming these traumas, we can break that shell and become the incredible person that we are, so we can spread our wings and take the jump of life. In Chapter 3, we will explore in more detail how to discover our true selves through self-realisation and psychotherapy. But before that, lets measure how we feel about our life.
Measure your happiness with the Wheel of Life
Now that we have begun describing the Self-Discovery Journey, this section is to help you begin your own Self-Discovery Journey. This starts with measuring your own happiness to take stock of where you are in your journey.
Measuring happiness might sound strange, and of course, happiness can only be felt. However, the Wheel of Life is a simple and powerful tool to assess our fulfilment in life. It is a helpful guide to help us focus on where to improve. Indeed, it is a visual tool that can be used to assess and balance various aspects of our lives and ensure that our basic needs are fulfilled. As per psychologist Abraham Maslow, when our basic needs are not met, our lives fall out of balance, which leads to neurotic behaviours like anxiety, addictive tendencies and depression. The Wheel of Life enables us to identify areas of strength and weakness, set goals and track progress to find our balance and a more fulfilling life. The Wheel of Life is attributed to Paul J. Meyer, a pioneer in personal development and is often used by psychologists and life coaches.
The Wheel of Life consists typically of 6-10 categories, which can vary depending on the person’s life and focus. Common categories include: Health and Vitality, Love, Relationships (family and friends), Career, Finance, Physical Environment, Leisure, Personal Growth, Spirituality, Creativity, etc.
The objective is to rate ourselves in each category on a scale from 1-10, indicating our level of satisfaction or fulfilment in that area. We can then plot the ratings on a circular diagram, with each category represented by a section of the wheel. This visual representation can help us see the relationships between different areas of our lives and how satisfied we are, or if there are particular areas we should be focusing on. 
Here is a list of suggested questions that can help us scale each category:
· Health and Vitality:
· How do I feel about myself? Am I satisfied with my current health status?
· Do I get enough sleep? How is the quality of my sleep?
· How is my energy level? How dependent is it on caffeine, energy drinks or other drugs?
· Are there any areas where I feel burnt out or exhausted?
· How healthy is my current diet? How often do I eat processed food?
· What can I do to improve my nutrition?
· Do I exercise regularly? Is that enough?
· How stressed am I? What can I do to reduce my stress level?
· Love (if applicable):
· How satisfied am I with my current relationship?
· How do I view the level of trust and loyalty in my relationship? Can I fully trust my partner? Can my partner fully trust me?
· How do I view the level of emotional intimacy in my relationship? Am I able to express my feelings and be understood? Is my partner able to do so as well?
· How do we resolve conflicts together?
· Are we able to spend quality time together, and is it sufficient?
· How do I view our sex life? Are we able to talk about sex together?
· Friends & Family:
· How satisfied am I with the quality of my relationships and social connections?
· How much time per week do I spend with my friends?
· How much time per week do I spend with my family, my children, my parents?
· Are there any unresolved conflicts or issues?
· How healthy are my friendships? What do they bring me?
· Is there any toxicity in some of them?
· Do I feel gratitude towards them?
· Career:
· Am I satisfied in my current job and career? Do I love what I do?
· Do I feel I am using my talents and strengths in my work each day?
· Is my work environment relatively harmonious? Do I like who I work with?
· Am I fulfilling my professional aspirations? Am I moving towards mastery?
· Do I feel like my work provides me with a sense of purpose?
· What steps can I take to advance my career or pursue new opportunities?
· Finance:
· Do I feel financially secure?
· Am I satisfied with my level of income and my level of spending?
· What financial objectives do I have (buying a house, saving for retirement, etc.)?
· How am I working towards achieving that?
· Do I save and invest sufficiently?
· Is my level of debt sustainable, and how long will it take me to pay it down?
· Physical environment:
· How satisfied am I with my current living space (i.e., my home)?
· Do I feel comfortable and relaxed in my home?
· Is my home organised and clutter-free?
· Is there enough natural light and ventilation?
· Am I satisfied with local amenities (parks, shops, restaurants, etc.)?
· Do I feel safe walking alone in my neighbourhood?
· Hobbies
· How do I prioritise relaxation and enjoyment in my free time?
· What are my favourite hobbies or activities that bring me joy and fulfilment?
· How many hours per week do I practice or play these hobbies or activities?
· What steps can I take to incorporate more play and recreation into my life?
· Personal growth:
· Am I actively pursuing personal growth and learning opportunities?
· Am I working on improving myself intellectually and emotionally?
· What skillset or knowledge do I want to acquire?
· How do I prioritise learning and self-improvement in my daily life?
· How do I cultivate a sense of gratitude and mindfulness in my daily life?
Wheel of Life example
[image: ]
There are a couple of essential conditions that need to be taken into consideration while completing this wheel of life. The first one is the importance of being honest with ourselves. Our false self or our denial of our problems can make us blind to the reality of our situation and therefore the realistic rating in particular categories. The second element is not to use the number 7. The reason is that a lot of us tend to gravitate towards seven because it is not bad, but it is not great either. So, let’s be honest with ourselves and let’s not score each category with a 7. With these two conditions, we can honestly assess our level of fulfilment and decide what we can do about it.
The next step after having completed the Wheel of Life is to determine two or three actions that we can take to help us grow in each category. After that, we can make an appointment with ourselves (every month or every quarter, for example) to check how we are progressing and update our Wheel of Life. This can lead to maintaining such actions or defining new ones. So, let’s see how our Wheel of Life is looking.
Next Steps
· Write down what stops you being responsible for your happiness.
· Write down what can you do to take responsibility for your happiness.
· Draw your Wheel of Life and assign a rating to each section.
· Write down which areas you would like to improve and what concrete actions you want to take.




3. [bookmark: _Toc216175197]Know yourself

“Your own Self-Realization is the greatest service you can render the world.”  Ramana Maharshi
"Knowing others is intelligence; knowing yourself is true wisdom." Lao Tzu

Knowing yourself starts with going to psychotherapy
This personal journey in discovering ourselves is not easy and takes time because of how ingrained our traumas and limiting beliefs are in our subconscious. Therefore, it is unlikely that a human being alone can go through this process of introspection and overcome these traumas and beliefs. I believe that for this, we need professional help to guide us in this self-examination. This is why I believe psychotherapy is an effective way through this Self-Discovery Journey of finding our true self and being able to take care of ourselves, to love ourselves, to accept ourselves and to forgive ourselves in order to become responsible for our own happiness.
The aim of knowing who we truly are is to be able to answer the following questions and be a peace with the answers and ourselves: 
1. How would I describe myself (three qualities I think I have and three personal traits I want to improve or change)?
2. What gives me joy or makes me happy? 
3. What are my regrets? What are my fears? 
4. What are my behaviours that are hurtful?
5. What do I believe in which is limiting my ability to be happy? 
Taking the time to think and reflect about them is the first step to self-realisation to find our true self. Indeed, inward exploration can take many forms. After this first step, I believe that the most efficient and safest way for self-realisation is to go to psychotherapy. Therapy can help us understand our traumas and limiting beliefs by providing a safe and supportive environment to explore our thoughts and emotions, accompanied by a professional. Through therapy, we can identify and challenge negative patterns and behaviours that hold us back. Bessel van der Kolk, a psychologist, indicates that: “Trauma often shatters belief systems and robs people of their sense of meaning.” By working through these traumas and limiting beliefs, we can develop a greater sense of self-awareness and understanding of who we are. Ultimately, psychotherapy empowers us to reframe our experiences and create a more compassionate and authentic sense of self. Typically, therapy starts with the analysis of our childhood experiences, including traumatising ones as well as the limiting beliefs developed from these experiences. This process empowers us to take a step back from these traumas and beliefs and dissociate ourselves from them. When you let go of these traumas and beliefs and discover your true self and your purpose in life, you develop a sense of freedom, and energy from within.
My (tortuous) therapy journey
As mentioned before, after my first panic attack, I went to see a psychologist who helped me understand my limited belief around the need to get married, and have children. This therapy lasted five sessions and was solely focused on this specific issue. Though it was very useful and helped me progress in life around this topic, I continued to suffer from self-doubt and anxiety, while feeling unfulfilled at work, and struggling to connect with my colleagues. Eventually, my panic attacks came back. This made me decide to start another short therapy for eight sessions this time to help me manage my anxiety and to understand what to do about work. During these sessions, I learnt a few techniques to manage my anxiety and I was advised to do meditation or yoga. The discussion I had around the fact that I didn’t find my work fulfilling came to the conclusion that I should look for another job more in line with my values, and with inspiring people I could better connect as well as being able to be inspired by them. Again, these were both useful conclusions, however this short therapy didn’t help me find who I truly was and how to find what do with my life to be fully aligned with my true self. So, I came out of it somewhat disappointed but focused on putting in place these recommendations. A few years later in my 30s, after having found a more fulfilling and challenging job with more inspiring people I could better connect with and having started a daily meditation practice, I came to understand that I needed to go deeper to face the root cause of my continuing self-doubt and anxiety. I started doing some research on the different types of therapies and discovered that Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) was more suited for me. I personally like CBT as I find it is the right balance between the necessary analysis of childhood experiences and traumas to find our true self (“Cognitive” part), as well as the examination of our present negative behaviour and patterns (“Behavioural” part). This third therapy was more in-depth compared to the two previous ones and lasted a year. There was more focus on analysing some of my past traumas and my current behaviours leading to self-doubt as well as learning confidence building techniques. Although I felt this type of therapy was more adapted to what I needed and felt I made progress in building confidence and taming my anxiety, I continued to struggle to really feel a break through and feeling more at peace with myself. I felt that this therapist didn’t use a clear path and structured approach to address my problems. I felt it didn’t address my existential questions of who I truly am and what is my purpose in life. I also felt that this therapy didn’t sufficiently help me in my path to know my true self, while I still suffered from anxiety and self-doubt. So, I decided to stop. About a year later, my partner went through a burnout and started a psychotherapy focused on neuro atypical profiles. She finally felt she was understood and was learning who she was. This inspired me and made me realise that I still had a lot of unresolved traumas, and limiting beliefs, and I still didn’t know was I truly was yet. Therefore, I looked for another CBT therapist who was specialised in neuro-atypical people and decided to resume my therapy with a different therapist more adapted to my needs. This therapist offered me a structured, methodical and holistic approach to find my true self. For the first few sessions, we solely focused on analysing my childhood traumas, which translated into limiting beliefs, how I felt about myself and into negative behaviours and patterns I derived from them. For example, during this therapy I discovered that my self-doubt came from the fact that I grew up with two older brothers who were six and four years older than me. Though this age gap does not seem material, when I was still a child, they were already teenagers. So, I did not have the same level of psychological development as they did. I struggled to cope with them physically, but also mentally and psychologically. Therefore, I was always trying to catch up but was never able to. I remember at the dinner table where everybody talked at the same time or interrupted each other, I always struggled to express myself, and quite often just kept quiet. This contributed to developing a certain lack of confidence because whatever I tried, I was never good enough to match them. Hence the self-doubt and the feeling I always had to play catch up. I felt this therapist was more adapted to me and saw her once a week for a year. This therapy was not easy of course. It required a lot of introspection, and addressing difficult parts of my past life. Therapy is not a straight forward process. I often came out of sessions exhausted or just sad. I was disappointed at myself, at my past and present behaviour, at having been in these negative patterns for so long. Sometimes I felt I was making great progress and I needed to slow down to integrate what I had discovered. While at other times, I just felt frustrated at myself because I felt I was not progressing fast enough. Though it was not an easy process, this therapy helped me understand who I am and what I want in life. It helped me understand I am a hyper sensitive neuro atypical man and how to make it a strength in life. This led me to address my cognitive dissonance and break away from the anxiety and panic attacks I used to suffer from and be at peace with myself. Therapy has also enabled me to find the right balance in my relationship with my partner as well as with my family. After a year, I decided to stop this therapy as I felt I found my true self and felt at peace with myself. About a year later I resumed the therapy but only once a month for over a year. The reason was that I needed help and guidance to understand what I am good at and give me the confidence to quit my job to find my true purpose. This phase of my therapy helped me manage the change and transition to a new life which I wanted to put in place. This second phase helped me better understand my authentic self and gain confidence to quit my job and start writing this book.
My therapy journey led me through four therapists, which might seem a lot. The reason is that at that time, I did not know what I wanted to achieve exactly apart from feeling better about myself away from this anxiety and self-doubt. I didn’t know what to expect in terms of process as well as the type of therapy best suited for me, nor the right therapist to go for. The purpose of this chapter is to help you out how to go about finding the right type of therapy, and the right therapist for you to know who you truly are and feel at peace with yourselves. But before that, lets address how many of you might just feel right now about therapy.
False self arguments against therapy
I firmly believe that going to therapy is the best investment in our happiness we could ever make as men. However, what often blocks us from taking the first step in this journey is our false self. Indeed, the false self has an incredible propensity to make us lie to ourselves. This translates into our false self creating a self-sabotage narrative with many arguments against us doing the right thing to bury our authentic selves as much as possible. This is why we will go together through the most common arguments against therapy that our false self tells ourselves.
Argument 1: I am not crazy
Many people, especially from older generations or more conservative backgrounds, still believe that therapy is only for crazy people. While these views have mostly changed, some people still see therapy negatively. We live in highly normative societies, even though people express their differences in as many ways as possible now. Because of these norms, many feel the need to be "normal", i.e. to fit in. For a lot of us, being normal means hiding or denying our problems, including mental health issues. However, what is considered normal can vary greatly between cultures and is often based on a false idea of who we should be. By trying to fit in and appear normal, we end up developing this false self. This is why I believe the people we perceive as the most “normal” are just the ones with the strongest false self. Finding our authentic self is to forget normative behaviours and break away from what everybody does to find our own path. Our true self is just who we are with all our idiosyncrasies. None of us is crazy; we are just on our own path to know who we are, away from the normative behaviours of our environment.
Argument 2: Going to therapy is scary
Being scared of going to therapy is very common. Many people are scared of going to therapy as they think it is going to open a Pandora's box, creating more problems that they already have. Instead of a Pandora's box, I believe therapy is closer to the red pill in the Matrix film that Neo takes to understand the truth. The truth about the Matrix, but more importantly, the truth about himself and who he truly is. It might be a painful truth at first, but it is a liberating experience which makes us eventually feel lighter, more serene and at peace. Though taking the jump is indeed scary, we have to be mindful that it usually is the anticipation – of jumping – that scares us. The moment we are in the water, we can just swim and enjoy the sea, being proud of ourselves for having taken the jump.
Argument 3: Going to therapy is expensive
Many people think therapy is expensive, and I agree that it is not cheap; however, in the UK, NHS covers different types of psychotherapy including CBT for conditions like anxiety, depression, and stress for the first eight-ten sessions. Furthermore, if you have a private health insurance, some plans cover fully or partially psychotherapy. If you choose to pay yourself to make sure you have the right therapist, you can expect to pay £60-100 per session depending where you are in the UK. This is not cheap. But if you have to pay for it, you should not see this as an additional cost. It might require reducing on some other expenses, but at the end of the day, it is all about priorities. And what is more important than your happiness? Going to therapy is an investment in your happiness and your well-being. This is why I believe that going to therapy is the best investment you will ever make in your life. 
Argument 4: My partner needs therapy more than I do
This might be true. We can always find someone around us who struggles more than we do in finding balance and living in a false self, which is evident to everybody around them. But it is their problem to deal with, not ours. We can have a discussion with them about the idea of going to therapy. But this is a personal choice at the end of the day. Bringing positive change in our life – especially in our inner life – encourages people around us to embrace this positive change.
Furthermore, does the fact that our partner has her own traumas and limiting beliefs mean we do not have traumas and limiting beliefs of our own? We all know it is not true. We all have some. Some of us are just better at telling stories to ourselves and keeping them under the lid. It might be obvious to some of us that our partner needs therapy, though it is not apparent to her. But maybe people around us might think the same thing about us as well. Going to therapy is a personal inner journey, and we do not know how other people deep down feel about themselves. It is not a competition over who needs it most. It is a personal choice and a first step in finding balance and peace of mind.
Argument 5: Therapy is too much effort, and it takes too long
Therapy is hard work. It can be painful, especially at the beginning, as we go through our past traumas. But eventually, we discover new things we never thought existed, and we start wondering why we waited for so long before going to therapy. I see therapy as like peeling an onion, we peel the first layer and we begin to see more clearly. We can then go deeper by peeling more layers of traumas, imposed views, limited beliefs, etc., until we find our true self. 
This means therapies are not necessarily linear. What I mean by that is we might see a therapist for a while and feel better about ourselves, and stop because of that in the same way as I did through the first three therapies I went through. Then, later on, as other issues emerge, we might feel the need to go back to therapy. Sometimes, with the same therapist, or as we know ourselves better and want to explore another deeper part of ourselves, another therapist might be needed. I believe it is essential to keep an open mind as finding ourselves is not a straight process.
Therapy’s length varies widely, depending on the type of therapy. As mentioned before, some therapies focusing on a specific issue can last five-ten weeks, while others can last several decades; which I think is overkill for most people. This is why it is essential to find the right type of therapy that works for each of us. We will look at how to choose the right type of therapy later on in this chapter.
Argument 6: Therapy doesn’t work for me
My friend Ines stopped seeing her psychiatrist after two years because she was not making any progress. Two years without making progress seems a lot of time, but my friend was not able to sufficiently step back to realise that her psychiatrist was not suited for her. She then tried another form of therapy with a psychologist this time and had breakthroughs in a matter of weeks.
I have come across several people such as Ines who had a bad experience with therapy. They did not like the format, the approach or the therapist. I am not going to say that you need to kiss a lot of frogs to find the right therapist. But it is essential to find the right type of therapy that works for each of us individually, as there are many different types, including psychology, psychoanalysis, psychiatry, CBT, Gestalt, etc. 
It is even more essential to find the right therapist with whom we can have a good connection emotionally, psychologically and intellectually, that we feel understands us, and we see that we are going somewhere after a few sessions. We will look at how to choose the right therapist later on in this chapter.
As mentioned before, I went through four therapies to find the right type of therapy and the therapist suited for me. I only wish I had more guidance at the beginning of this process on how to choose the type of therapy and this specific therapist. So, let's look now at the main different types of therapies that exist. 
Different types of therapy
Several types of therapies vary in approaches as well as length with a different level of involvement from the therapist. There are short therapies – or short-term therapies – often five-ten sessions, that tend to focus on a concrete specific issue with practical solutions and techniques. These types of therapies are usually focused on the person’s present negative behaviour or patterns and aim to correct some of them. They might help resolve some particular punctual issues; however, they tend to only scratch the surface of something deeper. To use the example of my first two therapies which were short therapies, though they helped me identify some specific trauma and limiting belief I had and helped me learn anxiety reducing techniques, they did not address the broad root cause of the problem as to where the anxiety came from. In addition, resolving a specific issue is unlikely to be sufficient to understand all limiting beliefs and traumas and find our authentic self.
Another type of therapy is psychoanalysis, which Sigmund Freud invented in the late 19th century. This is what you typically see in Hollywood films, with the patient lying on a couch and the therapist sitting behind the patient and not saying a word. Psychoanalysis is still fairly popular in France, where people tend to over-analyse things – take it from a French man! Psychoanalysis focuses on the role of the unconscious mind, repression and childhood experiences, including traumas, in shaping a person’s behaviour and personality. So, it is very much focused on the analytical part of therapy. Indeed, psychoanalysis is very much in-depth, while the patient receives little guidance from the therapist, who remains predominantly silent. This purposely created silence, or void, is designed to let the patient sub-conscious truth emerge. Nevertheless, this silence can create confusion and frustration for many patients. The limited participation from the therapist leaves patients alone with all their traumas which are emerging during sessions without any guidance on how to deal with them. In addition, with this approach, psychoanalysis therapies tend to take longer and can be counted in decades sometimes. At last, psychoanalysis focuses on analysing patient’s childhood with little focus on the patient’s present thoughts, emotions and behaviour. 
 There is a continued decline of psychoanalysis as many patients find it too long, not sufficiently interactive and too disconnected from patients’ present. I tend to agree with that as therapy sessions are an exercise of vulnerability where the therapist’s guidance, support and empathy is important to accompany patients in finding their true selves.
There is a third popular type of therapy called Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT), which some short therapies are based on. Aaron T. Beck, a psychiatrist originally trained in psychoanalysis, developed CBT in the 1960s. CBT combines cognitive and behavioural forms of therapy by identifying automatic negative or destructive thoughts, emotional reactions and behaviours that can negatively impact the patient’s mood and lead to mental health issues such anxiety or depression. CBT looks at these thoughts and emotions, aims to understand their origins, and their validity and replace them with more realistic and balanced ones. 
 CBT is one of the most studied forms of psychotherapy. Research shows it is as an effective way to treat mental conditions such as anxiety, depression, insomnia, panic attacks, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (Carpenter J, Andrews L, Witcraft S, Powers M, Smits J, Hofmann S. (2018)), as well as addiction and substance abuse (Boness CL, Votaw VR, Schwebel FJ, Moniz-Lewis DIK, McHugh RK, Witkiewitz K. (2023)).
As mentioned before, I like CBT as it is the right balance between the necessary analysis of past traumas and limiting beliefs, and the understanding of present negative behaviours. Childhood experiences and current behaviours are ultimately connected. I believe that identifying them together and making the necessary changes are necessary to find our true selves and our own balance. In addition, in the CBT, the therapist is more active and collaborative providing more guidance and support to the patient to identify traumas and limited beliefs as well as 
offering practical tools and techniques to manage negative thought patterns.
Beyond the type of therapy, one question to ask yourselves is if you prefer online or face-to-face therapy. Both options are now widely available. Research (Carpenter J, Andrews L, Witcraft S, Powers M, Smits J, Hofmann S. (2018)) shows that online therapy achieves the same results as face-to-face therapy. So, it is really a personal choice of what you are more comfortable with here. 
There are many other types of psychotherapy guided by a professional such as Gestalt for example, as well as alternatives to be done alone, such as written therapies, including guided journaling. As mentioned before, the false self has an incredible propensity to make us lie to ourselves. This is why I believe that having guidance from a professional is key to achieving progress towards finding our true selves. Nevertheless, it is essential to keep an open mind and explore options available. What is key here is to make sure we find the right type of therapy and therapist. For that, let’s look at what a successful therapy entails.
What is a successful therapy?
The objective here is to be able to find a therapy that is successful for you to find your true self and be at peace with yourself. As per Dr Alexandra Osorio, PhD in psychology and a psychotherapist, a psychotherapy works when the treatment leads to a change in the disappearance of a feeling of uneasiness, i.e. is the patient feeling better about himself. In other words, whether the investment in time and money for treatment is being well invested. For that, she explains that there are four key factors for a successful therapy:
1. The patient: He must be (i) willing and committed to the therapy, (ii) able to participate, and (ii) be open to change. Having the support from his network is also beneficial. In addition, the success of the therapy should be assessed and decided by the patient, not the therapist.
2. The approach used: The therapist should (i) use proven methods that can be justified to the patient and adapted to the patient's needs and expectations, (ii) supply the patient with useful and implementable techniques, (iii) provide the patient with relevant explanations regarding the difficulties he is facing, and (iv) offer clear strategies to maximise the effectiveness of the treatment.
3. The therapeutic relationship: The therapist must have the ability to create a collaborative relationship with the patient by (i) showing empathy to understand what the patient is feeling, (ii) being authentic, and warm to make the patient feel valued, and confident in his own judgment, and (iii) having a positive outlook to encourage the patient to be open and talk about his difficulties without facing judgement or criticism. Straight from the beginning, the therapist must make sure the patient can experience the relationship positively by (i) presenting a convincing argument to the approach used, (ii) explain clearly the problems faced, (iii) outline problem-solving strategies, and (iv) seek feedback from the patient regarding their relationship. 
4. The psychotherapist: A good therapist must be able to demonstrate (i) a certain skillet based on recognised professional certifications and a wealth of professional experience that have proven their effectiveness, (ii) a capability to build a productive relationship with the patient, (iii) an aptitude to use the patient’s feedback to improve, and (iv) an ability to justify the usefulness of the approach used.
Finding the right therapist for you
Being French but having lived most of my life abroad, including more than a decade in the UK, it took me a while to know if I wanted to do therapy in English or French. After that, it took me a while to decide if I wanted a French therapist or one from another country having lived abroad for so long. I also asked myself if I should go for a male or a female therapist, with someone of the same age as me or older, etc. My first three therapies were in English with British and Australian therapists. Nevertheless, my last therapist, who really worked for me, was a French-speaking Spanish-Colombian lady who had lived in three different countries in her life, including France. It was the right fit for me as she could understand the French culture without being French, and understand the experience of living abroad and what it entails, while carrying the therapy in French.
As mentioned before, identifying the right therapist is essential; however, a therapist is not a friend. It is someone helping and guiding us in understanding who we are. I see a therapist as a partner, not a doctor. So, it is essential to find the right partner to work together. And let's make sure we do not wait for two years to realise that our therapist does not work for us like my friend did.
Here are some legitimate questions you can ask a prospective therapist to ensure compatibility:
· What type of therapy do you practice?
· What is your experience working with clients with concerns similar to mine?
· What experience do you have working with patients with my background or life experience?
· How do you approach building a therapeutic relationship with patients?
· How do you set and work towards goals with patients?
· What are the next few sessions likely to focus on?
Additional questions to ask yourselves on the type of therapist you want to work with are what type of person, e.g. gender, age, background, life experience, etc. I am not saying that a therapist with a different background or life experience will not be able to understand and help you. What I mean is that you have to find the right person you feel comfortable working with.
As mentioned before, going to therapy is not easy and is a real investment. As with all investments, it requires taking a risk. But I believe that the reward of finding our true selves is the most incredible discovery we can imagine.
Next Steps
· Write down answers to the following questions:
a. How would I describe myself (three qualities I think I have and three personal traits I want to improve or change)?
b. What gives me joy or makes me happy? 
c. What are my regrets? What are my fears? 
d. What are my behaviours that are hurtful?
e. What do I believe in which is limiting my ability to be happy? 
· Ask people you trust and respect about their own experience of therapy, what type of therapy and therapist it was and what they liked and did not like.
· Research online the different types of therapies, and therapists near you, and online.
· Contact the therapist you prefer and ask them questions about their approach and their experience to see if you connect with it.
· Take the jump and book your first appointment.


4. [bookmark: _Toc216175198]Find your purpose

Two hamsters running on a wheel, one of the hamsters says to the other: Are we there yet?

Like a hamster running on a wheel
In the Matrix, Neo is working as a software engineer during the day and as a hacker at night. He feels empty with something missing in his life. This is because he has not found his true self yet and feels he is wasting his life away. This is how I felt in my 20s, working in a job that was interesting but not fulfilling. I was working hard during the week and partying hard on the weekend. I was expected to get married and have children, as I was raised to believe. This is life was underwhelming and unexciting for me, while at the same time, I felt stressed and anxious about it. I just felt stuck in the Matrix.
I then stumbled across something called financial inclusion. It was a new way to provide financial services to poor people in developing countries to empower them economically. In other words, to set up banks focused on giving small loans to help poor people that regular banks would never lend to. Financial inclusion was gaining ground across Asia, Africa and Latin America. It was part of a new trend called impact investing. This means investing to generate a positive social and environmental impact.
Though working in finance was helping me achieve my goal of financial independence, by the time I reached my early 30s, I was fed up with helping rich people get richer, and I wanted to help less privileged people by applying my financial skills. However, when I finally got a job offer in impact investing in Paris, it meant taking a material pay-cut. This was a tough decision to make. I didn’t have dependents, my London job was well paid and I could afford this pay-cut. I originally rejected the offer and went for interviews for other finance jobs in London. I eventually had offers from a couple of banks and a hedge fund. But the idea of taking one of these jobs was depressing. So, I called back the company in Paris and accepted their offer. I left traditional finance in London to pursue a career in impact investing with a lower pay. This pay-cut was really hitting my ego coming from an industry which was all about money. I felt my social status would suffer from it and my false self was not happy with it at all during the entire time in this job. But as I explained to my new boss: In my previous job, I used to dislike 29 days per month and liked pay-day, now I like 29 days per month and dislike pay-day. I decided to trade some financial upside for learning new things, being fulfilled, and doing what I love. After a few years, I moved to a new job in impact investing which I really enjoyed, where I was able to learn new skills, acquire more experience, and where I was better paid. This process helped me define objectively my financial goals away from my false self. I realised that I don’t need a private jet or a luxury lifestyle. My financial goals are to be able to live comfortably and save to reach financial independence, which I was able to during my career. But more importantly, this led me to challenge myself, fulfil my potential, learn and experience new things, go live in Cambodia for 12 years, and meet incredible people I would have never met otherwise. 
Many of us are cruising through life without any purpose, without thinking or knowing what we want to do or achieve in life. We are doing what we were told to do from a young age, without taking a step back to think about what we really want to do in our lives. I have met so many teachers who are sons of teachers, engineers who are sons of engineers, doctors who are sons of doctors, and lawyers who are sons of lawyers. We do not explore who we are, what our authentic self is. Therefore, we often feel we are running like a hamster on a wheel. The wheel takes many forms, such as an unfulfilling job, unrewarding hobbies, a dysfunctional relationship or toxic friendships. These drain our energy and make us agitated and unfulfilled. This is because we are going through life without a true meaning, without a true purpose.
Do what you love!
My 16-year-old nephew who is thinking about what type of studies to go for, asked me once: “Should I choose a well-paid job or a job I like knowing I have to do it for 40+ years?”  Though the answer was straightforward for me, it took me a while to answer it: “Do what you love”. This sounds obvious and cheesy, but there is so much truth in it. Many men are in jobs they do not enjoy. There might be some financial constraints and limited job opportunities with the skillset they have, which makes it difficult to change careers or activities. But we are often scared of pursuing a new job or a new field because we think we should play it safe, because we are afraid of the future, and we have bills and rent to pay. Furthermore, though we might fail on the way, we have to be aware that doing something we love brings dedication. This dedication brings success. And money quite often follows success. So, we better off doing what we love. 
We all have commitments, including financial ones, especially for people with children or parents to take care of. But risk is inherently part of life. Change is constant in a fast-evolving world, with industries being created while others are disappearing. This is why the most significant risk we take is staying in our comfort zone by assuming that our job is safe. This is just lying to ourselves to reassure us that everything will remain the same. But we know that the only constant in life is change. What I am suggesting is not necessarily to quit your corporate job to become a comedian. What I mean is to put yourselves out of your comfort zone. This means exploring what you are excited about, educating yourselves, learn new things and new perspectives and potentially finding a new activity that you love, or in other words, finding your purpose.
[INSERT PICTURE OF DO WHAT YOU LOVE FRAME]
Find your purpose to fulfil your potential
Finding our own purpose does not mean finding any purpose that our society or our environment tells us to pursue. Finding our purpose is to align what we do with our true selves. It is aligning what we strive for with our personal values, interests and temperament. This type of purpose gives meaning to our lives. It helps us find a sense of balance and inner peace while achieving a fulfilling life.
Ralph was about 18 when he became a house painter in North England working in his dad’s company. He went to South East Asia a few summers in a raw and loved it. He thought to himself, there must be more to life than that. Ralph loves boxing and used to do amateur fights when he was a teenager but stopped after a serious accident that left him in the hospital for months. After a few years of painting during the year and going on holiday in Asia, at 23, he decided to pack his bags and moved to Cambodia to set up a boxing gym. He first set up a small gym on his own and a year later met a couple of other British guys he partnered with to set up a bigger boxing and kickboxing gym and hostel in Phnom Penh. Though the gym part did well, the hostel didn’t and they parted ways after a few years. He then started a new boxing gym on his own which is doing well. I had the chance to train with Ralph and he is one of the best boxing instructors I have ever met. In addition, to being a good boxer, he has the empathy and the pedagogical skills to train people in boxing at every amateur level. He is also the co-founder of an amateur boxing and kickboxing competition in Cambodia. Ralph took a big risk moving to a new country and setting up a boxing gym on his own at such a young age, while leaving a safe job at home. Has Ralph’s journey in Cambodia been easy all the time? Clearly, no. But, is he fulfilling his incredible potential as a boxing coach compared to if he stayed in Northern England in his dad’s company? Clearly, yes. And last time I asked him if he had any regrets becoming a boxing instructor, he didn’t have any, whatsoever.
	Jung believed that our purpose in life is to fulfil our own potential. This can be achieved through the journey of self-realisation and personal fulfilment. He thought that each one of us has a unique path to follow to achieve this fulfilment. Discovering our life purpose, according to him, is key to a fulfilling life. This is because it helps us learn how to be resilient through the difficulties in life. It also allows us to focus on what is essential to our purpose and ignore opportunities which do not serve this purpose. I believe we all have an incredible untapped potential like Ralph, and we all have interests that we never explore. Aiming to fulfil this potential makes us calmer and more confident about ourselves. It enables us to find live a happy and fulfilling life.
Find your purpose to challenge yourself
In addition, according to Friedrich Nietzsche, an influential 19th century German philosopher, happiness depends on having a purpose in life. He believed in the importance of living a life that is true to oneself and finding joy in the process of becoming who we are and overcoming challenges. For him, a meaningful life involves embracing the struggle and the pursuit of personal growth and self-overcoming. For Ralph, moving to the other side of the world and pursue a completely different career, becoming an entrepreneur, and building a client base was not easy. It was a big challenge he decided to overcome and helped him grow professionally and personally as a man.
The many ways of finding purpose
Alain lives in the French Alps and is married with three children. In his mid-30s, he decided to quit his sales manager job at a sports good company to train as a woodworker building and restoring wooden furniture. This way, he was able to explore a new career while exploiting his creative side. However not everybody can afford quitting his job like that to explore our creative side such as Alain. This is the case of Sebastian. Sebastian is a cop in Spain. He tried a couple of different other jobs in his life as a restaurant manager as well as gym owner. He learnt a lot from these experiences, though he was not successful. So, he decided to go back to his job in the police and instead explored his creative side. He learnt drawing and painting and is now focusing on on-screen drawing. Through this new skillset, he was able to design logos, T-shirts and print outs for his friends including for their businesses. He loved it and got a great sense of joy from it, while keeping his day-time police job. This might seem trivial for many, but this type of purpose can help balance things out in our lives, especially if we can’t translate our purpose through work. It enables us to express the creativity and self-expression we have always had in us, but that we were never able to let loose.
Jung firmly believed that we ought to do something that makes a difference, and this is how we can find our purpose and give meaning to our lives. However, he highlighted that we do not need to become the next president or world-famous. He believed that leaving our mark in this world as a husband, a father, a brother, a colleague or an artist is an incredible achievement in itself. Therefore, our purpose can be through our work but it doesn’t necessarily have to be. I have come across many people with regrets about not exploring their creative side, while many who decided to embrace it such as Alain or Sebastian.
Having purpose can take many forms. But purpose should have the following four components as it should: (i) resonate with us, (ii) make us feel alive, (iii) can be small on its own, and (iv) contribute to the people around us, being the society, our community, our family, our friends, our clients, or our partner.  By contributing, I don’t necessarily mean a direct contribution and it doesn’t have to be charity work. What I mean here is that other people can benefit from it directly or indirectly. In addition, some purpose might feel a bit disconnected from the rest of the world. However, a man who is fulfilled by working on his purpose radiates with calm, and joy that can serve as a great role model for other men around him. But let’s look now at how to find this purpose.
How to find purpose
Based on Jung’s approach to finding our purpose, we first need to take a step back and answer the following four questions:
1. What do I like doing?
This means identifying what you love, your personal interests, an intention, or a passion. 
2. What am I really good at, or how can I learn about it?
This means selecting one specific interest, intention, passion or dream, where you already have some skills or you are keen to acquire or develop. 
3. What do I want to do with my life? 
This means identifying an activity or a practice in line with your selected interest, passion or dream.
4. How can I put my purpose in place?
This means writing down your plan to learn/develop skills or to practice your selected activity, and put in place a regular practice of your selected activity.

When you have identified your purpose and define a plan on how to put it in place, it is important to make time in your calendar on a regular basis being daily or weekly to progress towards this plan. Putting in place a new purpose is exciting but requires some changes at the same time. What is key here is redefining our priorities to make sure our purpose fits into these priorities. We all have limited time and tend to be pulled towards other activities or commitments. This is when being able to express our needs and to say no to things that are not serving our purpose is important here. Our time and energy are limited and we need to ensure we can use them towards our purpose.
The energy of purpose
I have always been curious by what people do, why do they do it, what do they enjoy about it and how they feel about it in general. I love the change of energy of a person that gets suddenly excited about explaining what they do being their job, a hobby, volunteering, or taking care of their family. This is when you know they have found their purpose.
We have all been in situations where we are busy getting things done, working on our to-do list automatically without being conscious of what we are doing and without any enjoyment. This is when we are running on false self energy. This is the energy that keeps us busy because we can proudly claim we are busy men, and what we are doing is important, and that nobody can do it apart from us. This is a lie our false self is telling us and this energy we are running on is false self energy. It is driven by our ego seeking validation, love or reward but leaves us drained and unfulfilled. Don’t get me wrong, the false energy can help us get things done by making us feeling alive through the accomplishment of tasks. But this false energy is running on stress and is leaving us exhausted and feeling empty.
Instead, when we are conscious of what we are working on with a clear intention, a clear purpose in life, we are running on a different type of energy. It is a real energy that drives us and grows as we work towards our goal. It is not powered by the completion of a task but by the purposeful nature of what we are doing. This real energy is not running on stress. In the contrary this energy brings us a feeling of calm and peace of mind as we work towards our purpose.
The energy of a man who is at peace because he has found his purpose in life is incredible. It radiates and can inspire others around him to pursue their own purpose.
What’s next after achieving your purpose?
My purpose has changed during my life. In my 20s, I worked in finance in London, as my key objective was financial independence. This was not a purpose fully aligned with my true self as it was driven by my dad’s trauma of not having enough money as a child. Then, in my early 30s, I felt lost and confused and found purpose in working in impact investing helping less privileged people while applying my financial skills. Later, as I worked on finding a sense of balance, inner peace, and happiness through therapy and by exploring philosophy, psychology, and spirituality, my purpose evolved. My intention has become to help men who feel lost to get a better understanding of themselves and to better care for their lives and well-being. This new purpose has translated into helping men find their own balance and peace of mind by sharing my own journey and what I have learnt through this book. This is my purpose for the time being. I do not know what my next purpose will be after this. And you know, what? It is ok by me.
Purpose change during a lifetime. This means we should not be afraid of achieving our purpose because others will come along. I remember during a business ethics class at university, a German classmate being afraid of achieving happiness during his lifetime. For him, pursuing happiness was a life goal. He thought: If we achieve it, we die. While happiness is elusive as we have seen before, if we find it, why not enjoy it? A new purpose will surely come along our way. Whether we have achieved our purpose or we no longer think it is worth pursuing, purposes can change, or new ones can arise. It all depends on the moment of our life we are in. As mentioned before, our life is in constant flux, the world changes around us, and we change as well. Who I was in my 20s, working in finance and a weekend warrior, is very different from who I am now in my 40s, writing these words. And I know deep inside it is ok. It is actually a good thing. I would be quite unhappy and unbalanced if I stayed the same or if I tried for the last 20 years to keep everything the same in my life based on who I was in my 20s.
As Jung explained, we should separate the first part of our life when we are young and full of energy and not so aware of who we are, and the second part when we are older and (hopefully) wiser. He explained that in this second part, we should continue to have a purpose in life. However, he underlined that this purpose might be different from the purpose we had in the first part. He also highlighted that we need to be prepared to be able to abandon our purpose if it no longer drives us. This way, we can welcome our new purpose. This is similar to the old saying: “shedding the old to welcome the new”. So, we just need to be aware that it is ok to achieve our purpose, as another one might come our way. Furthermore, it is also ok to abandon our purpose to pursue another one more in line with who we are at this moment in our lives.
To achieve this, it is relevant to check with ourselves regularly:
1. Do I continue to be aligned with my purpose?
2. Does this purpose still drive me now?
3. Do I need to change the purpose or not, based on where I am now?
4. If not, do I need to change how I achieve my purpose according to my abilities now?
Be present in your journey
While pursuing your purpose, it is essential not to get stuck in the future and forget our present journey. As previously explained by Tolle, our mind has this propensity to project ourselves into the future and forget the present moment, which brings anxiety. He warns us to be careful not to focus too much on the future steps and the final objective. He suggests focusing on the process and especially on our immediate step in this journey. We will explore this further later on in Chapter 9. Being present in the moment and mindful of our immediate step makes our purposeful journey much more pleasant and fulfilling. 
Next Steps
· Complete the following questions below:
a. What do I like doing?
This means identifying what you love, your personal interests, an intention, or a passion. 
b. What am I really good at, or how can I learn about it?
This means selecting one specific interest, intention, passion or dream, where you already have some skills or you are keen to acquire or develop. 
c. What do I want to do with my life? 
This means identifying an activity or a practice in line with your selected interest, passion or dream.
d. How can I put my purpose in place?
This means writing down your plan to learn/develop skills or to practice your selected activity, and put in place a regular practice of your selected activity.

B. [bookmark: _Toc216175199]The Self-Confidence journey

"Because one believes in oneself, one doesn’t try to convince others. Because one is content with oneself, one doesn’t need others’ approval. Because one accepts oneself, the whole world accepts him." Lao-Tzu

The Self-Confidence Journey is the second step in becoming a Better Man. It starts by understanding that we are not only a mind but also a heart with emotions, and a body with sensations. By learning to connect and listen to what our intuition is telling us we can find inner peace and make decisions in line with who we truly are (Chapter 5). I addition, by rebalancing between our brain, and our body we can better accept and connect with the latter to feel better about ourselves (Chapter 6). This can be reinforced by the practice of sustainable and healthy activities to improve our chemical balance and achieve this feeling of bliss when we are at peace with ourselves (Chapter 7). The Self-Confidence journey is also about understanding that showing our vulnerability is a proof of courage, help us connect with loved ones, while learning how to do it to become a truly Better Man (Chapter 8).



5. [bookmark: _Toc216175200]Listen to your intuition

“The only real valuable thing is intuition.” Albert Einstein

The prison of our mind
During my childhood, I was told that intuition was the ER of intelligence. I was told people who relied on intuition were doing so because they were not intelligent enough to think and make conscious, rational decisions. For a long time, I firmly 
believed that only the power of the mind could help us make the right decisions in life. This is why for most of my 20s and some parts of my 30s, I was stuck in my mind. I was trying to rationalise and analyse things to make sure I was making the rational and optimal decision. I applied this in my career, where to live, who to date, what to do, etc. I ended up over-thinking by planning and worrying about the future, while revisiting my past decisions through endless what-ifs. This reliance on my overthinking mind led to a stressful life full of self-doubt, and disconnected me from my true self and my true purpose.
In the Western world, we live in a Cartesian-based culture that values reason, rationality and the intellect above all. We are judged on how intelligent we are based on IQ tests, primarily focused on logic and numeracy. We are taught to analyse and think based on the information available. Nevertheless, with the near limitless access to information which we are bombarded with via our phones, we are spending way too much time in our thoughts, overthinking or overanalysing things. This leads us to being paralysed when we have to make decisions and develop FOMO.
In addition, our over-thinking mind constantly worries about the future, while being regretful of past events or past decisions. It makes us feel we that we are not enough. As Tolle explains, our egotistic over-thinking mind creates a sense of incompleteness. It can be a feeling of not being worthy or good enough, which can lead to feelings of guilt, regret, resentment, sadness or bitterness. This typically arises because we dwell too much on our past, resenting our past decisions or actions. In addition, this perceived state of incompleteness can lead us to project a hypothetical idealised future state of satisfaction in our imagination as a way to escape our unsatisfactory present. Our mind tells us that we cannot be happy and fulfilled here and now and that we need something else, something more, before we can truly be free or complete. This leads us to want and need more than what we have right now. Hence, we chase things thinking it will free us from this feeling of incompleteness and that everything will be ok in this idealised future. However, this leads us to live in a world of fear and worry created by this perceived state of incompleteness, combined with the fear and anxiety of not attaining this uncertain idealised future. This state of mind leads us to dissociate ourselves from the reality of the present. Tolle explains that we are capable of dealing with the present reality. But it is much harder to deal with a future which might or might not happen because we have no control over it. This is why our mind is not capable of dealing with this anguish. By thinking this way, we live in an illusion of a better future set up by our egotistic mind, which makes us scared and over-thinking.
In my 30s, while my mind was still on over drive and I was still suffering from self-doubt and anxiety, I felt there must be another way to live and approach life than relying on my over-thinking mind. After I was recommended to practice yoga or meditation, I came across a little book called “Introducing Mindfulness: A practical guide” per Tessa Watt, a British mindfulness teacher and Associate of the Oxford Mindfulness Centre, once in a bookstore. I had heard of mindfulness but was not quite sure what it exactly meant in practice. I was so stuck in my head and struggling to find peace of mind that I thought I would give it a try. In this book, Watt gives the example of someone running in a park listening to music on her earphones and being stuck in her thoughts missing the beautiful nature around her as it didn’t exist. Watt explains that we are sleepwalking through much of our daily lives, blind and crashing into things. We stumble from place to place, caught in a whirlwind of thoughts, missing what is in front of us. All these thoughts are often unpleasant, and our mind is exhausted from this.
This over-focus on our mind constantly filled with thoughts leads us to ignore other key parts of ourselves, such as our gut feelings. When was the last time we just listened to our intuition and went with it without overthinking it? I believe that this imbalance towards our over-focused mind while ignoring what our intuition are telling us is a significant cause of stress, anxiety and self-doubt. 
The good news is that we can free ourselves from our over-thinking mind to enjoy the present. We all have experienced these magical moments when we are with the person we love in their arms, laughing out loud with a close friend, or in front of a beautiful sunset. These moments feel magical because we are genuinely in the present. This happens because during that moment, we stop thinking. This happens to us without realising it. But we can train our minds to do so consciously. This is why, learning to listen to our intuition is key to finding inner peace. This way, we can rebalance ourselves between our mind, and our intuition, to become a Better Man.
But what is intuition?
Intuition is a form of immediate knowledge or understanding sometimes described as a "gut feeling" without conscious reasoning or thinking, according to the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Therefore, it is not magical. It is instead us quickly sorting through past experiences and cumulative knowledge to produce this gut feeling. Intuition tends to arise swiftly and holistically, without awareness of the underlying mental processing of information. Scientists have repeatedly demonstrated how information can register in the brain without conscious awareness and positively influence decision-making.
However, we often feel that intuition is not based on any knowledge, and so we discount it as an unreliable source of decision-making. Research (Lufityanto, G., Donkin, C., & Pearson, J. (2016)) shows how much unconscious intuition can inform and even improve our decision-making. Indeed, the data suggests that we can use unconscious information in our body or brain to help guide us through life, to enable better and faster decisions and be more confident in the decisions we make. So, maybe we should pay more attention to it.
Interestingly, we call intuition a gut feeling as the stomach is often called the "second brain" because it houses the Enteric Nervous System (ENS). The ENS is a complex network of over 100 million nerve cells in the gastrointestinal lining. This system can work independently of the central nervous system, allowing digestion to continue even when we are asleep. The fact that the ENS can work independently from the brain is the reason why we have the impression that we are not consciously “thinking” when we listen to our intuition. Though it works independently, the ENS is directly connected to the brain, affecting both digestion and emotions. This is why we feel "butterflies" in our stomach when excited or nervous, or feel sick when scared or emotional, hence the gut feeling.
Some people talk about female intuition and believe that intuition is reserved for women who are more driven by their emotions, while men should be all about reason and rationality. This is a pure cultural and historical construct, and not a scientific or biological fact. This is a limiting belief created by toxic alpha males living in their false selves stopping them to tap into their intuition and therefore discarding it. Intuition is not gender-specific and is a universal source of knowledge and ability to make decisions available to any man willing to tap into it. 
At the end of the day, intuition is not an impulsive decision; it is a well-thought-out decision we are making confidently based on the sum of all our past experiences, telling us that we have been there before and we know what to do. It is a very efficient way of making the right decision, as it requires little energy, and it feels right. This feeling of being right is a potent tool to feel at peace and be aligned with our true selves. This is because intuition is our inner wisdom.
Listen to your intuition
Intuition being such as great tool, let’s just learn how to listen to this gut feeling when we have to make a decision. To be able to tap into our intuition, we need to disconnect from our over-thinking mind that keeps us in our false self. This over-thinking leads us to decision paralysis and self-doubt. So, we are stuck in this vicious circle of mistrusting ourselves and our intuition, and relying on our over-thinking mind. Listening to our intuition means paying attention to it but it doesn’t mean overthinking it. Tolle explains that paying attention to our intuition is to feel it, to acknowledge it and accept it as it is. However, it does not mean to analyse this intuition by overthinking with our mind, as this leads to decision paralysis and potentially wrong decisions. To achieve this, as per Tolle, we need to stop thinking and be in the here and now. We can do that by understanding that we are not the one thinking, our mind is. By taking a step back and observing our mind thinking, we step into a state of consciousness. This enables us to discover the world beyond thoughts. We can then admire and enjoy a beautiful sunset or bubble with creativity and experience pure joy and inner peace. In order to start reducing involuntary and compulsive thinking, we need to start noticing the voice in our head repeating the same patterns of negative or stressful thoughts. This way, we begin to pay less attention to these thoughts. As they start to lose their grip on us, we can gradually dissociate ourselves from them and our overthinking mind. This is not easy at the beginning, but when we manage to create a gap between thoughts, we start being in the here and now. When this gap happens, we start feeling inner peace and the joy of being.
The good news is that taping into our intuition can create a virtuous circle away from that. Indeed, the more we use our intuition, the more confident and the more we trust our intuition. This helps us better connect with our true self and dissociate ourselves from our over-thinking mind. By being more our true self, we can better use and rely on our intuition. It is a liberating feeling as it makes decision-making easier, we feel we are making the right decision, while helping us being more confident in ourselves.
There a couple of cases which makes it harder to tap into our intuition. The first one is when we get stressed and start rushing into things. The reason is we don’t allow enough space and time for our intuition to come out and lead us in the right direction. In this case, we need to slow down and reconnect with ourselves. We will explore some simple mindfulness exercises to achieve that in the next section. The second one is when we are sleep deprived. This makes our intuition radar blurred. In general, it is preferrable not to make decisions in this situation, but it is not always possible. In this case, it is useful to be mindful of our state of sleep deprivation to take it in consideration before listening to our intuition. But let’s explore a few other mindfulness techniques to help tap into our intuition.
Mindfulness opens the door to intuition
Mindfulness is a great tool to help us slow down our over-thinking mind to be in the present and connect with our intuition. Watt describes mindfulness as a way to create this gap in our endless stream of thoughts and emotions. We will go through three practical mindfulness exercises to create that gap and learn how to be in the present. 
This first technique is a simple one you can apply to help you learn to listen to your intuition. I found it useful as well when I get stressed and start rushing into things. So, when you have to make a decision and you want to tap into your intuition, you just stop, sit down, take a long deep breath breathing in through the nose, expanding your belly, breathing out from the mouse and wait for a few seconds and see what your intuition is telling you. Gradually, as you get more use to listen to your intuition, you will not necessarily need to sit down or stop for that. But if like me sometimes, you start rushing into things and you can no longer connect to your intuition. You can always stop, breathe and reconnect.
If you have a bit more time, you can go deeper with this second breathing exercise. You can take a few long deep breaths with the aim to be in a state of intense alertness and pay attention to your sensations, the air coming in your nose, your belly moving, the air coming out, etc. This specific exercise brings us back specifically to our body and the present, which is a strong tool to step away from our racing mind and thoughts.
Another good technique that I like and Tolle describes as well to help you being in the present moment is to stop every activity and look at nature around you in a state of intense alertness. It could be looking at a flower, the sky, the clouds or a tree  ̶  hugging it is optional. When you do that, just pay attention to your senses, what you see, what you smell, any sound in the background, the sensations of your skin, including the warmth or cold and if you can feel the wind. Try not to analyse anything or get your mind racing. Just focus on your sensations and enjoy the moment. Such experience sometime only lasts a few seconds but it is ok. For a few seconds, you have been mindful of the nature around you. And then see, how you feel and you can start listening to your intuition.
Ignore other people’s views
One of my favourite quotes on advice is from a comic and goes: “I only have one advice: Never listen to advice!” While I find this nonsensical joke hilarious, it summarises well that advice is not worth much and reflects more the people who give it than the people who are meant to benefit from it. This is especially the case when this is unsolicited advice. In other words, their opinion might be valuable, but it will be biased by their own personality, experience and view of the world. They do not fully know who we really are, and they might still be in their false self.  It is essential to take a step back from who these people are and what their values and objectives are in life. For example, should we take career advice from someone who has a very different aim from us in terms of career and work-life balance? In this case, such advice should be taken with a shovel of salt.
The most crucial judgment we should value is ours. We are the people who know ourselves the best - especially if we have progressed in knowing ourselves. Other people only have a partial understanding of who we are and of how we feel. Advice can be helpful, but the best advice comes from our own intuition.
One thing I found particularly interesting in Buddhist philosophy is that we should always examine a situation and see for ourselves. This means to value our perception of direct experiences instead of relying on other people’s views or teachings, even from Buddhist monks’ teachings. Accordingly, it is recommended to ignore other people’s biased views and instead form our own opinion based on our own experience. Some might think it is quite ironic, coming from someone writing a book providing advice to men to find balance and inner peace. My point here is that this book aims to share knowledge on this path, but at the end of the day, each of us needs to listen to ourselves and decide for ourselves what makes sense for us individually.
The aim here is to learn to trust ourselves and listen to our intuition. Therefore, we should stop asking people what they think we should do. We should rather trust our intuition and think: What do I want to do? Interestingly, when we start listening to our intuition, we start paying less attention to what other people think about us and the decisions we make. This way, we start becoming who we are and act in line with it.
Next steps
· Next time you are faced with a decision, stop any activity, sit down, take a long breath – through the nose and belly – pose, and listen to your intuition.
· Practice the second mindfulness exercise in this chapter: Start breathing through the nose and belly in a state of intense alertness. Pay attention to your sensations, the air coming in your nose, your belly moving, the air coming out, etc.
· Practice the third mindfulness exercise in this chapter: Stop any activity. Look at nature in a state of intense alertness. Pay attention to your senses, what you see, what you smell, what you hear and the sensation on your skin. Just focus on your sensations. Enjoy the moment.
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“Listen to your body’s whispers before they become screams.” Unknown

In denial of our body
Brian is a friendly and jovial American guy in his 30s. He goes to the gym three times a week and does kickboxing twice a week. He has big round muscles but thinks he is too fat. He is on a 16/8 intermittent diet where he fasts 16 hours per day and eats during eight hours. As he fasting for 16 hours per day, he feels he can treat himself when he eats. So, he eats a lot of processed and sugary food typical of the North American diet. He also has back pain, and limited mobility. Sometime he cannot go play golf on the weekend with friends because it hurts when he swings. Brian doesn’t like his body and is working hard to change it. He is ripped, but he believes that he is not lean enough while he eats processed food at the same time. He is just in denial of what his body needs, and the reason is that he is not listening to it.
In my 20s and part of my 30s, I used to do karate and a lot of long-distance running. This was the only way I could feel relaxed and get relief from stress and anxiety. I also didn’t want to get fat, so I underfed myself for years, leading to sore muscles every day after training. I ended up pushing my body to exhaustion. I ignored my body during all that time, leading to back pain, injuries, broken bones and eventually surgery. I felt I was not strong enough, and that my body was fragile. I was also in denial of my body and ignoring what it was telling me.  
When you think about it, when was the last time you listened to your body?
I believe we have lost this habit of listening to our body for two reasons. The first one is because of established religions. Several of the main religions encourage people to dissociate themselves from their bodies to achieve spiritual purity by rejecting physical pleasure and desires. In other words, to reject our animal nature. A good example of this religious dissociation of the body is the various forms of ascetism. Ascetism is present in Christianity (hermits and monks), Hinduism (ascetics or Sannyasi), and Buddhism (monks). Buddha is known to have become an ascetic for six years; however, he only achieved enlightenment after he gave up this practice and developed his vision of the middle path. There are several examples in Catholicism of people having had visions of Jesus, the Virgin Mary or saints. However, these visions often appeared after the person practised fasting for several days, which is now proven to cause hallucinations. Hence, many of these visions were just based on people tripping, it seems.
	Another reason why we deny our body is the consumerist culture we live in that pushes us to stuff our face with very tasty but unhealthy, and highly addictive processed food. While in the same time, we are bombarded on social media with examples of ripped men who seem to live at the gym. So, to survive this temptation (of processed food) and this envy (of the perfect ripped body), we get stuck in our over-thinking mind, we deny our body, and stop listening to it.  
Because of this, many of us do not like how our body looks. So, we decide to ignore or we punish our body with unhealthy habits such as poor diets or by either not doing any exercise or pushing it until it breaks. We then get injured and suffer from physical and emotional pain, while negatively impacting our health. Ignoring what our body is telling us creates an imbalance towards our over-thinking mind. This leads to a dissociation from our true self and is a significant cause of stress and anxiety. I believe we can break this negative dynamic by learning to connect and listen to our body. This can help us build our self-confidence by feeling whole and at peace with ourselves. This starts by accepting our body.
Accept your body… and take care of it
We all have different body shapes due to our genetics and lifestyle. This is a fact of life. Obviously, we cannot change our genetics; but we can care for our body by changing our lifestyle. We can change our sleeping habits, we can change our diet, we can change our physical activity, and we can even change our sexual practice, which influences our body and mind. 
I view our body as a tool. It is actually the most useful and essential tool we have at hand. When we are sick, everything becomes more difficult, and we often have to stop to heal. So, when our body stops functioning, everything becomes dysfunctional in our life. Our body is like a knife to a butcher. Without a functioning knife, he really can’t do much. So, he uses it regularly but doesn’t over-use it, pays attention to it, makes sure it works well by sharpening it, oiling it and taking care of it. In the same way, to be able to work with our body, we need to do the same by paying attention to it and taking care of it. To make sure our tool remains sharp, functional and doesn’t hurt us when we use it.
By learning to accept our body for what it is and working with it instead of against it, we can form a partnership with it. This way, we can start accepting it for what it is and value it. This enables us to develop empathy for our body and to take care of it. By accepting and taking care of our body, we can create a virtuous circle of feeling better about our body and ourselves. This can also help improve how it looks as a by-product of this process. 
This is the first step to learn how to connect and listen to our body and start feeling better about it and ourselves. This can help us feel at peace with our body and with ourselves.
Listen to your body
Learning how to listen to my body was a long process for me. The reason was that I decided to deny it because I wanted to use and abuse it to achieve my false self objectives of running the rat race, partying on the weekend while exhausting my body to find some stress-relief.
Though I studied Stoicism in high school, I rediscovered this ancient Greek philosophy during my last therapy. My therapist helped me learn Stoic techniques to manage my negative emotions, which I found very useful. What particularly attracted me to Stoicism was the way it could help me be happy in life. Not as an idealised abstract philosophy that to be happy requires to become some type of wise hermits sitting on a stone on top of a mountain meditating Kung Fu Panda-style. On the contrary, Stoicism is a practical philosophy with concrete actions we can put in place daily. It is intended for any of us with our qualities and shortcomings, while staying connected to the world and with our busy lives. When I researched Stoic philosophy, I came across an excellent book called “Stoicism and the art of happiness: Teach yourself” by Donald Robertson. Robertson is a Scottish CBT therapist and author of several books integrating ancient Philosophy and CBT. As Robertson explains, Socrates, the ancient Greek philosopher, believed in physical exercises and that when the body was ill, we could no longer think straight. Accordingly, there is an undeniable connection and co-dependency between the mind and the body. Hence, taking care of our body is key to a healthy mind. Socrates’ favourite exercise was dancing because it involved the whole body. Socrates believed we should observe our habits, what food, drink or exercise is good for us. Because everyone is different, he thought that ideally, we should become our own doctor, learning from experience what is healthy on our own. Listening to our body helps us take a step back from our lifestyle and see what is good or not for our body and adjust it accordingly. This way we can truly work with our body to obtain a functioning pain-free body and feel at peace with our body and with ourselves.
According to Tolle, we are our body. We should aim to be permanently connected with it. The aim is to feel it all the time. This is the best way to avoid letting our overthinking mind take over and take us away from the reality of the present. So, by checking in with our body, we can be in the present and remain connected with our body. 
The moment I started listening to my body, I understood how I was miss-treating it. I felt a great wave of sadness knowing I had miss-treated my body for years. I also felt a feeling of liberation, knowing I had an amazing partner to work with. This allowed me to learn how to treat my body better and to learn how to work with it in a sustainable way. I also understood I underfed myself for years. It enabled me to gradually change my eating habits though this was a long process as habits – especially eating ones – die hard.
I used to exercise a lot, which I still do now. But I switched from karate to boxing and from running to swimming which I both find easier on my back and more suited for me. I also started eating more proteins, and my body has felt much better since. 
I am not advocating for any specific exercise or diet here. I just believe that it is good to push ourselves physically, while in the same time we should have a balanced approach mixing different types of exercise to make sure we don’t overdo one thing to the detriment of another. For example, over-doing it on muscle building like Brian to the detriment of mobility or cardio might not be the best solution for him. In the same way, finding a diet that specifically works for you is important as well. Like Brian, if intermittent fasting works for you and you feel great about it, that’s amazing. But it doesn’t mean you should ignore what you are actually eating. 
Listening to our body is essential, so we are in touch with it and can help it in order to live in a sustainable and pain-free body. We can deny or fight our body, but it is impossible to find balance in our life via this denial or this fight. It is by working with it and seeing what is good for it that we can find this balance and inner peace. When we start listening to our body, we start understanding what works well and what does not. We feel that some activities make us feel good while others make us feel not so well. 
At the end of the day, learning to listen to our body and to give it what it needs is a process away from what our over-thinking mind is telling us. It helps us feel better in our body, with our body, and at peace with ourselves.
Tracking doesn’t mean listening
Some might say: Well, I have a connected watch that tells me what my body needs and how it is. More and more people indeed use a connected watch to tell them how they slept or if they need to get up and move because they sat for too long. Such watches measure how we perform, but they do not tell us how our body feels. We are not in a competition against our body here. We are in a partnership with our body with the objective of feeling better. Only by listening to our body can we know how it feels. When we start listening, we start understanding that without any device. There are simple ways to start doing that. For example, when you wake up and get up, you can stop for a few seconds to listen to your body, which will tell you if you slept well or not. If you sat for an hour and you just stop what you are doing and listen to your body, it will tell you if you need to get moving or not. Same with counting your steps. If you feel you need to walk, just take a walk. If you feel refreshed by that experience and it helped you disconnect from your daily life, then you have walked enough and you can go home. And maybe you should think of making it a daily or a weekly practice if you feel it is good for you. Tracking and recording the number of steps will only make you focus on the number of steps and getting stressed over it, rather than feeling the benefit of having walked. A colleague told me once that in order to achieve her 10,000 steps a day, she walked in the same spot in front of her TV while swinging her arms. This way, her device registered that she walked 10,000 steps a day without actually having taken a walk anywhere. I believe that we do not need our watch to tell us what our body is telling us. We just need to listen to our body. It has a lot to say to us.
Find a better sleep
Sleep is the first step to take care of your body. Research (Shah AS, Pant MR, Bommasamudram T, Nayak KR, Roberts SSH, Gallagher C, Vaishali K, Edwards BJ, Tod D, Davis F, Pullinger SA. (2025)) shows that lack of sleep increases the risk of mortality, heart disease (due to higher blood pressure), inflammation, obesity and diabetes (as sleep regulates hormones that control appetite, and glucose processing). This meta study shows the importance of finding a better and balanced sleep which is between seven and nine hours per night depending on people. For some of us, it might take a while to fall asleep. But taking the habit to switch off the light at regular hours and stay lying in the dark for a minimum set of hours of at least seven hours until your alarm rings is a good start. Even if we can’t fall asleep, lying in the dark helps your brain slow down and rest. And when you wake up in the middle of the night, don’t check the time, it will only stress you out. This is why I removed any visible clock from my bedroom, so I am not reminded what time it is. So, I know that until the alarm rings, I am just here to relax and rest.
One thing that helps to fall asleep is avoiding watching a screen (phone, laptop or TV) an hour before going to bed. This is not easy in our hyper-connected world especially when we have been really busy all day and we just have one hour before going to bed to catch up with friends’ messages or to scroll on social media. I have to admit I don’t manage to avoid that every day, but when I do it, I definitely feel the benefit of it and fall asleep much faster and sleep better.
It might sound obvious to many but another rule I set myself in the evening is to stop checking work emails, or work messages after a certain time in the evening (which should be several hours before going to bed).
In the morning, I also avoid checking emails, messages or news on my phone for at least 45 minutes to an hour, so my brain has time to wake up before getting hyper stimulated again.
Another good tip to help you sleep well is to stop drinking any caffeine after lunch. Indeed, caffeine stays for around 10-12 hours in our system with 50% of the caffeine effect still going after five-six hours. So, our body needs to time to process it and be able to relax and fall asleep at night. Those are not all easy rules to put in place but they can make a significant impact on getting a better and more balanced sleep.
Find a balanced workout
We all know that exercising is good for our physical and mental health. Indeed, research (Warburton DER, Nicol CW, Bredin SSD. (2006)) shows the effectiveness of regular physical activity in reducing chronic disease (cardiovascular disease, diabetes, cancer, hypertension, obesity, depression and osteoporosis and premature death. Also, physical activity strengthens muscle tone and bones, increases energy levels, reduces body fat and cholesterol, and strengthens the heart. But the other thing I would like to highlight is how our body feels so good after having exercised. 
Several national and international health organisations typically recommend 150-300 hours of moderate exercise or 75-150 minutes of intense exercise per week. I am not a fitness coach nor a physician, so I am not going to recommend any specific exercise of workout routine here. However, everybody is different and needs to find their own rhythm, frequency and the type of exercises that works for you. 
The first important aspect here is to get moving. For example, if you are not used to work out at all, taking a 30-minute walk five-times a week is a good start and in line with the 150 minutes moderate exercise recommendation. 
The second aspect is to find a workout you enjoy. This makes it much easier to practice and sustain a regular physical practice. Many people go to the gym by default, and there is nothing wrong with that if they enjoy it. But dragging your feet to the gym when you hate it is going to make it difficult to maintain a regular workout. So, finding an exercising routine you like is key. And it is not that difficult, as there are so many other options to explore from team sport to martial arts, to running, swimming, yoga, pilates, cross-fit, etc. Also, a lot of physical exercises can be done at home following a video without having to go to a physical class if you find it difficult to leave the house to exercise.
The third aspect I believe is important to achieve a better and balanced workout is to mix different types of physical activity between cardio, muscle strengthening, and flexibility and mobility training. This way, I feel that I am working on my fitness and heart endurance, my strength and muscles, and my mobility and flexibility. This is why I mix boxing, swimming, and muscle strengthening at home with a pull up bar and my own body weight as well as some mobility and stretching exercises before or after working out.
The fourth aspect is to find a workout routine that is realistic and achievable. I don’t see the point setting an unrealistic objective of working out every day when you know you are not going to stick to it for more than a week. If you are only sure you can exercise twice a week, then stick to it for a month and see how you feel after a month. Then, see if you can switch to three times. And if you can only stick to two times per week, stick to two times per week. Being able to complete your weekly workout routine objective is a great feeling. So, lets be realistic and honest with ourselves here in setting our goal post.
To summarise, just move and sweat, find the better and balanced workout that you enjoy and the frequency that is realistic for you and try to mix and match. Then go for it and see how it makes your body feel.
Find a balanced diet
Finding a better and balanced diet is probably the hardest one here because there is so much temptations around us to indulge ourselves with processed food. However, by starting listening to your body and feel more at peace with yourself, you are better able to step away from compulsive behaviours and cravings. This way, you are better able to pay attention to what your body needs. 
 I try to eat at least 1.2 gram of proteins per kg of bodyweight each day from grilled meat, fish, eggs and dairy. I feel that proteins give me energy on a more stable basis and for a longer period of time than carbs. I feel that the more sugar I eat, the more I crave for it and the more I hit this wall when my energy crashes and I feel tired and hungry. Sugar is a highly addictive substance and I believe should be approached as such. So, I eat a bit of carbs / sugar but I try to keep them to the minimum. I also eat fresh vegetables, fruits and nuts and I love dark chocolate.
But do I stick to the diet all the time? Of course, no. Can I say: I never eat processed food or sugar? Clearly, no. But I try to eat this diet most days and I find that it works for me. Also, I only eat processed or sugary food on an exceptional basis. And when I do, I really enjoy it without feeling bad about it.
But I am not recommending this diet to anybody. One key point here is that we all have a different body and metabolism. So, what works for some people, might not work for you. What I can suggest is to find the diet or the types of food that works for you and your body. You can only do that by listening to what your body tells you and by observing what you eat like Socrates suggested more than 2,400 years ago.
To do this, you have to see if you are enjoying what you are eating. Another aspect is paying attention to how your body feels and your level of energy for the eight hours after you have eaten. Are you drowsy 30 minutes after eating? Are you craving two hours later? If this is the case, then you might just be eating empty calories, which is not what your body needs. In this case, it might useful to look for more nutritious food that works for you and your body.
Another point, I would like to suggest is to focus on your food while you are eating. We all listen to podcasts, watch videos or be on our phone while we eat. We all love food, but we don’t pay attention to it when we eat. This is a strange paradox. But by stopping all that and looking at our plate, and focusing on our food, how it looks, how it smells, how it tastes and taking the time to chew slowly, we become mindful of what we eat. It enables us to be conscious of the food we eat, while connecting with our food and our body. This enables us to better appreciate our food. It also helps us better choose the food we decide to eat and that our body needs. This might not be a clear diet but it is an approach on how to identify one that works for you and your body.
Next steps
· Sit down. Close your eyes, listen to your body, and see how you feel and what it is telling you.
· Write down any pain or any physical health problem you might have.
· Write down what is keeping you away from taking care of your body.
· Write down what sleeping habits you can change to improve your health.
· Write down what exercising habits you can change to improve your health.
· Write down what eating habits you can change to improve your health.
· Write down what you can start implementing now.


7. [bookmark: _Toc216175202]Improve your chemical balance

FIND QUOTE
Stressing myself out
As mentioned before, I used to suffer from stress, anxiety and panic attacks in my 20s and part of my 30s. For a long time, I thought stress was helping me getting things done and deliver on my work and personal objectives. I did get a lot done professionally and personally but to the detriment of my physical and mental health. I felt restless. I struggled to fall asleep and relax. I was always rushing into things all the time, being fidgety, and impatient with myself and others. I used to put so much pressure on myself, my colleagues and friends as I thought it was the only way to move forward in life. Some people resented me because of this pressure, some people were afraid of me because of it. Some people thought I just had a thin skin and couldn’t handle pressure.
Stress is like a virus; it spreads fast and is hard to resist. We spend a lot of time getting stressed out and putting this stress on others around us such as strangers we interact with, our colleagues, our staff, our friends, our partner, and even children. But stress is detrimental to our relationships by creating unnecessary tension and resentment.
But where does stress come from? Stress is a natural reaction to short and extreme life-or-death situations developed over 100,000s of years as a survival instinct. When we are under stress, we switch on our mind and shut down our body in order to manage this dangerous situation. We switch off some important but deemed non-essential body functions, like the digestive system, for our brain to use all our energy to deal with the immediate threat. Though this might be useful in short and extreme situations when a tiger chases us, it is quite detrimental to our health, digestion and well-being when it is for several hours a day at work.
But the good news is that stress can be managed and reduced. This can be done by improving our body’s chemical balance. I am not advocating taking antidepressants or any other pharmaceutical mind-boosters here. What I am more interested in is how to reduce stress and generate natural highs. What I mean by natural highs is stimulating the chemicals that naturally occur in our body in sustainable and healthy ways. Natural highs are an incredible way to feel great and to reduce stress. I believe that by managing and reducing stress through these natural highs, we can find a sense of balance and inner peace. But before exploring how to achieve that, let’s look at how stress works.
Understand how stress works
Stress comes from cortisol, the stress hormone. Stress or fear are part of the body’s fight or flight response that causes our body to respond by producing cortisol. Normal levels of cortisol are released when we wake up or exercise. This helps regulate our blood pressure and blood sugar levels and strengthen our heart muscle. In small doses, cortisol can support memory, increase our immune system and lower our pain sensitivity. Cortisol as well as adrenaline are also triggered during a stressful event. After that, our adrenaline levels return to normal, however our cortisol levels remain high for a much longer period of time. Our body can manage that when this is a sporadic one-off stressful event. This is called acute stress (e.g. the tiger chase or more mundanely when we run to catch the bus). On the other hand, chronic stress is an ongoing stress that also continues over a long period of time but does not diminish or go away (e.g. several hours at work). Therefore, chronic stress is very different from acute stress. Chronic stress produces a chronic release of adrenaline and cortisol which damages the immune system and reduces our ability to fight infection and creates inflammation in our body. Long-term elevated levels of adrenaline and cortisol affect many organs in our body. Research (Kim, E.J., Kim, J.J. (2023)) shows that regular or chronic stress exposure hurts people’s physical health leading to heart disease, cancer, obesity, arthritis, insomnia, infertility, and faster aging. It also affects mental health via anxiety, depression, PTSD, schizophrenia, and drug use relapse. But the good news is that there are natural ways to manage and reduce this form of stress. 
How to reduce your stress
There are several ways to reduce cortisol levels while stimulating feel-good chemicals. Here are four types of feel-good chemicals that naturally occur in our body:
1. Dopamine: This is the reward chemical. It is a neurotransmitter associated with feelings of happiness, motivation, alertness and focus. This is what makes us feel great about ourselves when we have achieved something we were aiming for. It is what makes us excited about life and what we do. High achievers tend to be driven by this chemical. Dopamine can be stimulated by completing tasks and celebrating these achievements. It can also be stimulated when we take care of ourselves, such as doing cardio (walking, running, cycling, swimming, etc.) or listening to music. Another great way to boost dopamine is to try new things or things we do not usually do in our daily lives. This is why we get so excited by the novelty of a new activity.
2. Serotonin: This is a mood stabiliser. It is a neurotransmitter that regulates mood, social behaviour, appetite, digestion, sleep and memory. Increased serotonin levels can help address symptoms of depression. This is why; we can find serotonin in pharmaceutical antidepressants. However, the drawback of these pharmaceuticals is that the body becomes dependent on them and loses its ability to produce serotonin by itself. This increases the dependency on these pharmaceuticals. However, simple daily activities can help naturally increase our serotonin levels, such as sun exposure (5-10 minutes at a time), walking in nature, doing cardio or getting enough sleep. Another few great ways to increase our serotonin levels are deep breathing, meditation and dry heat exposure.
3. Endorphin: It is a natural painkiller, stress reducer, mood elevator, and immune system booster that can produce a feeling of euphoria and relaxation. This can be generated by doing exercise such as cardio. Laughter is also an incredible endorphin booster, as well as dancing. Endorphin can also be stimulated by dry heat exposure as well as cold exposure (more details later on). Another two great endorphin boosters are sexual activity and listening to music… which can be done at the same time.
4. Oxytocin: This is the love hormone. It plays a key role in emotions and influences our romantic and social relationships. Oxytocin stimulates our feelings of trust, empathy, bonding and positive feelings towards others. It can be naturally increased via physical contact with our loved ones, such as holding hands or hugging, as well as sexual activity, especially via orgasms. Petting animals is also another way to stimulate this hormone.
Feel-good chemical boosting activities
	Dopamine
· Cardio
· Completing a routine task
· Meditation
· Expressing gratitude
· Getting enough sleep (7-9 hours)
· Listening to music
· Sun exposure (5-10 minutes)
· Trying new things
	Serotonin
· Cardio
· Deep belly breathing
· Dry heat exposure
· Expressing gratitude
· Getting enough sleep (7-9 hours)
· Meditation
· Sun exposure (5-10 minutes)
· Walking in nature

	Endorphin
· Cardio
· Cold exposure
· Dancing
· Deep belly breathing
· Dry heat exposure
· Laughing (e.g. watching comedy)
· Listening to music
· Sexual activity
	Oxytocin
· Holding hands with loved ones
· Hugging loved ones
· Petting animals 
· Sexual activity (orgasms)



Breathe
Breathing is an incredible tool to rebalance our mind, body and emotions. Breathing consciously is also a very efficient way to reduce stress, calm down and feel at peace. When we are focused on breathing, we are not thinking about anything else. We are just in the present. It also creates a strong connection between our body and our direct environment with the air coming into our body and coming out back into our surroundings. This way, we can disconnect from our over-thinking brain and ground ourselves.
Research (Sheikh, S., Rostami, A., Shahbazi, A. et al (2024)) shows that deep belly breathing (also called diaphragmatic beathing) lowers cortisol levels leading to lower stress and an enhanced emotional state. It also shows that deep belly breathing stimulates the parasympathetic nerves, which are the “relaxed” state nerves. This is in opposition to the fight or flight stressed state nerves called sympathetic nerves triggered by our survival mode. Therefore deep-breaking stimulates the parasympathetic nerves which causes greater relaxation and the release of serotonin and endorphins. This leads to improved mood and reduced symptoms of depression.
Following the recommendation of my second therapist, I began practicing meditation and then yoga a few years later to manage my stress. Focusing on breathing plays a big part in both activities. Since then and through these practices, I came to realise how conscious breathing can calm me down and help me reconnect with my body and the present moment. Following that, I came across a podcast with James Nestor, a scientific journalist, who wrote a book about the history and science behind breathing called: “Breath”. In this fascinating book about an ancient practice that has been largely lost nowadays, James Nestor explains that proper breathing techniques can significantly improve physical and mental health.
Nestor’s first key breathing tip is to breathe in from the nose. The reason is that the nose is a complex organ the size of a golf ball in our head. It is made for the purpose of clearing the air, heating it and moistening it for easier absorption by the body. A good example is that by sleeping with a closed mouth and breathing through the nose, we feel less dehydrated in the morning. This is why you hear more and more people sleeping with a piece of tape on their mouth to make sure to breathe in from the nose at night. Nestor explains that scientists have identified that breathing through the nose releases chemicals and hormones that lower blood pressure, ease digestion, regulate heart rate and support erectile function… So, you know what to do.
The second important breathing tip explained by Nestor is to take long breaths. These long breaths switch on the parasympathetic nerves as well. As mentioned before, the parasympathetic nerves, when stimulated, send messages to organs to relax and focus on digestion and recovery. This is why long breaths are a great and easy tool to relax. Combining long breaths with heavy breaths makes the blood flow to your body and reduces the blood flow to your brain. This is why heavy breathing can lead to feeling a bit dizzy sometimes. This is a good technique to help slow down our brain, especially in cases of heavy stress or anxiety and when we are looking to calm down. This is especially useful before a stressful event such as an exam or public presentation, though it is important not to push it to the point of passing out! Some surfers take a long, deep breath from the nose when they are paddling hard just before catching a wave. This helps them to stay calm before the stressful moment where they need to get up on their board and surf on this fast-moving body of water.
The third breathing tip from Nestor is to breathe from the belly. This can be achieved by inflating the belly when we are breathing in. It might make you feel a bit weird at first, as this is not something we often do. But belly breathing is very efficient because it pulls the lungs downward, while creating negative pressure inside the chest, which allows for a greater volume of air to be drawn into the lungs. Also, it is a very satisfying sensation as it massages and relaxes the diaphragm as well as our internal organs including the digestive system.
There are many specific breathing exercises that Nestor describes in his book for different purposes and situations. However, I will describe my favourite one which I have used for many years and that helps me deal with high levels of stress or anxiety. This exercise combines all of the above techniques. I particularly like it as it has immediate relaxing effects on me. It is simple to do and can be done anywhere and only takes a minute.
1. While standing, seated or lying down, take a long and deep breath in during four-five seconds from the nose while pushing your belly out so your belly feels tensed like a ball and your chest expands as well when you belly is fully out.
2. Stop breathing for four-five seconds by retaining the air in your lungs while maintaining your belly out and your chest expanded.
3. Breathe out slowly but deeply for four-five seconds from your mouth while contracting the chest followed by the belly so they are back to a normal state.
4. Renew this four-five times, then breathe normally and observe how you feel.
I used to practice this breathing exercise several times a day whenever I had a minute, while waiting for a lift, while peeing or whenever I felt stressed or anxious. This is my go-to technique whenever I feel stressed. Interestingly, I now feel less and less the need for it while I know it is always available whenever I need it. So now you have the tools, let’s start breathing and relax.
The power of routines
Having a routine helps our brain relax as our brain uses way less energy to complete repetitive tasks we are used to. This is why older people appear to be much more challenged in new environments than in familiar ones. In addition, US President Obama famously only wore blue or grey suits to limit the energy spent on choosing how to dress up in the morning to be able to focus his brain power on making decisions in his demanding job. Furthermore, we tend to be overloaded by too many choices. Who hasn’t spent 30 minutes trying to find a film to watch on Netflix? This is why a more limited number of options to decide from or positive routines makes our lives easier and more grounded in the present reality.
When I talk about the positive impact of routines, I am making reference to routines that are positive for our health and well-being. Having the routine of eating processed food and a bottle of wine every night is not a routine I would encourage. However, a 10-minute exercise routine in the morning for example is good for both your physical and mental health. And when you are having a tough day, you know you have still had these 10-minutes for yourselves and that you have this feeling of having achieved something today.
Furthermore, according to research (Westbrook, A., van den Bosch, R., Määttä, J. I., Hofmans, L., Papadopetraki, D., Cools, R., & Frank, M. J. (2020)) completing a routine task boosts the production of dopamine. This leads to improved motivation and productivity.

Routine helps us adapt and cope with change. I used to travel a lot for work, and having a 25-minute routine in the morning when I did some mobility and core exercises and then meditation helped me ground myself wherever I was. I still do it now, every morning. In addition, being able to work out or swim is quite essential to me. So, whenever I travel, I make sure I stay in places with a gym and a decent-size swimming pool or close to a public one so I can ground myself in the power of routines. 
Try new things
In my early 30s, I was stuck in the rat race in London. I felt stuck, apathetic and saying no to all new opportunities that came across my way. I lost interest, I didn’t care and didn’t want to get involved. Then one day, in a book shop, I stumbled upon “Yes man” a memoir written by Danny Wallace. In this book Wallace tells the story of when he decided to say yes to any offer he receives for one year. The book is very funny as Wallace goes through hysterical situations by saying yes to everything. This book was turned into a film with Jim Carrey. 
Though I didn’t start saying yes to everything and everybody, this book helped me to say yes more often. I ended up seeing friends more often strengthening some friendships by getting to know them better, making new friends as well, and trying new things I would have never done before. I ended up in some weird conferences where people were debating about Marxism in the middle of London or ended up shaking hands with the Archbishop of Canterbury. These experiences helped me become more open to different personalities, to be more adventurous and broaden my views on life (though I have not become a communist nor joined the Church of England). It also helped me to eventually leave London to do some volunteering in a slum in Manila in the Philippines, meet the woman of my life, and embrace a new career and life.
While routines can help us develop healthy habits and structure in our life, it is important not to become rigid in our approach to life. We have to be flexible as we have to readjust our life and what we do to find and maintain balance. Like a tree, when we become too rigid, we more easily break. Maintaining a flexible mindset enables us to adapt to life and retrieve the balance that we momentarily lost. By being flexible, we know and have the confidence that whatever life throws at us, we can adapt and regain this balance.
In the same way, our mind is like a pond with stressful events like a stone falling into the pond creating ripples that quiet down with time and space. Sometime these ripples might be bigger and last longer than planned, but eventually the pond will become still-like again. By being flexible to adapt to these ripples that life throws at us, we can regain our balance.
We can develop this flexibility by being curious. Being curious means trying new things we have never done before, learning new things, experimenting and play around. In this process you open your mind, you might come across new hobbies you really enjoy or new people that might inspire you. You might change your mind and discover new perspectives. You will also learn what you like and you don’t like and therefore learn about yourselves. 
According to research, trying new things boosts your dopamine production, which helps solidify long-term memory (Duszkiewicz AJ, McNamara CG, Takeuchi T, Genzel L. (2019)), and speeds up your ability to learn from association (Shohamy, Daphna et al. (2010)). In other words, by experiencing new things in life and connecting them together, you can improve your ability to learn something new from them. At last, it makes life much more interesting and exciting. So, let’s embrace the unknown.
Here is a list of simple ways to try something new:
1. Take a walk or a run through a different path that you have never taken before.
2. Visit a museum you have never been before.
3. Take an introductory class of a new hobby or exercise you have never done.
4. Try to cook something new you have never tried before.
5. Smile to the person serving you coffee, ask them how their day has been by looking at them in the eyes and really meaning it.
6. Smile at people. Some might think you are weird. Some might smile back at you. See how you feel.
Try hot and cold exposure
When I lived in Cambodia, I discovered this widely spread practice there of saunas more usually typical of colder countries such as Finland or Korea. There, people alternate between heat exposure in a sauna or a steam-room followed by cold exposure in cold baths varying from 8° to 12° Celsius. The first time I went into such cold bath, I was shocked and only managed to stay a few seconds. But then I slowly got into it as I felt incredible after it. I felt I was floating in the air for the rest of the day. I now typically do it twice a week wherever I can if I have access to a sauna or in my shower alternating hot and cold.
[bookmark: bbb0040][bookmark: bbb0095][bookmark: bbb0245][bookmark: bbb0635]Hot and cold exposure are great ways to improve our health and give us an incredible feeling of bliss by generating endorphin and serotonin. Dry heat exposure is especially linked to many health benefits. There is a large body of scientific literature coming from Finland, where saunas originate in Europe. Typical dry heat exposure is characterised by short-term exposure of 5-20 minutes to high temperatures ranging from 45 °C to 100 °C (113 °F to 212 °F). Several research studies (Laukkanen et al. (2015b), Laukkanen et al. (2018a), Brunt and Minson, (2021); Ely et al., (2018); Hunt et al., (2019), Pizzey et al. (2021)) show that regular dry heat exposure, such as going to a sauna, extends health-span by (i) reducing the risk of cardiovascular disease (by reducing blood pressure, increasing heart rate and improving blood flow) and (ii) reducing the risk of neuro-degenerative disease. Moreover, research (Yamada et al. (2007)) also shows that dry heat exposure boosts our immune system by increasing the release of heat shock proteins. These heat shock proteins help protect cells from damage. Dry heat exposure also improves skin health by opening pores and promoting sweating, which can help clear the skin of impurities and evacuate heavy metals from the body. As mentioned before, it supports mental health as it reduces stress and anxiety through the release of serotonin, while providing pain relief due to the release of endorphins.
In addition, frequent exposure to cold is linked to a number of different health benefits as well. Cold exposure can be done by immersing ourselves up to the neck in a cold bath or having a cold shower. Typical temperature would be just above 10 C° - 50°F. Research shows that cold exposure has several health benefits as well, including mental and emotional benefits such as boosting our mood with increased vigour and self-esteem. It also decreases negative emotions like tension, anger, depression, fatigue, and confusion (Kelly JS, Bird E (2022)). According to research, it also helps reduce stress (Lunt HC, Barwood MJ, Corbett J, Tipton MJ. (2010)) by stimulus for the body, prompting significant shifts in its hormonal stress response, particularly involving cortisol (Srámek P, Simecková M, Janský L, Savlíková J, Vybíral S. (2000)). As mentioned before, cortisol usually shoots up during a situation of stress. However, cortisol levels decrease significantly after cold exposure. Hence, by practising cold exposure regularly, we can train our body to reduce our cortisol production in response to other stress factors in our lives. After the initial shock of cold exposure, the body releases endorphin. Research (Shevchuk NA. (2008)) shows that regular cold exposure increases general levels of endorphin and reduces symptoms of anxiety and depression. Though research is more limited in this area, cold exposure is associated with boosting our immune system, reducing inflammation, swelling and sore muscles due to the constriction of blood vessels. This is for this particular reason that many athletes use ice baths and other types of cold exposure as a means to speed up recovery after physical exercise.
Mixing both heat via a sauna and cold exposure by immersing ourselves in a cold bath or a cold shower might seem a strange experience at first. The cold plunge or shower is definitely not an easy thing to do when we are not used to it. But if the opportunity is available, it is a great experience to go to a sauna and a cold plunge. If not, you can start at home with a regular hot shower for five minutes and at the end of the shower, you can then just switch to as cold as possible and stay under it for 30 seconds. After that, you can gradually increase the cold shower time by 15 seconds at a time until you can do two minutes. I personally find cold showers easier in the evening or after exercising especially if it is cold outside. Also to help during the cold exposure, it is good to combine it with some long, deep breathing, with inhaling from the nose. Afterwards, it is great to sit down or lie down for five minutes just to see how you feel, as you can experience a great sense of rejuvenation with an incredible feeling of bliss.
Try meditation
Many people think that meditation is stopping our overthinking mind from having any thoughts. This is not correct, nor realistic. Meditation is training ourselves to become aware of our thinking mind, being able to observe it without judgment but with a sense of perspective and to gradually slow it down. We can do that by noticing the thought arising and let it go without affecting us.
Andy Puddicombe, a British writer and meditation advocate, describes our brain as a busy road full of cars that are our thoughts. He explains that we typically get stuck and worried by every vehicle on the road, i.e. each thought that catches our attention. The purpose of meditation is to imagine ourselves on the side of the road, relaxing and watching the flow of cars passing us by without paying attention or getting stuck in any of them. The flow of thoughts will continue in our heads. While being aware of each passing thought, we are able not to be held back by any of them. We just notice this thought and let it go. This way, we can go back to our breathing or whatever we are focusing on as part of our meditation practice and eventually our life through the day.
Typically, meditation is done seated in silence with closed eyes. However, it does not end after we have opened our eyes and got up. Meditation is an exercise to help us be in the present, conscious of our environment, and to learn how to gradually slow down our overthinking brain. Daily meditation practice helps us find this inner peace, this relaxed state and see things for what they are and not what we over-analyse them for. It enables us to carry this state of mind during the whole day. As previously explained, this is what we call mindfulness. As per Watt, mindfulness is to invite a gap in our endless stream of thoughts and emotions. It is to train ourselves to wake up, to open a door and let in some space; some mind space. This way, we are allowing ourselves to be present. It enables us to feel the sensations in our body, the movement of our breath, our environment, such as the contact with the floor, the wind on our face, the warmth or cold and notice how we feel.
Research (Calderone A, Latella D, Impellizzeri F, de Pasquale P, Famà F, Quartarone A, Calabrò RS. (2024) shows that meditation lowers cortisol levels, reducing the effect of stress. Similarly to breathing, meditation stimulates the production of serotonin and dopamine levels increasing our overall feeling of well-being.
One of my favourite experiences after I have meditated is to look at the sky. I am surprised how beautiful it is, including the light and the clouds. Such a mundane experience becomes completely different as I am not thinking but just feeling the moment and enjoying what I am seeing.
Try meditation. It takes time, but it eventually brings an incredible feeling of inner peace and stress-relief. It opens new doors of perception.
How to meditate
As mentioned before, my second therapist recommended me to practice meditation to manage my stress and anxiety. At that time, meditation didn’t sound appealing to me as it seemed impossible to me to be able to sit down doing nothing. Then, as my stress and anxiety were not going away, I came across a meditation app called HeadSpace. I downloaded this app and found it very useful to teach me how to meditate through guided meditations. Guided meditation is when someone is guiding you in what to do with their voice through the meditation practice. I have been meditating for more than 10 years and I mainly do unguided meditation now. But without this tool, I am not sure I would have been able to learn how to meditate. I now meditate every morning for 15 minutes and it really helps me reduce my stress levels, take a step back from my thoughts and find some peace of mind on a daily basis. I also know that If I feel agitated, I can tap into meditation to help me find balance.
Meditation is not easy the first time as we are not used to sit down in silence. This is because our brain overthinks and we wonder how we will manage to stay like this for that long. This is normal. We are not used to sitting down and doing nothing. This is a practice that takes time but is eventually very rewarding.
Meditation does not require sitting on a stone in front of a waterfall for two hours. In any case, few of us live next to a waterfall and have two hours to meditate every day. A daily practice of 10 minutes, if it is all you have, is excellent. It is essential to have a scheduled time for meditation to make sure you do it every day. I typically meditate for 15 minutes but sometimes I feel a bit reckless and only do 10 minutes, while other days I have more time and feel I can do 20 minutes. At the end of the day, it is not a competition. It is your own practice, and it is better to do 10 minutes every morning than 20 minutes twice a week. The key to meditation is regular practice to see a transformation in our state of mind. The easiest way to make sure to manage to do that is in the morning, as we tend to get caught in our busy lives afterwards and never manage to do it. Some people do it before going to bed, but it often leads them to fall asleep, which is not the objective.
It is challenging to learn how to sit down in silence and meditate on our own. This is why guided meditation is beneficial. There are several options, such as meditation centres, but it isn't easy to develop a daily morning practice this way. As mentioned before, I believe the most practical tool is meditation apps. It sounds strange to rely on an app on our phone to find peace of mind, but I personally found it was the easiest way for me to learn how to meditate. There are several great meditation apps available beyond Headspace, which offer several types of meditation techniques with different levels of guidance. These apps, often offer ten free sessions at the beginning so you can try meditation and see if you want to pursue this practice.
At the end of the day, we will always face stressful situations. Similar to the pond previously mentioned, the objective here is to find a way to manage and reduce these ripples. If the stressful even becomes a storm and the ripples become waves, it is ok. We just need to know how to surf the waves until it quiets down and then get back to this pond-like state. Meditation can teach you that.
Next steps
· Write down the three things in your life that stress you the most.
· Write down your daily or weekly activities that reduce your stress.
· Write down activities listed above that you could do to reduce your stress such as setting a new morning routine or trying something new.
· Sit down and try the breathing technique in this chapter:
1. Take a long and deep breath in during four-five seconds from the nose while pushing your belly out so your belly feels tensed like a ball and your chest expands as well when you belly is fully out.
2. Stop breathing for four-five seconds by retaining the air in your lungs while maintaining your belly out and your chest expanded.
3. Breathe out slowly but deeply for four-five seconds from your mouth while contracting the chest followed by the belly so they are back to a normal state.
4. Renew this four-five times, then breathe normally and observe how you feel.
· Download a meditation app and try 10-day guided free sessions, and see how you feel.


8. [bookmark: _Toc216175203]Show your vulnerability
"Vulnerability is not weakness; it’s our greatest measure of courage."
Brené Brown
[bookmark: _Hlk207634562]This is a tough man’s world, but does it have to be?
Michael is a 6’3 (1m90) American guy from Texas. Michael joined the US Marine Corps at 18 and was very good at shooting. He became a sniper and did two tours in Afghanistan. In his 20s, he left the army and moved back to Texas. He only knew the military life and discipline. He struggled to adapt to civilian life with fewer rules and even fewer people abiding by them. He was also traumatised by what he saw and what he did in Afghanistan. The first question people asked him when they knew he was an ex-sniper was: “How many people did you kill?” This was the last question Michael wanted to answer. He knew he was struggling and needed help. The support he received from the US Marine Corps was called BAM. This stands for “Be A Man”, and that was it. So, Michael was left to learn how to live a civilian life on his own with all his traumas, and he was just told to man up. A few months later, late on a Saturday night at a pizza parlour after many drinks, Michael got really upset by someone skipping the queue to order in. He told the guy to queue, which the guy ignored. Michael snapped and started beating the guy up. After that, the police arrived, and Michael was arrested.
Many men, believe we need to show that we are strong all the time, otherwise we will face rejection. We are afraid of showing weakness. We hide our vulnerability as we see this as a sign of weakness. This is especially the case when we are in front of other men. A lot of social interaction, even friendships, end up in dick competitions to see who has the biggest one - figuratively speaking. This is the typical tough man culture which many men are raised in. This is a massive source of trauma for many men and women alike. This is what creates generations of toxic alpha males who only know dominance and aggressivity as a way of interacting with the world. They are trapped in this toxic culture where they cannot express any feeling, nor show any vulnerability. And this is the reason Michael was not able to get the help he needed despite his years of service to a country which no longer cared for him. This is because he was not allowed to show his vulnerability.
One of the policemen who arrested him was also a war veteran and understood what Michael was going through. Michael could have been thrown in jail for this. But this policeman instead made sure Michael was let go and received the PTSD treatment he needed. Several years later, I met Michael, and he told me his story. He was now a small business owner, lived with his girlfriend and was planning to buy a house. He was one of the sweetest people I have ever met, and I was glad he shared his story with me. He knew that showing and talking about his vulnerability was one of the most beautiful lessons he had learnt in life.
Embrace your vulnerability
I believe what happened to Michael was due to the tough man culture we live in. This culture is based on 100,000s of years of Darwinist evolution, with the fittest man’s genes surviving as he is selected as a mating partner. Don’t get me wrong. Being gradually exposed to challenging and demanding situations, stepping out of our comfort zone during our development and through our adult life is beneficial. It teaches us to learn how to push ourselves, adapt, and handle difficult situations, so we can make an impact and achieve our purpose in life. However, this tough man culture cannot be applied at every step of a person’s life. It can be detrimental to the man as well as people around if it is solely focused on toughening him to the detriment of developing other aspects of personal and psychological development. There are clearly moments, such as early-age development or in situations of fragility, where a man needs to step away from this culture and embrace his vulnerability.
[bookmark: _Hlk207787655]This was a long process for me to learn this. As I struggled with a lack of confidence as a teenager and subsequently as a young adult, instead of admitting this to myself and to the people who cared about me, I projected a false confidence which often translated into arrogance. I struggled to show my vulnerability because I had to man up in front of other men and I didn’t know there was another option.This was until I realised that vulnerability is on the greatest proofs of courage. While I was doing research on vulnerability, I came across a Ted Talk with Brené Brown, a research professor who specialises on vulnerability and wrote several books about it. I liked her straight forward approach to a difficult topic using a lot of self-depreciating humour. She explains in her book "Daring Greatly" that when she asks an audience if showing vulnerability is a sign of weakness, most people agree with this statement. However, when she asks if people thought it was brave to stand in front of an audience and be vulnerable, most people agree with this as well. It seems we admire people showing vulnerability, but we are afraid of it.
Her take on this is that vulnerability is not a sign of weakness but a measure of courage. Instead, showing vulnerability is having the courage to be imperfect. It is to have enough self-compassion to accept our imperfections and feel worthy of being loved and connected for who we truly are. Brown says that vulnerability is about being genuine and having the courage to show up even if it might hurt us. According to her, this is the only way to live a fulfilling life and develop genuine, honest and loving relationships. According to her, vulnerability makes us authentic and allows us to feel belonging with people we love and care about. Showing vulnerability empowers us to be our true selves and not who we are supposed to be.
 Brown describes the three steps we need to take to embrace vulnerability:
1. Be conscious that you are worthy of being loved and that you are enough the way you are. This implies loving yourselves (as discussed in Chapter 1), so you can be loved.
2. Dare to show up and engage with the world even if it could hurt you. This means taking risks and putting yourselves – your true selves - out there.
3. Be aware that your willingness to own and engage your vulnerability determines how courageous you are. This means that understanding that your courage comes from your ability to show your vulnerability.
How to show vulnerability
During a work retreat a few years ago - and a couple of months before I left the company -, staff were asked to participate in a talent show. I did a stand-up comedy set in front of my 150 colleagues. During my set, I mentioned my past anxiety and that psychotherapy helped and that everybody could benefit from therapy. I joked about the fact that my team, in particular, could benefit from it. My boss, after my set, came to me stating that he did not believe our team needed therapy. He was dead serious. However, the day after, during a lunch with six of my colleagues from different teams and nationalities, people opened up. They shared their personal mental health issues or those of their partners or children. Something I have never heard before in the nine years I worked in this company. Then I understood that by showing my vulnerability, people open up. My colleagues felt that they could open up, and we could have a meaningful conversation and really connect on another level. I learnt that when we show our vulnerability, other people start opening up and show their own vulnerability. This is because there is a mutual trust that has been established. I used to think that being confident was knowing all the answers. I finally realised that confidence is to be ok with not knowing all the answers.
Brown defines vulnerability as the courage of putting ourselves out there. I might have taken her meaning a bit too literally when I went to do stand-up in front of all your colleagues and talk about therapy. This is clearly not necessary and I would have probably not dare doing that if I wasn’t on my notice period. Instead, let’s go through together a few examples of opportunities, that she has identified during her research, where you can show your vulnerability:
· Asking for help: A lot of us don’t dare admitting we don’t know and that we need help. This can be for something men are expected to know how to do (changing a wheel or DIY) or something we are asked to do at work or to know but we have no idea about it. We are afraid to look like a fraud. Who hasn’t googled the definition of something they just heard at work and pretended they knew about it? This is just our ego taking over. In a new job, I always asked a lot of questions in the first six months as I thought I won’t be able to ask them after this period. But why six months? This is purely arbitrary. Why not six years or more? Admitting we don’t know and asking for help so we can grow proves we are professional, that we want to do the right thing and that we want to learn and develop. We all have different educational backgrounds and experience and we can’t know it all. Asking for help, help us grow but also forms a bond with colleagues or friends, so next time they need help they know they can rely on you.
· Admitting to being afraid: A lot of men struggle to do this as they believe society expects them not to feel any fear. When I quit my job to write this book, it was a big leap of faith in my capability of doing something completely different while not getting a salary at the end of the month. Admitting to people that I was excited about this project but also very much afraid, helped people connect with my experience and related with their own experience of trying new things in life. Indeed, admitting to being afraid in front of loved ones such as a partner or a male friend helps you show a part of you that not many people know.  Also, by expressing this fear, it can help you to put words on how you feel which can help address this fear. In addition, it encourages people around you to provide support and reassurance. When people think you have no fear, you create a distance between you and them. By expressing it, you allow people to get closer to you and strengthen your relationship or friendship. Again, such example of showing vulnerability is like lowering our guard in front of loved ones. When we show them that, they can lower their guard and express their fear as well. 
· Falling in love: A lot of men struggle to fall in love as this is one of the most profound and intimate way of showing vulnerability. We are afraid to expose our soul to someone without knowing for sure what will they do with it: embrace it or break our heart? This is especially true when we have had our heart broken before. Indeed, falling in love is taking another big leap of faith towards our lover. It is scary but in the same time it is a beautiful experience to dive into. Falling in love and being loved in return is the most incredible thing to experience in life. Being able to take this risk despite our past experience might be the riskiest but the more rewarding show of vulnerability.
There are many other examples of opportunities to show our vulnerability identified by Brown such asking for forgiveness, standing up for ourselves or for friends under criticism, saying “I love you” first, initiating sex with our partner, getting fired or laying off employees. Some of these examples are quite simple and are things most of us have experienced in life. At the same time, it is really telling how they can be quite tricky to go through. This shows how we struggle to show our vulnerability in our day-to-day life; how we struggle to admit it to ourselves and to our loved ones. 
To whom should you show vulnerability?
According to Brown, vulnerability is not sharing everything with everybody - especially online. Vulnerability is sharing how we feel with our inner circle. Beyond deciding what we want to share, it is essential to choose whom we want to share it with. Showing vulnerability is not pouring all our problems and traumas to anybody we meet physically or on social media. This is just offloading our emotional baggage and removing all future ability for meaningful connection with these people. Showing vulnerability is a proof of trust. For that, we need to carefully decide who we trust among our inner circle being our partner, friends and family. 
Tell people you love them
My family does not express their emotions and feelings much. I remember the first time I told my father I loved him, I was in my early 30s, and it was over the phone. I remember his answer very clearly: “Please know that the feeling is mutual.” That probably sounds cold for most people but I knew that it was the best he could do and it came from the bottom of his heart. It took me years of adult life to learn how to express my emotions and to show my vulnerability.
In the book “A French Life” by Jean-Paul Dubois, the hero says, “I never had so many things to say to my dad since he passed away.” This sentence had a significant impact on me. It made me understand that we assume that people know how we feel about them. But this is not necessarily true. Expressing our love and gratitude strengthens our bond and brings a sense of contentment and peace of mind. It isn't easy to express our feelings face to face especially if you are in a family like mine where people do not show much emotions. So, I wrote a letter to my father and then to my mother expressing the love, admiration and gratitude I have for them. For things they taught me, qualities I received from them and the love I have for them. This helped us get closer to each other and now they know how I feel about them. This is especially relevant when our parents are aging and they start to face a sense of vulnerability. Knowing that we aim well for them is very reassuring in this moment of fragility. It also enabled them to open up to things I never thought was possible such as their childhoods, their hopes and their experience in life. It might not bring that out all at once. But gradually it can help people open up more. In addition, it makes us feel that we spoke our truth and we will not have any regrets not having said what we wanted to say when we had the time to do it like Dubois expresses.
Telling people, we love them or expressing gratitude towards others is a potent tool to find happiness and inner peace. As per Jay Shetti in “Think like a Monk”, gratitude connects us, helps us feel closer to each other and gives us a sense of belonging. He highlights that studies show that when we feel gratitude, we are in the present and we do not think about anything else. We block toxic emotions and their harmful effects on the body, leading to better mental health and self-awareness. Gratitude enables people to focus on what they have rather than what they lack and therefore creates a positive mindset.
Develop your empathy
People often confuse sympathy and empathy. Sympathy is feeling what other people are feeling. For example, sympathy is feeling sad when you see someone sad. On the other hand, empathy is understanding what other people are feeling. So, empathy is understanding when someone is sad. In this case, empathy enables you to comfort this person and be there for them. In other words, empathy is putting yourselves in other people’s shoes without necessarily feeling the same way as the other person. Empathy is a great way to develop a more objective and inclusive view of the world and of other people. Also, it enables you to help others in a more constructive way without being as emotionally affected.
 I found that when I suffered from anxiety and self-doubt, I struggled to feel empathetic towards others. I guess I was too preoccupied with my own problems to have the energy for others’. However, as I gradually built confidence and developed a sense of inner peace, my empathy naturally grew. Also, an interesting aspect of empathy is that the more you are empathetic towards others, the more it attracts other empathetic people around you. Therefore, it creates a virtuous circle of connections with empathetic people who are better able to help each other. 
Accept your sadness 
For a long time, I used to run away from sad French songs or anything that made me feel down as it brought me melancholia. The reason is that it reminded of the Sunday blues I had as a child dreading going back to school on Monday, while hearing the sad French songs my father was listening to. Knowing now that it just reminded me of that, I can recognise it as what it is, which is just a sad song. If it brings me a moment of sadness, I just accept it and experience it.
This might sound obvious to many, but we all feel emotions, and it is ok. Sometimes we feel joy, sometimes we feel sadness. We do not need to be or pretend to be happy all the time, as this is not realistic. Being positive can be helpful to make the best of what we have or the world offers. However, it does not work all the time. Sometimes, we feel down for a moment. We just need to welcome it and accept it. This is usually temporary, but it is unavoidable at some point. Research (Hayes, Strosahl, & Wilson, 2012) shows that people who are able to accept unpleasant thoughts and feelings, without being overwhelmed by them, are more resilient than people who try to distract themselves or avoid such experiences through strategies such as positive thinking.
Accepting our emotions and expressing them, including sadness, is actually good for our health. Beyond causing mental health issues such as stress, anxiety and depression, research (Mund M, Mitte K. (2012)) shows that keeping feelings bottled in leads to a less resilient immune system, cardiovascular disease and hypertension.
Furthermore, negative emotions such as sadness are an interesting signal sent by our body of something that we don’t feel comfortable with, dislike, or want to avoid. Therefore, negative emotions are an opportunity to pause, take a step back and observe what is happening to us. Is there a particular reason for it to emerge, e.g. sad French songs reminded me of childhood Sunday blues? The key thing here is to accept the emotion and recognise it. Once we have identified its root cause, we can choose how to respond to it. In addition, accepting our emotions does not mean we should let them control our lives, as we will discuss in Chapter 10. At last, accepting and expressing a negative emotion such as sadness, create a bonding moment with our loved ones.
Boys do cry
Sadness can lead to tears. And it is ok. Crying is actually good for us. Research (Gračanin A, Bylsma L, Vingerhoets J J M (2014)) shows that crying has a self-soothing effect by stimulating the parasympathetic nerves, and reducing emotional pain by releasing oxytocin and endorphin. Research (Murube J (2009)) also shows that it reduces stress by removing cortisol from the body through tears.
Another aspect of crying is the social aspect of it. Crying in front of loved ones encourages closeness, empathy and support from friends and family. Nevertheless, some of us, men, might feel uncomfortable crying in front of others. In this case, you can always go to a separate room if you need to be alone to welcome these tears.
Furthermore, many men cry. Research (van Hemert, D. A., van de Vijver, F. J. R., & Vingerhoets, A. J. J. M. (2011)) carried out on more than 7,000 people in 37 countries shows that women cry on average 30 to 67 times per year, while men cry five to 17 times per year. Variations seem to be due to cultural differences between societies where it is more socially acceptable to show emotions. But the most important thing here is that most men cry, and quite frequently. So next time you have tears coming up, let them flow. You are not alone, and it is good for you.
Next Steps
· Write down the last time you showed vulnerability to someone you love/care (partner, friend, or family). Write down how you felt afterwards.
· Write down the last time you were in a situation where you could have shown vulnerability but decided not to.
· This week, show your vulnerability to someone you love/care (partner, friend, or family).
· Next time you feel sad, just stop, sit down and feel the sensation. After that, think what could be the reason for it.
· Write down the last time you cried.



C. [bookmark: _Toc216175204]The Wisdom journey

“Emancipate yourself from mental slavery”
Bob Marley. Redemption song

The Wisdom Journey is the third step in becoming a Better Man. The purpose of this journey is to understand and step back from our fears and worries to find peace of mind in our daily life through Stoic and Buddhist philosophies. Why these two philosophies, you might say? The reason is that Stoicism and Buddhism, two philosophies emerging from Western and Eastern traditions respectively, converge on a fundamental idea: human suffering arises not from external events themselves, but from our reactions to them and our attempts to control what lies beyond our influence. Both philosophies recognise how our over-thinking mind fixates on anxiety about the future and lingers on regrets over the past. They share the common vision that genuine happiness is found not in chasing external possessions or circumstances, but within ourselves. Through practical wisdom, each tradition guides us toward clarity, resilience, and peace of mind, while grounding ourselves in the present moment. They both champion inner freedom over external conditions, applying personal ethics, self-discipline, and the cultivation of wisdom as essential virtues. What resonates most with me is that rather than remaining abstract theories, both Stoic and Buddhist philosophies are based on a lived experience, offering actionable tools to navigate life with purpose and inner peace. 
The Wisdom journey starts by understanding what we can control and what we cannot. This way we can focus on what we can actually control and let go of the rest. This can be done by accepting the impermanence of things as the world is constantly changing. This way, we can find inner peace by living in the present away from our overthinking mind, which constantly regrets the past and worries about the future. This also means learning to enjoy the journey rather than focusing on the outcome, while letting go of regrets (Chapter 9). This journey continues by overcoming our unhealthy emotions and cravings through the practice of Stoic virtues of Practical Wisdom, Courage, Justice, Temperance as well as developing healthy emotions. This way we can find peace of mind to live a good, fulfilling and happy life (Chapter 10). 


9. [bookmark: _Toc216175205]Focus on what you can control and let go of the rest

“You say you want a revolution,
We all want to change the world…
You better free your mind instead”
The Beatles. Revolution

We are all control freaks
I worked for over 15 years in investment management and carried out many investments in private equity and in private credit in several companies in Europe as well as in various countries in Asia such as Cambodia, India, Myanmar, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. I believe I worked hard and put a lot of effort and discipline into analysing and negotiating these investments. For a long period of time, when a negative event occurred, I would get annoyed, stressed and anxious about it. In the same time, I would also worry about other potential negative events happening. I was thinking that if these investments failed, I would lose my job and no other investment manager would want to hire me in the future. So I would be out of a job, would run out of money and would lose it all. Eventually, some of these investments were successful while others didn’t perform well. When an investment didn’t do well, I regretted these past investment decisions and felt resentment. This all together brought a lot of stress and anxiety.
While I was worrying about these investments, what went wrong and what could go wrong, my boss told me: Focus on aspect of investments you can control and don’t worry about the rest. This was an eye opener for me. For example, these investments’ success was dependent on the company’s business model, its performance, the management quality, and the company’s ability to compete and adapt to a changing environment. All things you can evaluate before investing as well as working with the company to improve and adapt in case of a negative event occurring post-investment. However, especially in emerging or frontier markets where I worked on, a lot of things can happen and quite rapidly. From sudden changes of regulation or government policies, unplanned and disorganised lockdowns, double-digit currency devaluations, banking crisis to civil wars. A lot of things can happen… and I have actually been through most of these. I could have done the most thorough analysis of these risks at the time I made the investment, but I could not have foreseen all these possible - sometime unlikely - sudden events. And a lot of sudden events happen… all the time.
We live in a fast-changing and complex world. A lot of things are happening in the world, to us, and we often feel overwhelmed by it. The world around us is constantly going through changes in geopolitics, technology, climate, work practices and social habits. This makes a lot of us feel lost and confused in this world. While in the same time, we live in a culture that requires us to be in control. We have to be in control of our lives, of what is happening to us and of our environment. By trying to control what is happening to us, we believe that we can create some stability in our lives and give them meaning. We spend a lot of energy creating this fake stability by taking a safe job and sticking with it, buying a house in a safe neighbourhood, by keeping a relationship static with each partner being stuck in the same role, etc. But all these things might not last. The worst part is that we struggle to enjoy what we have built. This is because we live in fear that we might lose everything we have worked so hard to create. So, our egotistic mind over-reacts to any external event happening to us as it is afraid we will lose it all. In addition, our over-thinking mind creates all these scenarios of a future that doesn’t exist, while in the same time resent our past decisions or what has happened to us in the past.
When you dive into Stoicism, you quickly come across a short book called “The Enchiridion” (Greek for "handbook"). It is a small guide to Stoic philosophy written by Epictetus, the ancient Greek Stoic philosopher. There, Epictetus explains: “Men are disturbed not by things, but by the views which they take of them”. Indeed, we over-react to things happening to us with strong negative emotions such as fear, stress, anger or sadness. We make a mountain of something happening to us, which we have no control over. We do all that because we try to control these things. And when we are not busy over-reacting to these external events, we worry in anticipation of bad things that could potentially happen to us. We worry about future events that might or might not occur and that we have no control over. We mainly worry about things that never actually happen. Trying to control everything and anticipate what might happen to us in the future leads to anxiety. Anxiety is the fear of not being in control. This comes from the fact that we try to control things that are beyond our control. Indeed, seeking to control everything in our lives is not possible. This isn't easy to accept for many of us. Even a deemed safe job can stop because a machine or a piece of software can do it for cheaper and faster. A deemed safe neighbourhood can turn for the worse because a natural disaster happens, or people move away because jobs have moved as well. Relationships, especially the ones that do not evolve, can sometimes lead to a dead-end. When this happens, we waste even more energy trying to maintain this fake stability, and we get even more exhausted, which increases our anxiety.
When I started exploring Buddhist philosophy, the first book I read was called “Buddhism, Plain and Simple” by Steve Hagen. Hagen there describes in a very clear way the key tenets of Buddhist philosophy. In this book, Hagen explains that we try to deal with most of our problems by leaving our immediate situation by any means we can. But our deep-down problem does not go away. It travels with us. This deep-down problem is confusion. The ups and downs of life remain with life. Good times come and go. Bad times do the same. Still, we spend much of our time and energy trying to get the good times back. We fail to notice that the good times arrive of their own. Likewise, the bad times appear even though we spend much time and energy trying to keep them at bay.
The good news is we can let go of this illusory idea of controlling everything. Instead, we can focus on what we can control and let go of the rest. But first, we need to accept that things never stay the same.
Accept the impermanence of things
There is only one constant in this world: it is change. This is why we can try our best to keep control and stability in our lives, but things change constantly. Thus, this is of no avail. I am not saying change is good or bad. It just is. It is a fact of life. This is why we are better off embracing change. It empowers us to let go of the false sense of stability and permanence. By letting go of this false sense of stability and accepting the impermanence of things, we can free ourselves from trying to keep everything the same. Stoic and Buddhist philosophies’ views converge on this notion of impermanence of things.
Robertson explains that Heraclitus, an ancient Greek philosopher, developed the theory of “everything flows”, meaning that nothing remains the same in life. He illustrated that thought with the well-known metaphor of the river: “You cannot step into the same river twice because new waters are always flowing in.” For the Stoics, the concept that “everything flows” is essential because it has the psychological effect of reducing the perceived importance of external events and our attachment or aversion to them.
Hagen explains that as per Buddhist philosophy, everything we experience - what we see, hear, feel, and think - is constantly changing. Nothing stays the same. We wish things would remain permanent, but they never do. That brings us pain and suffering. We make it worse by trying to stop the change and keep things the same. We do this by trying to control everything around us and even inside us. We can train hard for a competition but if we injure ourselves or get a stomach bug the day before, there is nothing we can do but forfeit. Or if we have prepared really hard for days for an important 30-minute presentation at work but due to external reasons we are only given five minutes to go through our 30 slides. We will try our best to adapt and go to the essential. Will we perform as well as if we had the 30 minutes originally given? Probably not. But there is nothing we can do to reverse the fact that we are only given five minutes.
 We try to make sense of the world in our minds, hoping to find some meaning or relief. But change is a reality, and trying to control the flow of life only causes us more pain. We need to accept that life is constantly changing - including our own bodies and minds. Everything, including ourselves, is in constant flux.
Tolle describes that there are cycles of success, when things work for us and we are thriving and cycles of failure, when nothing seems to work for us. These down cycles are needed to let go of old things to make room for new things to arise, or for transformation to happen. This is similar to when a lobster molts. It sheds its old exoskeleton that is too tight and full of barnacles and parasites to let the new exoskeleton emerge so it can grow into it. If we hold on and resist, we are fighting against the inevitable flow of life, and we will suffer from it. Tolle further explains that we tend to think that growth cycles are good and decline cycles are destructive, but nothing can grow forever; otherwise, it becomes a monstrous leviathan. Decline is needed for new growth to come. This is especially true for our personal growth. Failures are among the best lessons in life for us to learn from. All successes eventually fail, and all failures can subsequently transform into successes.
I used to worry that if my investments failed, I would lose my job. But I came to understand that even if I lost my job, there are plenty of other things I can do to make a living. I have acquired plenty of skills along the way. Skills I could apply in an investment management job like the one I did, or other jobs using the same skillset. I also realised that losing my job might be an opportunity to do something completely different or learn new skills along the way. For that, I just had to accept that nothing is permanent and let go of what I could not control. This is one of the most liberating thoughts I have come to understand. The rest is a lot of learning from these experiences, especially the failures.
The impermanence of things might be frightening for many of us. Nevertheless, this constant arising and fading away is the very thing that make our lives vibrant and wonderful. Knowing that something will end makes us appreciate it even more. There is no point in fighting this change as it only brings anxiety and pain. So, let’s embrace it and go with the flow of life in the present moment.
Find inner peace here and now
People sometimes ask: “What would you do if you only had one day left?” Not many people would go to work for sure. Some might start eating, drinking or doing drugs. But the most likely thing that people would do would be to spend the day with their loved ones. Enjoying the present moment with what they hold dearest. 
Obviously and hopefully most of us have many years to live ahead of them and we all need to make a living and go to work. But as Tolle explains, the present is the only thing we have. In an ever-changing world, the present is the only constant in our lives. We do not live in the past nor in the future. Our life is only in the now. We have always been in the present and will always be in the present. Being in the now is the only way we can stop our overthinking mind. It is the only point of access to reality, to simply being. 
As mentioned before, being in the present is the only way to reach the state of freedom from this perceived state of incompleteness which makes us worry about the future and regret the past. As Tolle explains, being in the present is being conscious of the here and now. It is a consciousness that we are reclaiming from our minds. Being free of living in the future, we no longer pursue our goals with grim determination, driven by fear, anger, discontent or the need to become someone else, he further explains. This is when we are free from the desire of “becoming” someone. When we are truly present, we feel vibrant with life, and we can feel life’s every moment as the joy of being. When we manage to turn our attention to the present, our thoughts stop, and we feel a presence, a stillness. We feel at peace.
Robertson describes that according to Stoicism, being in the present is the key to finding peace. Because we have no control over the past or the future, we should be indifferent to them and not dwell on or think about them. Our focus should solely be on the present and the choices and behaviours we adopt now. By dwelling on the past and future, we end up neglecting our actions that we can control here and now. Therefore, Stoics train themselves to focus their attention on the present moment. They do this by reminding themselves that they could potentially die the following day and should therefore focus on finding happiness here and now and not in an uncertain future. This does not mean not planning for the future, but instead applying ourselves to work towards our purpose and what is essential to us in the present moment.
[bookmark: _Hlk207634862]Understand what you can control and what you cannot
As mentioned before, as per Buddhist philosophy, things are in constant flux. We do not want bad times as we are afraid of the pain and the loss they will bring. Also, we live in a world where we don’t want to appear as losers who have failed. However, Hagen explains that bad times are out of our control as much as good times. Indeed, the good and the bad times will come and go no matter what we do to control the situation. Hence, we should understand that such control is impossible, and we should just enjoy the moment as much as we can. This does not mean we should not plan for the future and work towards our purpose. But we need to accept that we do not control the outcome.
When we start to think this way, the desire to control naturally begins to lessen. The objective is to acknowledge that things are as they are. Such acknowledgement helps us reduce our anxiety and suffering from seeking to control everything.
Epictetus explains that we should focus on what we can control and ignore the rest or in his own words: “We make the best of things that are in our power and take the rest as nature gives it”. We have control over very little in our lives. We mainly have control over our opinions, our emotions, our impulses, our desires and our aversions or in other words, how we react to events. All the rest we have no control over. We do not have control over our environment, over our body, over our possessions, over what people think of us or over what is happening to us and to the world. Of course, we can buy a house and live in a safe environment, but our house can burn, which we do not have control over. Of course, we can go to the gym to work on our body, but we can become sick, and our body will eventually age and decay. We can slow this process, but we cannot avoid it. Of course, we can save money and invest carefully, but a financial crisis can happen and wipe out all our savings. Of course, we can behave righteously and with empathy, but it cannot stop people from developing their own (and sometimes negative) views of us. We can create a safe and stable environment around us, but the risk zero does not exist. In more proverbial words: “shit happens!” and there is nothing we can do about it.
So, you might think, what is the point of working hard, working out and saving money? It is essential to differentiate the input and the outcome. We can control the efforts we put into something, but we do not control the outcome. We can work hard (input) towards a goal such as saving to buy a house or retire, train for a sports competition, work towards a promotion, or write a book. But the final result (outcome) and its appreciation are beyond our control because it is influenced by external factors which we do not control. Indeed, despite our savings, it might not be enough to buy the house you want. Despite all your efforts as a couple, you might not be able to conceive naturally or with medical help. Despite your hard work, another colleague might be promoted. Despite training hard, you might lose the competition you trained for. But it does not mean you should stop trying if this is indeed an important goal you want to fulfil in your lives. You just need to admit to yourselves that the outcome is beyond our control, knowing that you are trying our best. And that is already a lot.
Accept what you cannot control and let it go
When I worked in investment management, I eventually came to understand that I could not control all the external events happening to these investments. What I could control was the work I put into them with the capability I had at that time and how I reacted to the events to make the most of these situations. I could educate myself to better manage these investments and I could try my best to influence as much as possible the result. But at the end of the day, I could not control the actual result. The success or failure of these investments were beyond my control. By stopping to try to control everything, I understood that we can become even more powerful. The reason is because we become more aligned with the flow of what needs to happen, more aware, more mindful and more attuned to the reality of the world. So, we become better at what we do because we apply this calm and mindfulness to it.
Epictetus teaches a great technique to deal with worrying, which I apply at work as well as in my daily life. When I start worrying about something, I ask myself: Do I have control over it or not? If I do, I act on it. If I do not, I just let go of it and apply my energy elsewhere. This Stoic technique contains help you build resilience and emotional freedom, two of the key objectives of Stoicism.
By accepting and seeing the world as it is, we avoid creating a fake vision of the world that does not exist and waste time and energy fighting against the flow. This way, we avoid bitterness and suffering. This does not mean we should not try to have a positive impact on the world, far from it. Trying to impact people around us or our environment positively is a great cause. For many of us, it gives purpose. We can try to change the world; however, it is not easy. But more importantly, we have to accept that we have no control over the situation or the environment we are in.  And therefore, if we cannot control the world, the situation or the environment we are in, it is essential to be able to change how we perceive or approach it. For many people, accepting a situation means resignation. Robertson explains that acceptance is not resignation. Stoic philosophy has developed the concept of “Amor fati”. It is the willing and even joyful acceptance of our fate, which we do not have control over. 
So, when faced with an uncontrollable event, we can say to ourselves: "This is what was meant to happen; how can I learn from it?" Amor fati is a very liberating thought. It helps us live in this ever-changing world, which we do not control, and embrace this flow. This is combined with the view that we can continually improve ourselves by managing our emotions and how we react to the world and what happens to us.
This echoes Buddhist philosophy, which explains that acceptance is not surrender, as per Hagen. We do not need to accept all unpleasant and undesirable situations in life. Nor do we need to be in denial and lie to ourselves that everything is ok. We do not have to accept all conditions, good or bad. We can speak up or do something to bring about a change in the situation we are in. We can always say “no” and walk out of unpleasant or unfair situations. But if we cannot take action, in an extreme example, if we are in prison, then we have two choices left: resistance or acceptance. Bondage or inner freedom from external conditions. Suffering or inner peace. As per Buddhism, when there is no way out, there is still always a way through. There is no need to turn away from the pain. We can face it and feel it fully without thinking about it. We can just focus on the feeling, not the situation that is causing it. By focusing on the emotion or sensation and giving our full attention to it, we are in complete acceptance and no longer in resistance. By accepting that we do not control what is happening to us and letting go of trying to control it, we free our mind and feel a sense of inner peace. In addition, this creates mind space to focus on what we can actually control.
Focus on what you can control
The realm of what we can control is quite limited. Indeed, we do not control external events but we can only control how we react to them, i.e. our emotions triggered by these events. As Epictetus summarises: "It's not what happens to you, but how you react to it that matters.” Many people think that stoics suppress their emotions or try to control them in order not to feel anything. Stoicism is not about suppressing or hiding our emotions. This is incorrect. Stoicism does not aim to control our emotions but instead to understand them and make sure they do not control us. Instead, it is acknowledging our emotions, reflecting on what causes them and redirecting them for our own good. Epictetus explains that we are subject to our irrational fears or other negative emotions and that there are several techniques to make sure we are not controlled by these emotions. Let’s look at a few techniques to deal with our automatic thoughts or negative emotions:
1. Cognitive distancing: 
a. It is taking a step back from our initial reactions to events to be able to reason and avoid rash emotional responses. This allows us to decide how we want to react, knowing that such events and their consequences are not at all under our control. 
b. This does not mean ignoring or avoiding our thoughts or emotions. Instead, it means seeing our thoughts as mental representations or ideas and take an objective view of them. This is comparable to CBT when we step back from what is happening to understand what is really at play and then decide how we choose to react going forward. 
c. There a several ways to do that. One way is to view events happening to us objectively, i.e. describing the event in neutral, factual terms: “This happened instead of this happened to me”. Another way is by applying temporal distancing by asking ourselves: “Will this matter in a year?” A third way, is to label our emotions to create some distance from them: “I feel anger.”
d. A good example is when you get upset when someone says something offensive in front of you. Do you have control over the fact that this person says something offensive? No, you do not have control over it. But do you have control on how you react to it? Yes, you do. So you being offended is not under their control, nor their responsibility. It is entirely under your control and your responsibility. So, should you let yourself be offended, and angry? Or should you take a step back and calmy express your disagreement or just walk away without giving in to your negative emotions? This is entirely your choice.
2. Postponement:
a. It is taking a step back from our emotional reaction, by taking a moment to do nothing and postpone our response while we relax from the emotional trigger. This is especially useful when we feel a strong negative emotion such as anxiety, anger or fear, which can lead to aggressivity. The breathing exercise in Chapter 7 can be helpful to achieve such postponement. 
b. If we look at the previous example of working hard for a promotion to discover that another colleague was promoted instead. We can snap immediately express anger to our boss and claim we are a victim and life is unfair. This will not help our situation, will waste a lot of our energy and it will only bring us pain as well as damage our prospects in the company and our work environment. Alternatively, we can take a step back, take a walk or sleep over it. Then, we can talk to our boss to express the fact that we have worked hard for this promotion and are disappointed at not getting it. We can tell her that we would like to understand the rationale and criteria for promoting our colleague, so we can better apply ourselves for the next round of promotion. If the rationale makes sense, we can decide to work towards it. If the rationale is not in line with our values and who we are, we can choose to look for another job.
Taking a step back from our initial thoughts or negative emotions by applying cognitive distancing or postponement can help us react more rationally. This way, we avoid overreacting to things that bother us but are beyond our control. We can train ourselves by practicing these techniques on a daily basis, especially for small things that happen frequently. Another good example, which is quite frequent is when someone is watching a loud video in public transport. Instead of starting to fume on our own, we can just tell this person if they could kindly switch off the sound. Surprisingly, it just works, and we just avoided being controlled by our emotions. I am always surprised when I am in this particular situation and everybody around me is getting angry but not doing anything about it. Try it next time. 
Focus on the journey
While exploring Buddhist philosophy, I came across a book written by a Jean-Francois Revel, a French philosopher and his son, Matthieu Ricard, a Buddhist monk, called “The Monk and the Philosopher”. In their dialogue, they agree that both traditions reject the obsession with results. Ricard describes the Buddhist path as a continuous practice of compassion and wisdom, not a race to enlightenment. Happiness is found in the act of living ethically and mindfully, not in achieving specific milestones. While Revel notes that Stoics believe in doing the right thing as the true goal, not external success. Instead of asking ourselves "What will I gain?", we should ask ourselves "How am I living?" The aim here is to find fulfillment in the process of growth, learning, and contributing, not the end result. 
According to Tolle, by focusing on the process without an expectation of the outcome, we can be present and free from the future and the disappointment and anxiety of not achieving our expectations. He suggests that we should not be concerned with the results of our actions but rather pay attention to the action itself. The fruit of our actions will come of its own accord. 
One way to avoid disappointment is to replace expectations with intent, as disappointment arises when reality fails to align with our expectations. Without expectations, we simply observe reality as it is. However, this doesn’t mean navigating life without purpose. Intent provides direction, allowing us to focus on the journey and the effort we invest, rather than obsessing on the uncontrollable end result. By detaching from the need for a specific future outcome, we free ourselves from depending on external validation for fulfillment or satisfaction. Neither failure nor success then holds power over our present state of being. This does not mean we should not strive to achieve things and set ourselves goals in life in the hope that somebody else will save us and take care of our happiness. This will not happen. We should still actively pursue our own goals, but we should not worry about attaining those goals. Instead, we should focus on the input we put into achieving these goals without worrying about the outcome. When we focus on the process, we feel a weight off our chests, and we start enjoying the process we are in even more. We do so with a joyful lightness and a playfulness we might not have had in a long time.
Both philosophies recognise that mindfulness plays a key part in being able to focus on the journey. Indeed, a powerful mindfulness practice is focusing on the process instead of focusing on the future goal we have set and that we are working on. Indeed, to train ourselves in focusing on the process, we can practice the following mindfulness exercise. The aim is to practice a routine activity and pay attention to everything we do, every move, every breath, every action and every sensation. This can be a simple action, such as washing our hands, walking up a flight of stairs, washing dishes or while cooking. The aim is to be present during every step and pay attention to every sensation, being physical, visual or olfactory. This is a simple mindfulness exercise that can be done at any time. 
Another good mindfulness exercise is while eating. As previously mentioned in the Chapter 6, we should stop watching any video, listening to any podcast or reading any news, and we should just focus on our food. At every bite, we can look at it and smell it. Then, when we eat it, we can pay attention to its texture, its taste, until we swallow it. A famous exercise described by Watt is eating a simple thing, such as a raisin. It is incredible how eating a raisin can become a completely different experience when we are mindfully focusing on it. This is the experience of being in the present moment focusing on the journey.
A key point in the practice of mindfulness that Hagen explains is to never reprimand ourselves for no longer being mindful. This just adds to our anxiety and feeling of incompleteness. In the same way as meditation, when we realise that we are no longer in a mindful state, we simply need to notice it, and then we can get back to a conscious state by just observing our mind. This is because the moment we realise we are not present; we are in the present.
It is a reassuring feeling to know that we do not need to stress about an idealised future to find fulfilment when we know we can find peace of mind whenever we want, right now.
Let go of regrets
I used to regret my underperforming or failed investments, but I eventually realised that dwelling on them was pointless. The past, whether filled with positive experiences, traumas, or mistakes, is something we cannot control. In addition, regret doesn’t change the past; it is only a waste time and a burden we put on ourselves. Regret drains our energy, limits our ability to enjoy the present, and holds us back from moving forward. Of course, it is important to reflect on these experiences and draw the lessons they offer. Once I’ve done that, however, I can focus on the next opportunity, ensuring I don’t repeat the same mistakes. Letting go of regrets and the emotional weight they carry is essential. We might blame ourselves for past errors, but we must remember: we were different people then. Today, we are shaped by new experiences and, most importantly, by the wisdom gained from those mistakes.
Ricard explains that as per Buddhism regret is attachment to a past that no longer exists. He advises to acknowledging mistakes, learning from them, and releasing the emotional burden by forgiving ourselves. To achieve that we need to show compassion for ourselves and to others. This way we can let go of regrets.
Revel describes that regret is a judgment about the past, which Stoics consider unproductive. Instead, they advocate for preparing for adversity and act wisely in the present, not ruminating on what could have been. The key here is how we use regrets. Instead of weighing on us, we can draw lessons from our past, let it go and focus on the present. This might sound easier said than done. But it is actually not that difficult. We just need to apply Epictetus’s postponement technique. When we feel regret, we just need to stop for a minute, observe it and tell ourselves: “This is in the past. It cannot be changed. What have I learnt from it and how can I live my life now knowing this?” Learning to move beyond past regrets and look forward has been one of the most liberating realisations of my life.
This will set you free
Focusing on what we can control and letting go of the rest provides a sense of freedom. Robertson explains the Stoic “paradox” that ancient Stoic philosophers who tyrants imprisoned were nonetheless absolutely free. The reason is that these philosophers were focusing on what they could control. They chose how to react to events and remained at peace with themselves. While at the same time, they were letting go of things they could not control, i.e. the tyrannic decision to imprison them against their will. Therefore, according to the Stoics, we are free if our desires are not thwarted. However, if we only desire what is within our control, then we can never be frustrated, and our freedom is guaranteed regardless of circumstances. Similarly, Ricard explains that by detaching ourselves from external events and from desires of external things we do not control, we can find inner peace and freedom.
Next Steps
· Next time you are caught worrying about something, ask yourself: Do I have control over it or not? If not, let go of it.
· Next time you have a negative emotional reaction to a situation, try to apply the cognitive distancing by "catching" it and take some distance from it. Then decide what you want to do about it.
· Next time you have a negative emotional reaction to a situation, try to apply the postponement technique. Stop, breathe and ask yourself: How do I want to deal with that?
· Practice the first mindfulness exercise by picking up a routine activity. Focus on every step, every movement, every action and every sensation.
· Pick up one goal you have at work. Whenever you are working on it, just focus on the process rather than the outcome. See how you feel.



10. [bookmark: _Toc216175206]Live a fulfilling life through practical wisdom

“There is only one way to happiness and that is to cease worrying about things which are beyond the power of our will.”
Epictetus. The Enchiridion

Slaves to unhealthy emotions and cravings
As mentioned before, I used to be a weekend warrior, working hard and stressing out during the week to get trashed on weekends to let out some steam and relax from the past week. I did that for more than a decade. It made me agitated. But I could not fathom any other way of living because I felt I deserved getting trashed. I was being so constructive during the week by building a future I could not grasp and worrying about it, and comparing myself to others who were doing better than me, while I resented my past decisions. This made me wanting to treat myself on the weekend and run away from reality by letting loose all my cravings. I felt that it was the only way to find balance in life. But this was just a vicious circle without any long-term relief. This makes me wonder: why do we reach Friday in such a state of mind? Why do we have to escape reality to unwind? Why do we have to judge others and compare ourselves to them to find some solace?  Why can’t we find some balance throughout the entire week?
In the Cartesian world we live in that values rationality, we paradoxically rely on our over-thinking mind that fuels unhealthy emotions. Those are feelings of fear, pity, envy, resentment, sadness and anguish which we let take control over us. We keep on comparing ourselves with others, which only leads to jealousy, envy and self-pity. We resent people or situations because of a past we cannot change. This makes us agitated. To compensate, we chase instant gratification by satisfying unhealthy cravings. This gives us a false sense of happiness through a heightened sense of aliveness. We keep on chasing something new, the need to get drunk, to get high, to escape from reality in any shape or form without ever finding peace of mind, satisfaction or contentment with what we have. 
We listen and succumb to our desires, our cravings and our obsessions. We bitch about others and our lives. We gorge ourselves with processed food, sugar, alcohol, antidepressants, cocaine, pain killers, caffeine, pornography, and social media to get a quick fix, to feel instantaneously better. Though we know this does not last. We look for a quick fix, a fast getaway from what we perceive as our reality. At the same time, we will feel even worse afterwards, needing even more quick fixes to run away again from our perception of the world. 
The consumerist society we live in is structured around this feeling of incompleteness and how to fill this void with external fixes such as hedonistic physical pleasures as well as possessions, money, power and social status. Hence, we seek more short-lived pleasures and possessions by consuming more, with the feeling only growing further, requiring more short-lived pleasures and possessions. We become slaves to consumerism and escape through alcohol, drugs and processed food. This is why weekend warriors spend their week working hard to try to reach this idealised future while getting trashed on the weekend to compensate for that. But this cannot provide us with a sustainable, long-lasting fulfilment.
We go through these patterns and reach for these substances to help us suppress the excessive and unhealthy activity in our over-thinking mind, the cognitive dissonance in our heart, this feeling of incompleteness. We feel it is the only way not to go insane. Imagine a world without any of these get aways? This world would go into chaos in a matter of days if not hours, as we would be faced with our perceived reality without any option to escape it. However, these substances or activities do not change the reality, just our short-term perception of it. They just feed our cravings triggered by our past traumas that we have not addressed, and the life we live in which is not aligned with who are, with our true purpose. They give us a short-term sense of pleasure by hitting our pleasure zone in our brain. However, as highly addictive substances or behaviours, they will make us crave for more. They are not suitable for us and are more part of the problem than the solution. They are a temporary fix hiding a deeper structural problem: our perception of our life and of our life choices.
We let these unhealthy emotions take control of us and become slaves to them. As Seneca, an ancient Roman Stoic philosopher and advisor to Roman emperors, wrote in “Moral Letters to Lucilius”: "We suffer more often in imagination than in reality." This leads to emotional pain and suffering, which we create ourselves. Hence, we are stuck in this vicious circle of always wanting more, chasing the wrong things, which makes us feel agitated. This agitation makes us crave these things even more. It makes us disturbed without being able to point out the cause of this disorder in our lives. These addictive behaviours make us even more misaligned with our true self, and with our purpose. They reinforce our cognitive dissonance. So, we continue behaving against our interests and inflicting further pain on ourselves without ever breaking away from this pattern. This leads us to a life that brings stress, anxiety and depression in this vicious circle of emotional pain and cravings.
The good news is that according to Stoic philosophy, we can break this vicious circle of self-made suffering and cravings to find some harmony in our lives, some peace of mind. We can align our behaviours with our true self, with what is inherently good for us, and with what we want to achieve in life. This way we can live a good, fulfilling, and happy life free from this emotional pain, and cravings. We do not need to be weekend warriors to compensate for being over-righteous. We can find a way to find a balance throughout the entire week.
Find peace of mind to live a good, fulfilling and happy life
Robertson explains that, as per Stoicism, we can achieve “Eudaimonia”, which translates from Greek into chief good, happiness or fulfilment. This means living a good life, lacking nothing, and being free from anything bad. Stoics argued that being happy or fulfilled required being in harmony or in agreement at three levels: with ourselves, with mankind and the universe. Therefore, being unhappy comes from a state of inconsistency and disharmony or in other words, a cognitive dissonance. For them, the way to find happiness is to be aligned and feel at peace with our true self, the people around us and the world at large. Stoics called this state of peace of mind: “tranquillity”.
This is not dissimilar to Buddhist philosophy which aims to achieve a life free from desire and suffering by achieving the state of enlightenment or “Nirvana”. Indeed, both philosophies, aim to achieve inner peace and serenity, through self-control, mindfulness and empathy.
As we mentioned in Chapter 3 and 4, the first step in this journey is to discover our true self and our purpose in life, so we can be aligned with ourselves. The second step of the journey, which we will explore now, is to find peace of mind in our daily lives. This can be achieved by freeing ourselves from our negative emotions and cravings. Robertson explains that with Stoicism, we can achieve this tranquillity and happiness by developing emotional resilience in the face of setbacks. This can be done through practical wisdom and practising other Stoic virtues. As per Cicero in “Tusculan Disputations”, a person practising Stoic virtues will be armed against all the hazards of fortune so he can be a happy man. Let’s look how we can practise Stoic virtues.
Adopt Stoic virtues
Virtues, according to Stoicism, are universal values we should aim to make ours to find peace of mind. By adopting these values, we can live a virtuous life and find this feeling of inner peace. When I started exploring Stoicism and how to put it in place in my daily life, I came across “How to Be a Stoic” by Massimo Pigliucci, an American professor of Philosophy at City College New York. In this book, Pigliucci focuses on how to implement Stoicism’s virtues in our modern life. He explains that Socrates, the dancing philosopher, recommends adopting the four Stoic virtues of Practical Wisdom, Courage, Justice and Temperance. Let’s dive into these four virtues together:
1. Practical wisdom:
a. It is the ability to see the objective truth and things as they truly are, free from subjectivity and prejudice. Freeing ourselves from limited beliefs and traumas is the first step. The second step here is to develop the ability to have perspective on situations, or in other words to take a step back from what is happening to us.
b. Practicing taking such step back empowers us to make the right decisions and navigate life's complexities using reason, virtue and purpose. It also helps us decide how we want to react to what life is throwing at us. One example to apply practical wisdom is to apply the cognitive distancing technique we previously looked at in Chapter 9.
c. We have all felt emotions rising, getting upset by something or what someone has said or done. This is when being able to take a step back putting ourselves in other person’s shoes, i.e. having empathy for them, and think it through can help us develop this practical wisdom and peace of mind.
2. Courage:
a. It is the emotional strength or will-power to accomplish goals in the face of opposition, such as bravery, perseverance and authenticity. That means being honest with the world and with ourselves.
b. It means having the courage to do the right thing, both physically and morally, under all circumstances. By doing that, we know that we are doing the right thing and from that we can derive this peace of mind as well as strength. 
c. Doing the right thing does not mean doing what other people want us to do nor virtue signaling. Far from it. Doing the right thing, is doing what is objectively right. This might be speaking against the crowd around us if we think it is right to do so. Or it could be having the courage to end a relationship or a friendship that is no longer beneficial to ourselves and the person in front of us. In other words, it is sometime making the hard choice away from the easy path because we know it is right.
d. When I was doing private equity investments, we would spend months working on deals with tough negotiations leading to results which would no longer make sense for us to pursue this transaction. Too often people would compromise and accept terms that are not acceptable or making the investment overly risky. Being able to walk away from such bad deal was particularly difficult, especially after having spent months working on it. But when I did that, I knew I was doing the right thing.
3. Justice:
a. It is treating every human being, regardless of their stature in life, with fairness and kindness. It doesn’t mean waiting for a utopian society, but rather practicing it daily by treating other people in real life with dignity and fairness, whomever they are. Saying hello and treating with respect in the same way everybody whether they are someone in a position of power or the person serving you coffee.
b. Justice means adopting values towards people around us such as fairness, leadership, or being a good citizen. We all know the world is not fair no kind but it doesn’t mean we should not strive to treat people fairly and kindly. This can create a virtuous circle around you encouraging people to behave the same way.
4. Temperance:
a. It is the practice of exercising moderation and self-control in all areas of life. It enables us to control our desires and actions in order not to succumb to excesses. Practicing temperance develop values such as humility, prudence, self-control and forgiveness. 
b. This practice seems difficult to put in place at first. As mentioned before, when we start knowing ourselves and addressing our traumas, implementing self-control becomes less difficult as these addictive behaviours moderate. Furthermore, none of us can master this virtue over-night as it requires practice. Do I manage to apply temperance in everything I do all the time? No. But do I thrive to do it as much as I can. For sure.
c. Temperance requires developing some discipline. Discipline sounds difficult, right? The way to develop discipline is by remembering the big picture, i.e. what is our objective, our priorities, our purpose. By remembering this, we can better decide if succumbing to this temptation is really helping us achieving our purpose. Let’s say we have decided to learn about wood-making and we need to read this book about it. Well, should we spend the next two hours scrolling on social media or should we grab the book and read a few chapters?
d. Saint Augustine, a theologian, philosopher and catholic bishop said: “Total abstinence is easier than perfect moderation.” He is probably right but total abstinence is a pretty grim joy-less life. The Stoic virtue of temperance is similar to the middle path in Buddhism. It is the moderate route away from abusing of hedonistic pleasures as well as from living an ascetic life with only physical pain. We tend to be people of extremes. However, moderation is one of the key elements to finding balance. The benefit of it is that we know pleasure is limited and therefore we are going to enjoy it in a conscious way. This makes it us enjoy things more. If you drink 10 pints, you are not going to remember nor particularly enjoy any specific pint. But if you only have one, while being conscious of that when you drink it, you can really enjoy every sip of it. Give it a try and see how it feels.
What resonates the most with me in Stoicism is the practical wisdom which translates into being honest with myself as well as with others, while having the courage of trying to do the right thing in every step of my life. This was especially the case with what I wanted from life, away from the rat race and what I wished for myself and for others, towards a more purposeful life. For me, practicing these virtues is the best way for a man to do what he preaches. It is the best way for a man to show up, become a role model to people around him and develop leadership and empathy. This is not easy and there will be step backs. But striving to practice these virtues daily for me is the true essence of the Better Man.
Overcome your negative emotions and your cravings
The objective of practising Stoicism is to help us live a good life away from negative emotions and cravings while at the same time focusing on positive emotions such as love and empathy towards ourselves and others.
The aim here is not to run away from our temptations. It is to train ourselves to overcome them. Robertson points out that people practising Stoic virtues are still faced with negative emotions and cravings. For example, a brave man is not a man who does not experience any fear. Instead, a brave man is someone who acts courageously despite feeling nervous. A disciplined man showing temperance is not someone who does not feel any craving. Instead, it is a man who aims to overcome his cravings by abstaining from acting upon them by remembering what is his ultimate goal.
The Stoic virtues exist to empower us to endure negative emotions and rise above them, while continuing to maintain relationships and interaction with the world. They enable us to care sufficiently about ourselves and others and to expose ourselves to negative emotions, but not enough to be overcome by them. Hence, there is no need to retreat to a cave or a mountain top to run away from our cravings and negative emotions. Instead, the objective is to create a virtuous circle of rational behaviours and positive emotions. 
Stoicism emphasises the role of joyful and affectionate emotions. The objective for Stoics is to replace negative emotions with good and healthy ones. Robertson describes below the three key positive emotions as per Stoics:
1. Joy:
a. It is a feeling from having a deep sense of contentment and cheerfulness coming from the inner confidence of living a purposeful life.
b. This is different from being self-righteous and telling others about it. Instead, Joy is a feeling of being content away from unhealthy worrying and fear.
c. It enables us to enjoy little things in our daily life instead of focusing on physical pleasure. It doesn’t have to be much. But it is acknowledging these little things where we can derive some joy from.
d. This feeling of joy can take many forms. It can be crossing the eyes of a stranger and smiling at each other. It can be seeing a beautiful view and enjoying it for a moment. It can be noticing the heat of the sun on our skin. It can be rejoicing from the good news coming from a relative of friend. 
e. I personally find that cultivating joy helps me being more playful. This helps me reconnect with my worry-free child-like state of mind. I find playfulness makes life more fun and enjoyable.
2. Caution:
a. It is a feeling of rational aversion towards negative emotions as truly bad and harmful.
b. It is the opposite of irrational fear. While fear is an irrational aversion or avoidance of an expected danger, caution is a prudent and rational awareness of potential risks and the need to be prepared.
c.  Caution involves being mindful and prepared for challenges without being overwhelmed by anxiety or irrational fear.
d. A good example of caution is when we are about to do something wrong or about to over-react to something and we listen to our intuition. Our intuition tells us that this is the wrong path and we should not act on it.
3. Wish:
a. It is a rational or healthy desire towards things that are within our control and can contribute to a virtuous life. This is driven by our understanding of Stoic virtues and, therefore, what is good and healthy for us. 
b. It is the alternative to an irrational or unrealistic desire or craving for things we have no control over and which will lead to an unhealthy outcome for us.
c. A healthy wish can take the form of affection, kindness or the wish for ourselves or others to succeed.
The Stoics have given us a framework to live a good, happy and fulfilling life through practical wisdom and virtues that can be applied to each one of us. Now, each of us needs to understand what makes us at peace and what makes us agitated, to use this framework on ourselves. This way, we can more easily adjust ourselves to the virtuous circle that Stoicism offers.
Knowing that I am trying to be on the right path in life by practising Stoic virtues helped me develop a greater empathy towards people around me. As it made me understand that we are all struggling. This is why being kind to each other can only help in this struggle. It also gave me a sense of joy and peace of mind away from the agitation of being misaligned with who I truly am. Am I successful every day in following this path? Of course, not. Sometimes I fail, but this is part of my journey. The journey of trying my best to create this virtuous circle, with its ups and downs, knowing that the path is not always easy. I now have the inner confidence that I am on the right path wherever it might lead me. This brings me joy and the ability to focus on what I can control and forget about the rest.
Next Steps
· Write down your negative emotions and cravings in your daily life that make you feel agitated or misaligned with yourself or your purpose.
· Write down your behaviours and activities which bring you joy, fulfilment or peace of mind.
· Review the four Stoic virtues and find examples where you have implemented them or where you could implement them in your life.
· Try to apply these virtues that are the most important for you for a week. After a week, review these notes and try for another week.
· Try to find ways to limit the temptation from cravings: (i) Avoid stacking up the wrong food or drinks at home, (ii) before going out set some limits in terms of food or alcohol you want to consume tonight, (iii) remove sounds or visual notifications on your phone and delete the most addictive social media apps.



D. [bookmark: _Toc216175207]The Couple's journey

“It is through love and sex that humanity continues, and it is in loving and in making love that the power of transformation is perhaps greatest. The more pleasure you give, the more pleasure you receive.”
Mantak Chia and Douglas Abrams. The Multi-Orgasmic Man

The Couple’s Journey is the fourth and last step in becoming a Better Man.  This section comes at the end because I believe that to learn to be happy in a relationship, we first need to learn to be happy with ourselves. As we looked at how to inner peace and purpose in line with who we truly are to become a Better Man in previous chapters, we can now focus on bringing the energy of a Better Man in a relationship. Also, I am not saying that everybody should be in a relationship to be a Better Man, but if you happen to be in a relationship, here is what can be done.
The purpose of this journey is to understand how to find fulfilment by building and maintaining a long-lasting relationship based on communication, trust, and eroticism. To achieve that, we will begin by how to improve our relationship and sex life by talking about sex with our partner for a healthy and fulfilling love and sex life (Chapter 11). After that, we will learn the importance of trust to build a long-lasting and fulfilling relationship (Chapter 12). At last, we will explore how to bring back eroticism in keeping the sexual energy and to remain connected, tuned to each other, and sexually fulfilled (Chapter 13).
As mentioned before, this section will primarily focus on heterosexual relationships, but the key learnings can also be applied to other types of relationships.


11. [bookmark: _Toc216175208]Talk about sex with your partner

“Let's talk about sex, baby
Let's talk about you and me
Let's talk about all the good things
And the bad things that may be
Let's talk about sex”
Salt-N-Pepa. Let's Talk About Sex

The weight of the unspoken
After ten years together with my partner in what we thought was a close-knit relationship, our sex life had become repetitive and predictable. So many things were left unsaid, the pressure I was experiencing, feeling responsible for her own pleasure, the posturing, the repetitiveness, even the power dynamics, sometimes we never dared challenge. We loved each other and felt attraction, but we were not quite sure how we arrived there and where to go next. We reached a point when we asked ourselves if we should keep going on or not. We decided to find a way to rekindle our relationship but we didn’t know how to. In this process, my partner’s therapist recommended to us a little book about sexual communication with a funny title in French, which translates as: “But you never told me that!”. This book was written by Carole and Serge Vidal-Graf, two relationship psychotherapists and a real-life couple. 
Though everybody talks about sex and we hear about sex all the time, many of us struggle to talk about it with our partners. Vidal-Graf explain that what is left unsaid ultimately hurts. It weighs down on the relationship; poisons it slowly and eventually kills it. Too much accumulation of unspoken things negatively impacts our desire and sexual activity. As we become more bitter, angry or resentful towards this person, our desire for this person fades away. Some couples can accumulate those negative feelings over a long period of time, which can be in years sometimes. Then, suddenly, a trigger happens, and we pour all our frustrations and anger towards our partner in a heated argument. Though we feel a temporary release from it, the way it was delivered leads to nobody listening to each other. Therefore, little is learnt about how the other feels or how our desire can recover from it.
In addition, many men only think about their own pleasure ignoring entirely their partner’s. For these men, I am just afraid a big reset of their limited beliefs is needed here to explore giving pleasure to their partner. However, many men think they are entirely responsible for the pleasure of women, leading to female sexual passivity. This belief creates frustration for women who do not get what they want, while men feel a lot of pressure to perform and be responsible for their partner’s pleasure without fully knowing what to do. This is based on a misunderstanding between partners of what a relationship should be, but also what we want from it. This misunderstanding is based on the fact that we do not talk enough about sex with our partner. Because of many cultural taboos, we find it difficult to share how we feel, what we like, what we do not like, what we are afraid of, the pressure to perform, the pressure to conform to false sex standards set by pornography, the pressure not to disappoint the other, what we secretly desire, what we would like to try, etc.
But the good news is that nothing is static and we can learn to talk about sex with our partner and find a more fulfilling sex life. But first, let’s look at what we bring to the relationship.
Take care of yourself first
For a long time, I believed that I could only be happy if I was in love and being loved in return. Through therapy, I realised that I needed to be happy with myself first in order to be happy in a relationship.
The first step to being happy in a relationship is working on our own happiness and ensuring our needs are fulfilled outside of it. By doing that, we can start to be at ease with ourselves, so we can be at ease with our partner. We don’t need to have it all sorted out, but to build something with our partner, we should start cleaning our own base first.
The two people in a couple are the foundation of the relationship. If the foundation is unstable, the relationship is unlikely to last. Our own well-being is the best gift we can give to our partner. We cannot solely focus on our partner’s well-being to the detriment of our own, this would put too much pressure on them and leave us dissatisfied.
The good news is that we can work with our partner to resolve our issues and find peace of mind. Indeed, striving towards finding balance is not easy, but it is a beautiful path of self-discovery and a beautiful path to take with our partner in order to grow together. Relationships are a great tool to develop our awareness and support our personal growth. Being aware of our feelings towards someone and caring about someone is an incredible way to learn about ourselves. Sexuality is also a great contributor to our path to inner fulfilment. When our sex life is satisfying, our heart opens, and we become more aware of ourselves and others. We can do that by setting a Couple’s date.
Set a Couple’s date
To learn to talk about sex with our partner, Vidal-Graf explain how couples can do “Couple’s dates”. A Couple’s date is a date with your partner that you set in advance. To be clear, you are not going to have sex on this date. The aim is to talk about sex with your partner. It is better to do it in a private place to create a feeling of intimacy. However, this needs to be planned so both partners feel calm and relaxed, having disconnected from work and other life stresses. Ideally, you should have an hour or two free from disturbances like children, with phones on airplane mode and in another room.
The first couple date is difficult and requires courage. Many people will try to avoid it or find excuses not to do it.
The first Couple’s date my partner and I did was quite difficult and emotional with a lot of tears. Thought we thought we were close, it took a lot of courage to do it and to open up at first. But the relief we felt after our first Couple’s date was immense. It brought us closer and showed us there is so much more to learn from each other and to experience together. It opened a door to a new phase of our relationship where we are comfortable talking about ourselves individually but also as a couple. We are also more comfortable exploring new sexual practices, but also experience a deeper understanding of ourselves and of the other, and that we can talk about anything as we are in it together.
Set some rules for your Couple’s date
It is better to prepare in advance what you want to say during a Couple’s date. You can write it down or at least have the key ideas in mind.
Both partners need to agree on who will talk first, knowing the other partner will speak afterward. You are just expressing your feelings and your truth here - not stating facts or judging the other person. So, it is important to use a non-confrontational approach. We are not here to blame or accuse. We are here to express how we feel about the situation. It is essential to start with “I feel…” and not with “you did…”.
Both partners need to agree that the listener will not interrupt, judge, or respond but will simply listen and welcome what is being said. Nobody is right or wrong here. When it is the listener’s turn to talk, they should not respond to what was said before but should share what they intended to say before the Couple’s date.
For the listener, the objective is to listen and integrate without responding, without judging, or preparing a response. When you start preparing a response in your head, you stop listening to the rest of what your partner is expressing. This is not the objective here. The aim here is to express yourself and be heard as well as for your partner. The listener needs to welcome this new information and just acknowledge that they have listened to the person they love. This can be a beautiful moment of building trust in a relationship.
After both people have talked, you can have an open conversation if needed. It is okay to take notes during a Couple’s date.
It is essential to try to stay calm during the Couple’s date. Understandably, some people might need time alone to integrate what was discussed, and their partner should respect that.
Content ideas for your Couple’s date
At first, the aim is to express how you feel without expecting or looking for solutions right away. Solutions to problems are essential, but this will come at a later stage. You first need to express how you feel and make sure your partner has the time to integrate it emotionally. The aim is to take stock of where you both are as individuals in the relationship.
The first thing is to express your feelings. This is why such sexual communication often starts with: “I feel…”. Some ideas include kow you feel about your current sex life, what you like, what you do not like, your desires, what you would like to try, what you would like to stop doing, what you would like your partner to do or not do, your fears, your frustrations, the pressure you feel, and questions about things you are not sure about. Expressing, “I am afraid of…” especially for us men, is not easy, but it can be very liberating and create a deeper connection with your partner by showing your vulnerability. It might sound strange to have fears during sex, as it is supposed to be a pleasant moment, but we all have fears. Learning and expressing your fears is a valuable step in your path of self-discovery and overcoming these fears.
There are some many things left unsaid. For example, a friend of mine who has been married for more than 15 years, loves his wife and seems happy about his sex life with her does something similar. Once a year, they talk to each other about their relationship and life together and have been done that for many years. He also told me he masturbates several times a week and that masturbation was an important part of his sex life. But he has never mentioned it to his wife. When I introduced to him the idea of sharing it with his wife, he looked at me stunned and actually never thought about it probably feeling ashamed about it. I said to him, if it is important in your sex life, why not sharing it?
Topics you can talk about include the state of your emotional life (sentimental, romantic, emotional) or the state of your sexual life. You can mention the key moments in your sex life - the easy as well as the difficult ones - and how you feel about them. You can also talk about the good times to help nourish the relationship, as well as the bad times to help cleanse it.
When expressing your desires, it is important to have thought about it on your own beforehand to determine what you actually like or not. This could be the time of day to have sex, positions, rhythm, approach, certain types of sexual practices, etc. These can be as detailed as you want them to be. The aim is to express it in a respectful and non-judgmental way for both partners to learn and grow from this experience. Although many men use pornography as a source of inspiration for sexual practices and fantasies, your imagination is a much exciting source if you learn to tap into it.
One thing we need to understand that in the same way we are responsible for our own happiness, we are also responsible for our own pleasure. Nobody else is better suited to know what we want, being a woman or a man, than ourselves. For that, we need to understand our body and what we want to be able to communicate to our partner, what we like, what we do not like and how to do it as well. I am not advocating focusing solely on our pleasure and ignoring our partner’s pleasure, far from it. But to be able to give and receive pleasure, we need to understand what we want to receive and give. Many women might think that men do not want to be told what to do in bed, but this is incorrect. Many men are eager to be guided on how to give pleasure. A lot of men, get a lot of pleasure giving pleasure to their partner. However, men are better able to perform if they do not feel all the weight of pleasuring their partner, as the couple can thrive together to sexual fulfilment. So, as men, just ask your partners what they want.
Vidal-Graf distinguish between moments of communication "out of bed" and "in bed". "Out of bed" communication tends to be broader, more global, and deeper. This can be an opportunity to ask questions and provide answers. It allows for silent deep listening, for both partners to express themselves, and to talk about things that are going well and things that are not. On the contrary, "in bed" communication, during sex, is intended to transmit information about what is happening now, especially in terms of what you want, what you do not want, and how you want it.
Benefits and results of your Couple’s date
It sounds like a daunting task at first, but quickly you realise that the more you talk, the easier it becomes, especially about what is going badly in your sex life.
Vidal-Graf explain that it is essential to treat your partner as an adult who can listen to you and not decide to “protect” her for her own good by keeping her in the dark about how you feel. It is essential to express your needs and frustrations, as it is nearly impossible for your partner to know clearly what is going on in your heart. You do not need to tell your partner everything, as we all have our own secrets, but try to be honest and transparent. The aim of talking about sex with your partner is to achieve your own well-being, i.e., sexual fulfilment. Being fulfilled and content with yourself is the most beautiful gift of love that you can give to your partner. This is why it is essential to avoid waiting for days, weeks, months, or years to talk about sex. The aim is to speak regularly so that negative feelings in the relationship do not accumulate.
Not everything will be resolved after that, but it is the first step to rebuilding this emotional and sexual connection. It helps avoid building resentment if done regularly. Vidal-Graf recommend doing it once a month. Regularity is key to ensuring frustration and resentment do not build up over time. Interestingly, after a few of these Couple’s dates, talking about sex with your partner becomes more effortless and fluid, and your sex life can enter into a new awakening with a renewed sexual energy.
Next Steps
· Write down what sex means to you, how you feel about your current sex life, what you like, what you do not like, your desires, what you would like to try, what you would like to change, what you would like your partner to do or not do, your fears, your frustrations, the pressure you feel, etc.
· Write down what you would like to share or discuss with your partner if you were to do a Couple’s date.
· Talk to your partner about Couple’s dates and see what she thinks.
· Set a Couple’s date and see how it goes.
· Then set a Couple’s date at least once a month for the next six months.



12. [bookmark: _Toc216175209]Build trust 

“Trust is built with consistency.”
Lincoln Chafee

[bookmark: _Hlk207635113]When your partner becomes your mom
Ian is an English guy who has been married for eight years. One evening, he told me had to go home because his wife set curfew for him. I met another guy from Ivory Coast called Henri who worked in a SWAT team there. His wife would call him several times a day asking him to put the video on to check where he was and making sure, he was not with another woman. Even when he was on a SWAT operation. After a weekend away, Sean, a Scottish friend owed me money for the trip I booked for us and a couple of other friends. His wife contacted me afterwards to repay the money he owed me, though she wasn’t there during that weekend. She essentially had become his personal secretary. I asked her if she was happy to do that and she told me if she didn’t do it, it would never get done. She also plans and books all their holidays, pays all bills, etc. and he is enjoying the ride just showing up at the time (more or less) he has been asked to show up. Pascuale, an Italian guy I know is never here when his wife needs him to do any house-chore or even paying a bill or issuing an invoice for the business they run together. She knows that if she needs him for anything like that, he won’t show up. Luc, another French guy I know who committed to his wife three months ago to build a garden shelter, made no progress and was getting drunk every time the guy he hired to help him showed up. Though this work probably required a couple of days of work, it took him three months to finish it, while he was getting battered every weekend with that guy.
The one point in common between all these men is that they are toxic beta males who don’t show up when they need to. They are unreliable and their partner has stop expecting anything from them. When a man behaves like a child in such a way, his partner stops trusting him, starts treating him like a child and therefore behaves like a parent. Essentially, their partners have become their mom. Because all trust is gone between them. Without mutual trust, a relationship is limping, it is inbalanced as it is no longer between two responsible adults but between a parent and a child. I don’t think any woman is interested in being in such inbalanced relationship playing the role of a mom babysitting their partner. And when this situation happens this woman is definitely not attracted by such man-child.
When exploring relationships and sexuality, a friend of mine recommended that I read the book “Mating in Captivity” from Esther Perel, a Belgian-American psychotherapist specialised in relationships. Esther Perel is more famous for her other book called “Rethinking infidelity”, which is an interesting read as well. Compared to many relationship experts who refrain from talking about sex, what I like in “Mating in Captivity” is that Perel openly talks in a matter-of-fact approach about the key components for both a long-lasting relationship and a fulfilling sex life. She provides a lot of examples drawing from the couples she counselled. As she explains, the lack of trust in a relationship slowly kills the relationship as well as the sexual desire because without trust, we cannot build such relationship nor maintain attraction. The reason is without trust in her partner; a woman will struggle to let go of herself knowing that he will not be here for her. So, she slowly loses interest in the relationship. In addition, without trust, she will struggle to fully let go of herself sexually either, which will slowly kill her desire for him.
Build trust
As per Perel, trust is the foundation upon you can build a fulfilling relationship where you and your partner can open up emotionally and sexually and really abandon yourselves in each other’s arms. Without trust, you can’t build a long-lasting and fulfilling relationship. Trust works both ways as you have to be able to trust her and she has to be able to trust you. I won’t talk about the trust you put in your partner as only you can be the judge of that. What I will focus on is how to build trust in you.
Trust can take many forms. But trust is essentially knowing that you will be there for your partner when she needs you. In other words, she knows that if she falls, you will catch her. Here are key actions you can take for you to build trust:
1. Be reliable and consistent: This means delivering on your commitments and promises. Trust is built when your actions align with your words, proving you are dependable. This could be simple things such as doing the repair or the house-chore you promised to do without waiting to be reminded. Another example is just showing up on time.
2. Be Present: Be fully present, both emotionally and physically. This means listening, being attentive, and making your partner feel seen and valued. This means putting your phone away when you are talking to her or when you are sitting in front of her on a date.
3. Communicate honestly: This means speaking your truth and encourage your partner to do the same. Transparency and honesty are essential for trust to flourish.
4. Lead the way: This means leading with confidence and clarity, so she can relax and enjoy being with you knowing that you are taking care of her at the moment in time. This could be planning a night out together, a holiday or an activity together. It also means proactively taking your fair share of house-chores or admin to be done. 
5. Open yourself up: Open yourself to your partner and show vulnerability to her. This shows that you trust her as well. As mentioned in Chapter 8, showing vulnerability is a great demonstration of courage coming from you and creates a deeper connection with your partner as she feels valued and knows she can trust you. 
6. Prioritise heartfelt connection: This means frequent and heartfelt intimacy where both partners are fully engaged while having sex. This involves being fully present and mindful to connect with her and her body as well as yours.
7. Show up as a foundation: Be the stable base in the relationship. When your partner feels you are grounded in your masculinity, inner peace, and purpose, she can trust you. This means trying to be the best you can be in an honest way.
By building trust in your relationship, you are deepening the emotional and physical connection with your partner and making yourself lovable. By doing that, you are strengthening your relationship and your attractiveness.
Next Steps
· Write down three things you could do for your partner to trust you more.
· Try to implement these things this month. See how it feels.


13. [bookmark: _Toc216175210]Focus on eroticism

“Tengo hambre de tu boca, de tu voz, de tu pelo”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  I crave your mouth, your voice, your hair] 

Pablo Neruda. Cien sonetos de amor

When the honeymoon ends
An Australian couple of friends who has been together for 10 years admitted they barely have sex anymore. She said that sex requires too much effort, too much energy and is not really worth it. So, she isn’t really interested in it. Her partner just resigned himself to the situation while being frustrated by it. They just became two very close friends who have known each other for a long time, but clearly not like lovers anymore. They just thought that the passion of the early days, of the honeymoon phase was gone and there is nothing to do about it. 
Perel challenges the myth that love and sex thrive on the same fuel: intimacy. While love demands closeness, desire flourishes on tension, duality, and energy. All qualities that are often lost when partners merge into a single, fusional entity. Many believe unconditional love guarantees security and, by extension, a thriving sex life. Yet, attraction fades when effort ceases, whether in seduction, self-care, or maintaining individuality. Sex requires a dynamic rooted in trust and eroticism, not just familiarity.
In addition, as per Vidal-Graf, at the end of the honeymoon phase, women often get tired of repetitive sexuality, which tends to be too fast for them to experience truly fulfilling multi-orgasms. This is explained by the male-driven sexuality, which tends to be too quick and too focused on penetration for women to have time to let go. Research (Waldinger MD, McIntosh J, Schweitzer DH. (2005)) shows that 74% of men come in less than 10 minutes with a median of six minutes leaving little time for their partners to fully engage.
While seeking solutions to their situation, my friends discovered the work of Mantak Chia, a Taoist master who brings Chinese energy practices to the modern world. In his books, The Multi-Orgasmic Man and The Multi-Orgasmic Woman, he teaches how to harness Qi (life energy) through breathing techniques to move our sexual energy to enhance our vitality, well-being and obtain multiple full body orgasms for both men and women. Many people in the Western world look at the concept of life energy circulating in our body in a dubious way. Having practiced karate for many years, I was already familiar with the concept and practice of Qi. So, his teachings made a lot of sense to me. Chia explains men’s sexual arousal is like fire, quick to ignite and extinguish, while women’s is like water, slow to boil but capable of sustained heat. Water is always stronger than fire and can easily quench it. Due to this timing difference, many women often resign themselves to this unfulfilling sexuality or decide to give up on sex because it does not bring them much sexual fulfilment. 
Chia and his co-authors identify key reasons why men come too fast: men often disconnect from their bodies, tense up in a futile attempt at control, or focus solely on their own pleasure. Others, just think about their own pleasure and just focus on their own orgasm and be done with it entirely ignoring their partners’ pleasure all together. In the same time, some men feel entirely responsible for their partner’s pleasure which stresses them out and leads to coming too fast as well. In addition, by coming fast, men avoid creating a real intimacy, a real connection with their partner during sex. By rapidly finishing, many men do not let space and time for a moment to happen when both partners are together, naked, in the most vulnerable situation they could be so they can share this intimacy together. In this situation, neither partner finds absolute pleasure in it because of this lack of connection together but also with their respective bodies.
However, desire doesn’t necessarily have to fade away after the passionate honeymoon phase. Our sexuality doesn’t have to be limited to this rapid and unfulfilling sexuality. We do not have to give up on our sex life because our partner is no longer interested in it, or we lose interest in it. We can reinvent our sex life by bringing back eroticism and discover a new sexuality which is even more fulfilling than the passionate one we lost. Indeed, eroticism can bring back a new sexual energy and another sexuality exists. It is a slower, more mindful and more fulfilling for both partners. There is an incredible sex life after the honeymoon phase, which creates a new type of desire for our partner. It can strengthen our sexual connection and open new doors to things we did not know existed before. And all that with the person that we love. This starts by focusing on eroticism.
Focus on eroticism
You might ask but what is eroticism exactly? Eroticism is the sexual energy and desire between you and your partner. Eroticism tends to be very strong at the beginning of a relationship driven by passion. However, eroticism often slowly declines with time among many couples. But this is not fatality. We can focus on eroticism to reactivate this sexual energy and desire in our relationship beyond the passion of the beginning. For that, let’s look at what eroticism requires.
Eroticism requires keeping a duality in a relationship to maintain this sexual tension and mutual attraction. Or in other words, a certain distance between us and our partner. Perel explains that we look for stability and security in a loving relationship. We can build that through trust as we discussed before. At the same time, we also need adventure and excitement to be sexually fulfilled. This is what eroticism is about. Trust and eroticism are not easy to reconcile, as it is challenging to create desire for the person, we expect comfort and stability from. But this is possible. Perel suggests introducing risk into security, mystery into familiarity and novelty into stability. Everything that involves care, protection and that nourishes love often blocks the spontaneity that lies at the very source of erotic pleasure. In other words, what love wants is different from what sex requires.
When we look for security in a relationship, we try to freeze things forever, we try to put our partner into a role or a box and expect her to stay there. We think our partner will be here forever, and the passion as well. However, the sense of security as well as love are just a product of our imagination. Everything is fluid and impermanent. We change all the time, and therefore our relationship dynamics change as well, whether we want them to or not. By making our partner and relationship static, we slowly kill our passion. Eroticism can be kept alive if we move away from this static view of our partner and relationship. Eroticism can be kept alive if we stop trying to control her and instead embrace her mystery and maintain our ability to discover new things about us and about our partner. Eroticism is a mix of sexual tension and sexual fascination for the other. It is taking a risk and a step back from our partner to see her with different eyes. It is like looking at our partner as a woman we bumped into in the street, and not the person living with us. I don’t know if it ever happened to you, but you see an attractive woman in the street and you suddenly discover that it is your partner. This is what eroticism is about. This is the state of mind where we want to be.
 For that, we need to create a particular space between us, a specific distance. There are four ways, which we will explore now, to achieve that: (i) finding the proper distance, (ii) making love conditional, (iii) making sex intentional and (iv) practice slow sex.
Find the right distance
According to Ester Perel, when we fall in love, we seek this sense of security and merge with our partner because we confuse love and merging at all costs.  This is when a couple describe their relationship as fusional. They do everything together, want the same things at the same time. This is when there is no more “I” but only a “we”. This fusion between partners eventually kills this sexual energy. To maintain the momentum towards the other, there must be a distance to be crossed. Eroticism needs separation; we must be able to tolerate this emptiness and its share of uncertainty. This distance, this empty space between two people creates the tension. Perel further explains that a loving relationship is a bond that is created between two people. For this bond to form, i.e. for this love to be made, we need the proper distance. If the distance is too far, the bond cannot be created, and it is harder for love to grow. If there is no distance, i.e. if we merge with the other person, there is no bond to be created as we are only one entity. This is when a fusional couple is joined at the hip like conjoined twins. This creates an excess of proximity, which hinders desire. Separation is therefore the necessary condition for the formation of the bond: this is the essential paradox of the relationship between sex and intimacy. We want closeness, but not to the point of feeling trapped.
Perel further explains that our ability to tolerate this distance, i.e. this insecurity, is a necessary condition for maintaining desire and attraction towards our partner. Instead of always trying to get closer, it is essential to cultivate our own personality and autonomy to keep this desire, this duality. Indeed, desire requires a certain level of mystery, of newness, of the unexpected. Our ability to manage this dual need for connection and autonomy is a lifetime practice. To achieve this, Perel highlights that we are never more attracted to our partner than in three situations: 
1. When we admire our partner for what they have achieved:  
a. Having admiration for a partner because she has achieved a professional or personal goal such as running a race, mastering a new skill or singing at an open mike makes her even more attractive. This is because her discipline and her confidence remind us why we love this person and not anyone else.
b. For example, my partner worked in impact investing as well and went to become a managing partner in an investment firm. She was the first woman and the first person under 40 to become a partner in this firm. What she has achieved in her career with her unique blend of empathy and warmth gives me a lot of pride and admiration for her.
2. When other people take an interest in our partner:
a. When we attend a social event and our partner shines during this event or is flirted with by someone else makes her come out in in the crowd. This awakens our sense of pride and desire for her as well.
b. I used to get stressed a lot when my partner got chatted up when we were out. Mainly because I used to doubt myself. Now, when this happens, I feel flattered and proud, knowing that I am the one going home with her tonight.
3. When our partner is temporarily away from us, so we have time to miss them: 
a. A couple who travels separately for work or sometime takes holidays on their own creates an empty space, a time when you have time to miss your partner. This space creates an anticipation of seeing each other again, a renewed tension and desire.
b. My partner and I used to both travel for our respective work and we were always excited to meet again like we are rediscovering each other again. Now that, we no longer travel for work, I travel by myself or with a friend twice a year to recreate this distance and rediscover this feeling or meeting each other again after being away for a while.
Perel also highlights the importance of being playful. She highlights that couples who cultivate a sense of play keep their relationship vibrant, both physically and sensually, never letting desire fade. For them, seduction is an art in itself, and play is a cornerstone of their bond with eroticism extending beyond sex. They value intimacy, carve out space for it, and see their relationship as dynamic, always open to growth and new experiences. They are aware that nothing is permanent, so they choose to nurture and deepen their connection with curiosity and playfulness.
There are many ways to bring some playfulness in a relationship:
1. Bring some creativity into an ordinary moment to add some playfulness. Put a song you like and dance with your partner in your living room.
2. Organise a "mystery date" with your partner not knowing where you are going. 
3. Take a salsa dancing class together, or any other activity you usually don’t do with a sensual dimension.
4. Celebrate small milestones of key events in your couple’s life like your first date or any other moment that is significant only for the two of you.
5. Just buy her flowers without any reason. Yes, contrary to what many people think, flowers are not for anniversaries, valentines or to ask for forgiveness!
These moments create novelty, excitement and a part of unknown in the same way as the beginning of your relationship. 
Make love conditional
Many of us believe that to be happy in life, we need to find a life partner whom we love unconditionally. But unconditional love means we are willing to love the person, no matter what they do or become. This means even if they give up on trying to be a good person or trying to remain attractive for us. This mindset denies our own personality, our own needs, our own desires and our own happiness. It implies we must stay with this person, regardless of their actions, simply because we have to. And it assumes our partner will do the same for us, even if we let ourselves go physically, or emotionally. 
Imagine a partner who stops putting any effort into their appearance, health, or personal growth. Can you imagine the other partner will continue to love them "no matter what”? Over time, the other partner may feel resentful, unappreciated, or even invisible, as their own needs for attraction, connection, and mutual growth are ignored. This dynamic wears off the foundation of the relationship, turning love into a one-sided obligation rather than a shared journey.
On the contrary, conditional love means we choose to be with the person because we want to, not because we have to. Conditional love means we acknowledge that the relationship won’t survive without effort from both sides. Efforts for ourselves and for our partner. We admit that our relationship can stop if we both do not nourish it. It recognises that love is not a static, unchanging force. Love is a living, breathing entity that requires care, attention, and mutual investment.
A couple who agrees to prioritise their physical and emotional well-being such as exercising together, dressing up for date nights, or pursuing individual hobbies can create a dynamic where both partners feel desired and inspired. They understand that love isn’t just about showing up; it’s about showing up as the best versions of themselves. This mutual effort keeps the relationship vibrant and fulfilling.
Of course, there are moments in our life when we are not feeling down, are struggling mentally or physically. This is normal and is part of the ups and downs of life. For example, a friend of mine went through a depression and put on a lot of weight. Her husband supported her through her depression episode and together they overcame it. She eventually started a therapy and she found a new purpose in life by starting studying psychology. She is now working on losing this weight and planning to quit her job to embrace a new career as a counsellor. Conditional love doesn’t mean fair weather love where we are only here for the good time as long as our partner is doing well. On the contrary, conditional love is to be here for each other to help, encourage and support the other in growing and by growing together.
Unconditional love is like a plastic plant. It will still be here in 1,000 years, but it is not real. It is just a pretence of a plant as it is not alive, it doesn’t require care, and it doesn’t grow. Indeed, a relationship where one partner stays out of obligation, even when they feel unloved or unfulfilled, is like a plastic plant. There’s no real growth, no joy, and no authenticity. Over time, the relationship becomes an empty shell, devoid of the very qualities that make love meaningful such as mutual admiration, respect, desire, and common growth.
Conditional love, on the other hand, is like a real plant. It lives and thrives as long as we nurture it and will only die if we neglect it or when we die. By choosing conditional love, we choose to be with the person, and we both strive to keep this love and eroticism alive and healthy. This requires will-power not to give up on our relationship and not to let go of ourselves in respect to our partner. This also means prioritising and finding time to nurture the relationship as well as prioritising and finding time for intimacy. One way to do that, is by making sex intentional.
Make sex intentional
For a relationship to remain alive, it is necessary to prioritise time towards it. Both Perel and Vidal-Graf recommend to practice Love dates, i.e. scheduling time to have sex. This might seem strange at the beginning but it is a huge benefit to keep the relationship alive. We too often wait for the end of the day to have sex, but it is not always the best time for that, as many of us are tired. Agreeing with our partner and putting a Love date in our calendar gives importance to our relationship and our sex life, and we can look forward to it. 
For Perel, Love dates create a space for eroticism in the relationship. According to her, what happens during the Love date is flexible and depends on the couple’s wishes. What is essential is the intentionality and the decision to make time and prioritise our sex life. Hoping, waiting and looking forward are fundamental elements of desire. This is only possible by planning a Love date, especially in long-term relationships.
It is good to block two hours to have sufficient time together and not to have to rush into things. If this is not possible, block at least one hour. Ideally, you have had time to cool down or disconnect from your busy lives. It is helpful to make sure phones are on airplane mode and far away, children know their parents are not available for the next two hours and that you will not be available for the rest of the world during that time. A Love date can take several forms; it could be having sex, mutual massages, exploring specific fantasies, a bath together, a walk in a park, a dinner in a restaurant or whatever helps a couple connect and bring eroticism and intimacy. One way to approach it is for each partner to express what they would like to do during the Love date, and the couple can do both activities one after the other or over two Love dates.
My partner and I have been practicing Love dates for a few years now. What I find interesting is that it creates a dynamic where we clearly express our attraction for each other and look forward to it. We literally put it in our calendar, so we know this is set in stone. Some people might think it puts a lot of pressure on them as they need to be turned on when the Love date happens. Quite the contrary in fact. I found that when the Love date happens, we both had time to prepare ourselves mentally for it but also, there is less pressure because there is time to explore, to connect and to take it slow because this is our main focus and priority for the next two hours knowing we won’t get interrupted. We know it is a moment to be together just the two of us as we intended to whatever happens in the world. 
One thing I want to clarify is that intentional sex through a Love date shouldn’t stop you having spontaneous sex as well whenever you and your partner feel like it. A Love date is just an idea to complement spontaneous sex in your relationship and bring some intentionality. For some couples who struggle to find the time or the desire for spontaneous sex, a Love date is a simple way to bring back this intimacy into the relationship.
[bookmark: _Hlk216169167]Practice slow sex
Love dates are a great opportunity to explore another type of sexuality. The aim is not to get back to the passionate sexuality of the beginning of the relationship. This is not possible and would only generate expectations and frustrations. It is a question of opening up to a new phase of sexuality that the partners will have to invent together. This can be done through slow sex. This means to learn to slow down, take time to explore together without any aim, goal or timeline. This enables us to practice conscious and mindful sex focused on the journey together without obsessing on the end game of orgasm, especially for men. Some men might find that frustrating at the beginning. Some other men might find it scary to slow down as they might lose their erection. But it is ok, you have time and an erection can come back quite fast as everything is fluid.
The benefits of slow sex are multi-fold. It gives more time for your partner to become fully aroused, so she can eventually have powerful orgasms. This allows for longer, more fulfilling lovemaking and delayed and stronger orgasms for both. As explained by Chia and Abrams, similar to when women have a fully body orgasm when they ended up trembling and shaking with a flow of energy going through them, men can achieve a similar full body orgasm. Even multiple orgasms are possible for men. This is an unbelievable and pleasurable thing to experience. In addition, slow sex can also help you to better connect with your partner with your own body and the sensations you are experiencing. It creates a deeper emotional connection and intimacy by aligning physical and emotional pleasure. By slowing down, we let ourselves be seen raw by our partner. Indeed, if we go slow or even pause during sex, we remain naked in silence in front of each other. Some people might find it difficult because subconsciously they just want to finish fast, to avoid exposing themselves like that even to their partners. Though this can be challenging for some, it is a beautiful exercise to build intimacy with your partner.
This transition to a new form of sexuality can be chaotic and take time. This can be a difficult transition phase during which partners search, stumble, leave, get discouraged, search again until, little by little, a new way satisfactory for both comes into being. This is a phase where verbal communication about what is happening in the couple's sexuality is key.
The interesting part of it is that this new type of sexuality is much more fulfilling for men and with much more powerful orgasms. This might sound very daunting for many, and this is entirely understandable. When I started exploring slow sex with my partner, I was scared. I was afraid of being frustrated, of not being interested, or no longer feeling desire or even being able to perform. But I have to admit, full body orgasms are so much more powerful and enjoyable, that it makes sex even more exciting and interesting. Also, by making the choice as a couple to explore a new sex life together, it creates a new bonding with your partner, a new vulnerability but also a new level of eroticism that is a beautiful experience to share with her. 
How to practice slow sex
Slow sex is a mindful, intentional approach to sex where you and your partner focus on being present, aware and alert of your sensations and not thinking about speed or performing. The concept of slow sex comes from Tantrism, which is the Taoist sexuality. It encourages partners to slow down, focus on deep breathing, touch, and emotional connection, rather than rushing toward orgasm. The goal is to deepen intimacy, enhance pleasure, and cultivate a more fulfilling, sustainable sexual experience both physically and emotionally.
	So, how do we do that? There are three points to focus on:
1. Be present: 
a. The important aspect is the mindset shift from speed and performance to enjoying the present moment and go with the flow. 
b. This means focus on the moment and what you are doing.
c. Focus on all your senses of vision, touch, smell, taste, etc.
2. Take your time: 
a. This means extended foreplay by spending time exploring touch, massage, and eye contact to build anticipation and arousal. 
b. This could mean caressing your partner’s entire body for 30 minutes before even reaching out to between her thighs. This might sound a long time for some but by making sex intentional and planning some time together, you have time to explore.
c. During penetration, go very slowly. If you get too aroused, just stop for a moment, take a couple of slow breaths and then start again. Even a take break by pulling out entirely for a few minutes. There are plenty of other things you can do with your partner in the meantime.
d. The aim is to build up slowly. It is not a sex sprint; it is a sex marathon.
3. Relax: 
a. This means relax all your muscles. Relax your shoulders, your arms, your belly, your hips, your buttocks, your thighs and your leg muscles.
b. Any muscle tension especially for hips and buttocks and legs muscles pushes you towards the edge. So, try to relax as much as possible.
4. Deep breathing to relax and move your sexual energy:
a. The aim here is move your sexual energy from your perineum (just behind your genitals) to the crown of your head through the spine and then down the front of the body through the heart and to the navel. 
b. It creates a circle of energy flowing which Taoists call the Cosmic Orbit. This is to help you slow down your arousal by moving your sexual energy across your body and to eventually generate a full body orgasm, while relaxing and grounding yourself in the present. 
c. For that, take a slow deep belly breath in through the nose during four counts while visualising your energy moving up from perineum through your spine to the crown of your head. 
d. Then, take a slow deep belly breath out during four counts while visualising your energy moving down from your head through the tongue touching your upper mouth down the front of the body through the heart to the navel.
e. You can do that continuously during sex. You can also stop for a couple of such breaths as mentioned before if you feel you are getting too close to the edge.
[bookmark: _Hlk216169183]This technique takes practice – alone or with your partner – to learn to delay falling over the edge and eventually achieving a full body orgasm. There is an entire world of literature and sex tips on slow sex and full body multiple orgasms for men. If you are interested in understanding more about that, I can only encourage you to read more about it starting with Chia’s book “The Multi-Orgasmic Man”.
By focusing on eroticism in your relationship and exploring a new sexuality through slow sex, you can continue your growth journey as a man as well as a couple to become a more fulfilled Better Man and maybe a multi-orgasmic man as well.
Next Steps
· Talk to your partner about Love dates and if she is ok with it, set a Love date this week.
· Then set Love dates at least once a week for the next month.
· Talk to your partner about slow sex and if she is interested try it during a Love date.
· Practice the Cosmic Orbit breathing technique alone and/or with your partner:
a. For that, take a slow deep belly breath in through the nose during four counts while visualising your energy moving up from perineum through your spine to the crown of your head. 
b. Then, take a slow deep belly breath out during four counts while visualising your energy moving down from your head through the tongue touching your upper mouth down the front of the body through the heart to the navel.
· Practice this breathing technique at least three times a week for a month. See how it feels.


[bookmark: _Toc216175211]Conclusion
Becoming a Better Man is not just a destination, it’s a courageous, lifelong journey away from self-doubt and anxiety toward balance, inner peace, and purpose. It’s a journey that doesn’t demand perfection, but progress one step, one breath, one choice at a time.
Fifteen years ago, my own journey began in an ER after a panic attack. That moment forced me to change my career, confront who I truly was through psychotherapy, and discover a new purpose. It taught me to listen to my intuition, take care of my body, and manage my stress with intention. Through Buddhist and Stoic wisdom, I learned to build emotional resilience, focus only on what I could control, and let go of the rest freeing myself to live with fulfillment and joy. This path also transformed my relationship, teaching me to communicate openly about sex, rebuild sexual energy, and better connect with my partner emotionally and physically.
But this journey always starts with self-discovery. It begins by accepting yourself fully with and learning to love and accept who you are, not the one you think you should be. It means forgiving your past, taking radical responsibility for your happiness, and breaking free from the traumas and limiting beliefs that hold you back. Psychotherapy and mental health care aren’t signs of weakness; they’re tools to help you uncover your true self and align with a purpose that your authentic self.
From there, self-confidence grows when you reconnect with your intuition and embrace your body as an ally. This means taking care of your physical health with a balanced sleep, a better diet and the right exercise. It also means managing stress through practices like meditation, mindfulness, and natural highs, so you can stand firmly in the present moment, at peace. And perhaps most courageously, it means showing your vulnerability to those you love, because real strength isn’t about locking yourself up but it’s the courage to be vulnerable.
Inner peace isn’t the absence of chaos; it’s the emotional resilience to meet it. Stoic and Buddhist philosophies offer practical tools to let go of past regrets and future fears, so you can find joy in the here and now. These lessons aren’t just theoretical; they’re your compass for navigating life’s storms with clarity and calm.
And this energy doesn’t stop with you. When you bring this version of yourself into your relationships, you create a space for growth for both you and your partner. Through open dialogue, trust, and intentional sex, you can rediscover deepen your bond, and build a sex life that’s as fulfilling emotionally as well as physically.
I know this book offers a lot of advice, and it might feel overwhelming. That’s ok. Some of you may have already started implementing changes: maybe you’ve booked a therapy session, tried a new routine, or simply paused to reflect. Others might still be processing, and that’s ok too. We’re all at different stages of this journey, and there’s no “right” way to begin.
If you’re wondering what to do next, start with a small step:
1. Revisit the “Next Steps” sections at the end of each chapter. Choose three actions that resonate most with you; three steps that feel manageable and meaningful.
2. Try them this week. Notice what changes and how you feel.
3. Keep what works, adjust what doesn’t, and congratulate yourself for having put that in place.
4. When you’re ready, pick a few more.
Progress isn’t linear. Some days, you’ll feel balanced; other days, you’ll stumble. This is not failure; it’s part of the process. When life knocks you down, remember, you can always stand up knowing that now, you have a toolbox for that. Deep breathing, Stoic techniques, mindfulness exercises, meditation—they’re all here to help you recentre, breathe, and rise.
Balance isn’t something you achieve once and keep forever. It’s a practice. One that becomes easier as you learn to listen to your intuition and trust yourself. There will be setbacks. There will be days you want to quit. But instead of giving up, ask yourself: Do I need to rest, or do I need to realign? This book is your guide, but you are the one writing your story.
Thank you for walking this path with me. Thank you for trusting these pages with your time, your doubts, and your courage. You’ve already taken the hardest step: showing up.
Your journey to becoming a Better Man isn’t about following my path, it’s about forging your own. Whether you’re just starting or have been on this road for years, remember: every step counts. You have everything you need to rise. The question is, what is the next step you are going to take to become a better version of yourself, to become a Better Man?
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