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  Dear Reader,

  The book you are holding came about in a rather different way to most others. It was funded directly by readers through a new website: Unbound.

  Unbound is the creation of three writers. We started the company because we believed there had to be a better deal for both writers and readers. On the Unbound website, authors share the ideas for the books they want to write directly with readers. If enough of you support the book by pledging for it in advance, we produce a beautifully bound special subscribers’ edition and distribute a regular edition and e-book wherever books are sold, in shops and online.

  
    This new way of publishing is actually a very old idea (Samuel Johnson funded his dictionary this way). We’re just using the internet to build each writer a network of patrons. Here, at the back of this book, you’ll find the names of all the people who made it happen.
  

  Publishing in this way means readers are no longer just passive consumers of the books they buy, and authors are free to write the books they really want. They get a much fairer return too – half the profits their books generate, rather than a tiny percentage of the cover price.

  If you’re not yet a subscriber, we hope that you’ll want to join our publishing revolution and have your name listed in one of our books in the future. To get you started, here is a £5 discount on your first pledge. Just visit unbound.com, make your pledge and type FEAR18 in the promo code box when you check out.

  Thank you for your support,


 
  
    [image: ]
  


  
  
  
  
 Dan, Justin and John
 Founders, Unbound
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  ‘Why are you wearing that stupid bunny suit?’

  ‘Why are you wearing that stupid man suit?’

  – Donnie Darko (2001)
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  Most of this book is based on stuff that has happened. Generally, I tell the story of what I remember, from my perspective. I have changed some names and allowed a few animals in. Please don’t take the animals, in particular, too seriously. No species, including us, has yet worked out a perfect example of how to live. Sometimes it just helps to use paint to make a picture. It doesn’t mean that the paint is there to be licked.
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Welcome


  The first thing I do when I talk about fear is explain why I’m here in the first place and why fear interests me. Over time, this has become a series of admissions, as the truth has slowly crept its way in. The biggest of these truths is that I don’t feel that I ever really chose fear at all. It was more that it kept coming up. It chose me. I’d slowly noticed that a ghostly character lurked in the wings of the stage. It seemed that no one, including me, ever wanted to admit that it was there. This indistinct and frankly rather annoying presence somehow managed to influence all the action, without ever having been given a part in the play.

  My first book was about negotiation and I noticed that, whenever I talked about it after it came out, the topic that kept coming up was fear. On the negotiation stage, fear made people positional. It made them defensive of the ground they had taken for themselves, and once they were there, it held them there. Again and again, I noticed how it was fear of one sort or another that tended to lock us all up. This wasn’t a fear of anything that would cause us actual harm. It was more of a desire to avoid uncertainty or to fit in. This was social rather than physical. People didn’t do the thing they truly wanted to do because they feared doing so would expose them to a risk. Often these risks were small or irrational, yet they consistently felt bigger than they had any rational right to be. We’re not going to be killed or threatened with death by asking for the salary we so badly need or speaking out in the meeting we’ve been passionate enough to attend, but it can feel as if we are.

  Faced with the unwelcome visitor of fear, our natural reaction is to pick up our weapons to fight it. In this frame of mind, I’d find myself issuing a stream of daily exhortations to myself and others in my work to be open, to embrace change or to take a stand. There are plenty of people ready to tell us what to do, and I was standing firmly in this stream. As a writer and a speaker, I was full of advice about what one should do. The problem with this is that most of the time we already know what we need to do to be better. I realised that it wasn’t a lack of knowing the clear thing to do that was the problem. The problem was not understanding the more shadowy thing that stops us.

  One day, after a conversation with a client who’d remained resolutely stuck despite my help, I shifted my focus away from the goal question and got more interested in the big piece of elastic that pulls us back. The important thing was to understand the rather too comfortable and silent force that not only stops us but also contains us. I wanted to know more about the invisible cradling that fear creeps in and puts around us. Understanding that force is a big part of this book, because once we see what stops us, everything else happens so much more easily.

  One day, instead of resisting it, I decided to step towards the ghost. As soon as I took the first step, I saw its shapeless presence react. Fear wasn’t expecting me to put down my little child’s sword and it wasn’t expecting to be approached with kindness. As I moved tentatively towards it, I started to learn about it and saw that I’d come to none of the immediate harm that I’d expected. Instead, with each step, the shape became clearer and I started to see a series of next steps emerge from the mist. I began to see the bones of the ghost and then the flesh. As I saw its structure, I also saw its weaknesses and flaws. It stopped being quite so terrifying. As I got to know it better, I realised it was part of me. I’d created it, and as such it held all my deepest secrets. If I wanted to accept and understand myself better it was the obvious thing to get to know. My new pal even followed me around. The truth was that I couldn’t even go on holiday without it coming with me.

  I also realised that this fear thing was far from just an academic interest. Some years before I started any enquiry into the subject, I’d chosen to leave my last ‘job’. This was a thing I’d put off for years, and I’d only finally done it because I’d reached a tipping point in the relationship between the forces that I felt kept me secure and those which defined me at a cellular level. In my years of working for others I had walked a long way away from the person I really was. The strain had become stressful and something had to break. I had a photograph of myself at five years old and, as I looked at it, I knew I’d lost the spark that child held. My own cheeky face spoke to me and, whenever I looked at it, I felt the need to re-engage with the pre-school possibility of who I really was.

  The challenge was that I wasn’t capable of honouring this without starting the long walk towards my own deepest fears. When I left my job, this is what I’d finally done. By the time I started to work on fear some years later, I’d been working on this in myself for a good few years. I now had a business that I’d slowly built up, largely through walking hand in hand with my own fears. Although this seems obvious now, I didn’t initially connect my own challenges with my general interest in fear. But as I started to see how fear showed up for others I increasingly felt happy to throw my own experiences into the mix, and as time went on I felt happier to talk about what I’d found. My reticence to speak about my personal experience melted away as I saw the parallels with what others were experiencing. I was doing this because it mattered to me. Not only that, I was here not because I knew anything particular that others didn’t, but because I was myself struggling through similar challenges.

  ‘Fear’ is first and foremost a word, a label for a bunch of things that fall within its broad church. As we start to hack our own, one conversation we logically ought to have is: what do we mean by fear? I’ve always been wary of this; as an example, one of the things I did in the materials for our early experiments was to include a warning that we didn’t intend to address phobias such as fear of spiders or flying. My attitude to this has changed, however. This is because I’ve seen a number of situations where these obvious surface fears have been connected to a deeper underlying fear. In practice, having a clear phobia has helped people to hack the original source of their fear because it has given them something more solid to get hold of, which provides a route into the deeper well that sits darkly below.

  I’m therefore now more inclined to be open to what qualifies as fear than to try to limit it. Fear can show up in everything from standing up in a room to speak to the deepest conversations about life and death. It occurs to a young girl standing at the shore, worried about her first adventure, just as it plays on the mind of the elderly gent in secure retirement, facing the uncertainty of his final years. What I mean when I talk about fear in this book is anything that resides in the mind that is not justified by solid evidence. If you are walking down the high street and crazed madman with a gun is coming the other way, you would be wise to take knowledge of what might happen seriously and respond appropriately. In this situation, our reaction to the clear and present risk is quick and practical. Our feelings in the presence of danger have a role, and the purpose of this book isn’t to question that role.

  In the Fear Hack work I’ve done, and in this book, fear is everything else that exists as a story that we make up. It may feel real, but do we have evidence that the thing we fear happening is actually happening now? This includes fears that we self-create, but it also includes those that are created by others which end up controlling us. Fear, in all its colours, whether it is at work or at play, outdoors or indoors, wherever it exists in our lives, is worth having a conversation about. By talking about it we will find out more about what it really is and where it gets its energy from.

  This is also a question of qualification. When does this stray into the things that only trained psychologists should be allowed to deal with? This is something that I have worried about and I continue to be conscious of. However, one evening I was invited to do a Fear Hack workshop with a group of psychologists, upstairs in a pub in London. This group gets together regularly to discuss the latest developments in their field in a relaxed and open manner. As the drinks started to flow, I wondered how royally my conversation about fear would be torn apart by these brilliant minds. The ravaging ghost of Freud never appeared, however. The evening turned out to be one of the best I have ever had. What I realised is that these people, just like many of us, do what they do because they have a personal interest in and need for it. All they wanted to do was the same as everyone else. They wanted to talk about what troubled them. In short, I saw that the psychologists were as nuts as we all are, and that what we all need more than anything is to discuss our fears in a supportive environment. I am now deeply suspicious of anything that stands in the way of an encouragement for us all to talk more.

  This book isn’t just about fear, though. It is about how we approach the subject differently. Specifically, the ‘hack’ in the title is about how we turn the subject around in order to come at it from another direction entirely. It’s always important to do the work itself, but if we are chopping wood, our finest work doesn’t just come from raw sweaty blows made repeatedly in the same place. Every so often, we’ll benefit from looking at what we are doing, particularly if we are struggling. If we can turn the log around and thereby find an opening that requires only the gentlest of knocks, why wouldn’t we choose that way? There is something here of Einstein’s idea of only being able to solve a problem by working at a different level from that at which it was created. With fear, my breakthrough didn’t come easily, however, and in the end, it took an experience with a dinosaur on a bus to help me to think about fear differently.

  *

  The gift came from my habit of heading straight for the top deck on a double-decker bus. The childish pleasure of sitting at the front, effectively in the driver’s seat, but one storey up, is too much to resist. From here, it is not only the luxury of being driven that I revel in, it is also the joy of having one of the best views in London. This particular time, however, it wasn’t to be. I could see that there was a toy dinosaur sitting in my seat, with a small boy and his mother sitting opposite. The bus was also busy. At the top of the stairs, I turned left into the crowded middle section of the top floor and, in a wobbly crouch as the bus moved forward, walked down the bus to take the first empty double seat behind several outcrops of people. As I settled down, I did what I always love doing on buses: I watched and listened.

  It immediately became apparent that everyone was talking about the dinosaur. This surprised me. Firstly, the dinosaur wasn’t really that big. It sat comfortably on its seat, with only its head and neck popping up in view for us to see, like some bus Nessie. Secondly, it was a child’s blow-up plastic toy; hardly anything surprising. As I listened in to what the couple opposite me and then the people in front of me were saying, I realised the dinosaur had tickled their imaginations. The dinosaur had been received into their lives like a treasure that sparked not only a conversation but also a change in mood.

  In the days that followed, the dinosaur stayed with me, and I became interested in the idea of what caused everyone to talk about it. Why, I wondered, does nobody want to talk about the elephant in the room, and yet everyone was talking about the dinosaur on the bus? It took a little while, but eventually I saw something I’d missed.

  What I’d failed to notice was the bus. What the dinosaur had done was to draw my attention to this crucial but unspoken other dynamic; the bus and the room that framed the action in both cases. Suddenly I saw that my enquiry was all about the bit of the equation – bus or room – that nobody was talking about. The problem with the original elephant is not so much the object itself but the framework, the room, which contains it. Much as we tend to focus on an object, the lens through which we see the object is critically important to how we see that object. The object can even become a distraction. How often have we all focused on the elephant that no one wants to talk about and, as a result, not had any meaningful conversation about the culture, perspective or the assumptions surrounding it – the ‘room’ within which the issue itself is contained?

  Aldous Huxley famously captured an insight that had already been made by others including psychologist William James and philosophers Henri Bergson and Ferdinand Schiller. In his book about his trip on mescaline, The Doors of Perception, Huxley talked of our brain being a ‘reducing valve’. Our mind cannot possibly cope with everything, so it selects a ‘measly trickle’, as Huxley put it, from the whole. What is more, we are blind to much of what sits in its framing of that selection. Some of this blindness is held by each of us individually, but much is held and reinforced collectively. Just as a fish cannot see the water that surrounds it, our view of anything is limited by the frame that we put around it. All we see are clues to that limited frame, not the frame itself. These will often be the things that annoy or surprise us. Just as the odd bubble of air floating upwards could allow a fish to sense that it is in water, sometimes the clues to the framing are hard to notice. It stands to reason that the medium through which we see tends to be invisible to us.

  With fear, I realised that same thing was happening. The framework that sits around fear, about which we don’t speak, is one of power. Fear is born in a system of power and it thrives in a continuation of this system. For this reason, one of the things Fear Hack does is to focus on not just fear but the system of power, the framework that surrounds it. Essentially, power is the bus that frames the dinosaur of fear. We don’t tend to think about that framework, but quietly, out of sight, it influences everything we see. In this framing lies all the things that stop us. If we change the framework and the narrative it spawns, fear can evolve into something that is more useful.

  As Fear Hack has developed, the conversations about it and the possibilities of what we could achieve with it have also developed. Their latest evolution is a challenge to the thing we currently call fear. There is a danger that this loosely defined creature of the mind has become bigger than it needs to be. Our fears easily multiply and all too often are used as a tool against us. We are wonderfully adaptable creatures but, as we reach for the stars, we remain fragile. In reality, we are, most of us, in fear of something right now. Some of the genuine dangers we face, such as fire, quake and tempest, need our attention, and most of these won’t go away, but the fears of failure and embarrassment that many of us feel in our day-to-day lives are actually fully addressable. On the wider stage, many people in the world are fearful of not having things that are basic human needs – such as food and shelter. These are all fears as well. Similarly, these fears are, if we put our minds to it, also solvable.

  Today I want to ask, given the technology and the knowledge we have, whether fear, in the form we have grown up knowing it, is still useful – and if so, how? Does fear now really serve the human race as a whole, and what might we be capable of becoming if we were free from having to be scared?

  This starts as an individual possibility for each of us, but it is also a collective one, for us together. If we act to address our collective fears as a species, what then might be possible?

  Welcome to Fear Hack.


 







1. Hacking Fear



  ‘You need to get out now!’ the man in the street below shouted as he looked up.

  This was not what I had expected. Curious, because things had gone quiet, I’d gone to the window, opened it and looked out over the square. Our session was due to start, but the flow of people into the room, marked by the opening of the swing door and the appearance of another apprehensive face, had stopped. This was mirrored down in the square, where, apart from a few policemen and a couple of people moving quickly away in the distance, this usually busy area was now deserted. The sudden absence of people, both here in the room and outside, felt all wrong.

  We were in the library of Conway Hall, an events venue on a corner of leafy Red Lion Square near Holborn in central London. The library is secreted away upstairs, up a grand, open staircase almost hidden behind the front entrance. On arrival, we’d all been surprised to see the whole of the lower part of the building laid out end to end with grand pianos. There was a high-end piano auction in London that week and in the middle of the hallway one flamboyant elderly man was midway through a piece, putting a piano through its paces, his hair moving at a different rhythm from his nodding head. It wasn’t just a collection of pianos, it was a cacophony of sound, as people tried out their potential purchases. The first thing we’d noticed was that this jarring noise beneath us had ceased.

  The serious-looking man below me stood guard, just outside a cordon of police tape. By some magic, he’d managed to tape up the very building that we were inside without telling us. Anyone who approached the area was bounced away at speed. It became obvious that, in the clearing of the building, we’d been overlooked. He seemed momentarily confused by how this had happened as he continued to talk into his radio, commanding what looked like a major operation. One look at him told me that he was not the sort of guy you messed with. He was clearly police, but not of a type that anyone was meant to notice until he decided otherwise. Although he was casually dressed, it looked like his jacket concealed a weapon.

  After a short pause, he almost reluctantly delivered his killer blow.

  ‘There’s a bomb in the lobby below you,’ he shouted out. He definitely had my attention now. It was now clear that we were occupying what had become an isolated island right at the heart of a danger zone. I had no idea what it was meant to feel like to be in the middle of a bomb scare. What I did know is that this didn’t feel at all like I might have expected. As well as being a lot to take in, my overriding feeling was that this wasn’t meant to happen, here, now, or to me. I had other things I wanted to do.

  In the absence of any response, he asked in a slightly surprised voice, ‘What are you doing up there?’

  I was still in shock; my world, as it had been moments before, had been shattered. ‘I’m running a workshop,’ I responded, at which I noticed a flicker of irritation cross his face. Did this man think I was an idiot?

  ‘How many of you are there?’ he asked.

  A quick look around: ‘Six,’ I replied. He seemed ok with that. At least, whatever else he thought, he now knew we were harmless.

  I turned to the others in the room and explained the situation. As I relayed what had happened, things became clearer. If there had ever been a doubt in my mind about what we were going to do, it was now gone. We had to get out, even if it meant walking down through the lobby below us, right past an explosive that could go off at any time. We’d do what we’d been told to do. Taking that risk seemed more expedient than simply waiting here to be blown up by a device right beneath us.

  As we followed each other out of the door, past our carefully laid out table of snacks, down the marble stairs into the lobby, past the pianos, out into the street and beyond the tape, it became obvious that we had no idea where we were now going. The bomb had blown up the plan for the workshop and I had no replacement. Somebody suggested we decamp to an upmarket pub on the opposite side of the square. We headed towards the pub, as my mind raced ahead. Realising we had others potentially joining us, I broke off to go back to ask the police what would have happened to the rest of the people who’d tried to get in. We’d had a full house of over 30 booked to come. The answer was obvious. ‘We’d have sent them home.’ Of course. What else could you say? I got out my phone to send an email to the participants and to answer the messages I now saw had been coming in.

  As I joined the group in the pub, drinks were just arriving and I started to move the group towards an empty table in the main room. As our intention became clear, Carol, one of the participants, came up to me to tell me she was not happy sitting there. She explained that if the bomb went off we would be directly in the firing line of shattering glass from the large picture windows overlooking the square. At this moment, I saw that there was a perspective here I wasn’t getting. I finally woke up to what was going on in the room. I started to come out of my initial shock. Stuff was happening here and now, in this group, and I hadn’t been entirely alive to it.

  I asked at the bar if they had any other space and they kindly offered us a room downstairs. Carol was immediately much happier with this plan and, as we led the way downstairs into a snug room I saw that the workshop could live on here, if it so chose. By this route, we had let things find their own natural way forward. It was at this point that I finally saw what had happened as an opportunity rather than the complete disaster it felt. Here I was, running a workshop on fear, suddenly realising that the workshop had already started – just not in the way I had planned. Fear had used a different doorway to enter. My own fears had distracted me from noticing it.

  *

  Fear Hack started as, and remains at its core, a workshop and a conversation. It started one Friday afternoon in a basement space on Neal Street in London’s Covent Garden at an event called ‘The Lab’, where anyone who attends can bring an experiment they haven’t tried before, to try it out. Of all the things we did that day, one simple thing touched me. In this exercise, we were encouraged to sit for a moment in pairs and to think quietly about our fears. We then wrote a fear down on a card and shared this with our partner, who in turn was encouraged to offer their support to us. We then swapped over.

  The exercise brought a moment of quiet introspection as I sat thinking about what my fears were, followed by a moment of intimacy as I shared what I’d chosen with my partner. I remember the person I’d chosen to work with leaning towards me, putting their hand on my arm, looking directly at me, and telling me, ‘Don’t worry, it’ll be ok.’

  Somehow this simple statement, delivered by a relative stranger in such an intimate way, did something I wouldn’t have expected. The sharing of the fear but, perhaps most memorably, the unconditional support that I got when I did, fundamentally shifted my relationship with my fear. I started to see fear not as a lurking demon that visited me from time to time when it chose, but more as something I could sit down with and talk to constructively. Being so close to it helped. That was the moment I decided there was something here that I needed to explore further.

  When I left the Lab, it was this supportive move from another person that stayed with me. The unexpected motion of caring continued to be present and had an effect on me which made no rational sense. The feeling that I got in that moment has stayed with me to this day. I’d never looked at fear from a kind and positive perspective before. I felt a mood shift, and that shift contained a gift I wanted to keep. I went away that day not just with a new interest in fear but also a philosophy of how I wanted to develop that interest. I described it as making fear my friend. I didn’t yet understand why, but I knew that if I turned my relationship with fear into a friendship, it would show me things about myself that I would benefit from knowing.

  In the weeks that followed my interest deepened. I decided to reach out to the people closest to me and to ask them what they thought about fear. I got some great suggestions and did a lot of reading. At one point a psychologist I spoke to recommended I watch Chris Hadfield’s TED talk. Hadfield is an engineer and former fighter pilot who was the first Canadian to walk in space. He served on two space shuttle missions and was the commander of the International Space Station, though he is perhaps best known for his rendition of David Bowie’s ‘Space Oddity’, played on his guitar whilst in orbit.

  Given his line of work, Hadfield is certainly qualified to talk about fear. In his TED talk, he starts by asking us, what is the scariest thing we have ever done? He then quickly asks another question: what is the most dangerous thing you have ever done? For Hadfield, we know the answer is likely to involve space, where the risk of catastrophe is high. In the early shuttle launches it was one in nine – better than the one in six of Russian Roulette, but still not great. Even in Hadfield’s time it was one in 38. In these sorts of environments, the players have to manage their risk. The astronaut thus learns to test for what might go wrong. Simulations – ‘the sim’ – are a key part of the training. If your job involves being strapped into a chair and thrust into space with a bunch of rockets going off below you, it stands to reason that you might want to prepare yourself for all the things that might go wrong. In the sim you’ll learn things that could save your life. These same things will also help to assuage your fears as you sit there, waiting for lift-off. If you’ve tested for all the things that might go wrong you are likely to feel a whole lot better about your chances. As Hadfield says in his book An Astronaut’s Guide to Life on Earth, he learned to ‘sweat the small stuff’.

  I found the substance of Hadfield’s message instantly appealing. His approach is to tell us the logic. He points out that the vast majority of spiders will not bite us, and that we can just walk into spider webs. This is a strategy we can apply to anything, and by this route we can conquer our fear, just as he has. This approach to fear undoubtedly works, and the idea that we should face our fears and walk directly through them is not new. The idea, born in the rational world, that we should ‘fear not’, knowing that our fears will crumble once we take them on, is a good one.

  I got this, but I now also saw a good reason why Hadfield’s opening change in question had piqued my curiosity. He was talking much more about danger than he was about fear. The two overlap and are interconnected, but danger is more external, factual and...
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