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MOST OF US WHO ARE dogged 
by regret have difficulty accepting 
that there is good in our lives. For 
those disappointed by their wealth 
or status, everything can seem tinged 
with failure. Sometimes, after a 
break-up, we’re unable to accept that 
the relationship just didn’t work out 
– we become convinced we’ll never 
find the perfect partner. 

If we continue to think along 
these lines, we risk getting mired 
in dissatisfaction while opportuni-
ties pass us by. To get out of this 
rut, we need to accept our life as it 
is and experience it in the present, 
without regrets. 

ACCEPT REALITY
Acceptance is the first step in the 
process of change; when you begin 
to accept the way things are now, 
you can embrace the present and 
open up new possibilities. ‘Accept-
ance takes maturity,’ says psycho-
therapist Sue Cowan-Jenssen. This 
is because with maturity comes 
realism – an awareness of things 
as they are, as opposed to an inef-
fable ideal. ‘We often have a prob-
lem accepting reality when we have 
learned patterns of avoidance,’ 
says Nikki Wyatt at the Hoffman 
Institute. ‘This can stem from 
modelling our family’s behaviour 
as children.’ 

‘If you’ve been brought up to 
believe that nothing you ever did 
was good enough,’ says Cowan-

Jenssen, ‘then you’re constantly 
striving to reach some unattainable 
idea of what you should be. To have 
acceptance, you have to be content 
with what you have in life. As a 
society, we don’t encourage accept-
ance. We’re not encouraged to 
accept ageing, but to fight it. Women 
don’t accept their bodies. Once 
you’ve had your eyes lifted, you 
focus on your mouth and want 
that altered, and once that’s done 
there’s another part of your body 
that needs fixing.’

It’s easy to believe that if you 
accept yourself or a situation as it 
is, then you’re giving in. ‘But the 
problem with non-acceptance’, says 
Cowan-Jenssen, ‘is that you are  
striving but at the same time stuck. 
Stuck in a situation of chasing and 
never making any real changes.’

‘Denial and avoidance can keep 
you stuck,’ agrees Wyatt. An 
inability to accept yourself or a 
situation can keep you rooted in 
the past; for example, spending all 
your effort trying to recapture your 
youth instead of experiencing the 
benefits of age and wisdom. 

An inability to accept yourself 
can keep you rooted in the past 

ACCEPTANCE
3

step 

ACTION Examine your 
beliefs 
Your beliefs about what is and isn’t 

acceptable have been constructed 

by the thoughts and observations 

of yourself and others since you 

were very young. You need to 

examine these beliefs and judge 

them objectively. 

Write down a negative thought 

when it occurs to you, for example 

‘If only I hadn’t messed up that 

interview, I’m such a failure.’ Counter 

this thought with a realistic appraisal 

of the situation, for example ‘There 

were loads of good candidates for 

the job. Another post will come up 

and I’ll be more experienced.’ Then 

answer your negative thought as 

though you were a good friend, for 

example ‘You got an interview. 

You don’t have to be stuck: accept 
who you are right now, and move on
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My husband George 

and I both work from 

home. Our friends 

think this means 

leisurely brunches in 

sunlit cafés, but there’s  

no escape from the 

ticking clock when 

your sitting room is 

also your office. I needed to create some 

calmer, clearer space where we could be 

the old-fashioned romantics we are 

beneath the irritable co-workers – and my 

mother suggested ballroom dancing. 

It was frustrating to begin with, 

when our feet wouldn’t do what was in 

our heads. We had to open up our bodies, 

stop talking, and just feel instead. But once 

our teacher put the Glenn Miller music on, 

something changed. Our shuffling basic 

pattern was real dancing, swooping in 

circles round the floor. We were stepping 

together, right in the moment, on the 

beat – instinctively. 

Submitting to the tradition of fixed steps 

leaves me free to enjoy the simple thrill of 

moving. I love that sharpening of my 

senses, emptying my mind, enjoying the  

sensation when George and I are moving in 

wordless co-ordination. There’s us, and the 

band, and the steps – no deadlines, or bills, 

or stress – just the joy of a good waltz. 

Lucy Dillon is author of ‘The Ballroom Class’ 

(£14.99, Hodder & Stoughton) 

 ‘ THE SIMPLE THRILL OF MOVING’

   LUCY DILLON, WRITER 

What happened? Criticism Response

I didn’t get 
the job

My boyfriend 
left me

I’m a failure

Why do I always 
pick the 
wrong man?

The interview was 
a good experience

Next time I’ll be 
more aware

For true contentment, 

we need to learn 

acceptance, including  what 

we see in the mirror
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) Just because you didn’t get that job 

doesn’t mean you’re a failure.’ 

‘ We need self-enquiry to face what 

it is that we’re afraid of,’ says Nikki 

Wyatt at the Hoffman Institute. She 

admits it is a hard process, but ‘it is 

easier if we have neutral support 

from someone who can help us further 

if needed, such as a therapist’.           
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Setting high standards can make 
you self-absorbed and self-critical 

Try something new: it 

doesn’t matter if you fail
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LIVE IN THE MOMENT

  

AMY, 31, HAS A GOOD JOB in the City, but 
it’s not exactly what she planned. She works 
hard, but gets no sense of achievement and con-
stantly puts herself down. She compares herself 
unfavourably with other friends, and feels a 
failure for not getting where she wanted.

Perfectionism makes you judge yourself by 
what you do, rather than who you are. You are 

unable to obtain satisfaction from your achieve-
ments because you always feel you should have 
done better, and compare yourself to an ideal. 

Setting high standards can force you to stall, 
because it makes you self-absorbed and 
self-critical. Living in the moment means 
suspending that judgmental voice and experi-
encing life as you live it. 

4 PERFECTIONISM
Conquer

ACTION Uncover your beliefs
Understand how your standards 

became set. ‘Ask, “How did I decide 

that’s the way it’s got to be?”’ says life 

coach Marilyn Devonish. ‘Challenge 

your expectations. If you say “I’ve got 

to”, then ask “according to whom?”’ 

We may have deeply internalised 

some beliefs. For example, the 

idea that ‘thin is good’ can stop us 

enjoying food. At some point, possibly 

because of comparison with a sibling or 

a parent’s criticism, we decided we had 

to be thin, and set our standard. 

Reset your goals
Devonish suggests asking yourself, 

what are the costs of your perfectionist 

tendency and what are the benefits? 

Is it worth giving up a day with your 

family to spend eight hours poring over 

a report? ‘Are you ready to give up 

perfection as a goal when you 

understand the cost?’ says Gordon 

Flett, professor of psychology at York 

University in Toronto. If you ask yourself 

why you do things, and what’s 

important to you, you might begin to 

see that your priorities are confused.  

Retrain your thoughts
Use the technique of ‘thought-stopping’ 

to interrupt a negative train of thought 

and prevent the ensuing destructive 

emotion. Focus on your good qualities, 

and your unique set of talents. Instead 

of spiralling down, bring your mind 

back to the present, and think about 

the possibilities of your current 

situation. Living in the present means 

you’re not saddled with a past mistake. 

If your sense of self-worth is tied up 

with your performance, you may be 

prey to sudden drops in self-esteem. 

Instead of reflecting, try to shift your 

focus from yourself onto others. Spend 

time with friends, cook for them or do 

an activity together, give them your full 

attention. It’s important to be fully 

engaged, so push other thoughts away. 

Learn techniques to take pleasure in 

the present, says Flett. ‘Perfectionists 

forget to say positive things 

because they are so focused on self-

improvement. Find activities without a 

specific goal, where the focus is non-

competitive enjoyment,’ he says. 

‘Instead of thinking you could have 

done better, learn to take stock, to say 

to yourself, “that felt great”.’ 

‘ MY THOUGHTS ARE TOTALLY
INVOLVED IN ONE ACTIVITY’

LINDA BARKER, INTERIOR DESIGNER 

I’ve always been lucky in my work – I do love it, but 

sometimes I feel that the balance is wrong. I can take too 

much on and feel that I don’t know where to start. I need 

something that takes me away from the day-to-day activity of 

a working environment. Hatha yoga is all or nothing; it takes 

me into a physical space where I completely live in the moment. Rather 

than thinking about everything that needs to be done, I focus solely on my 

breathing and pushing my body; twisting it in certain ways to get the most 

out of the different postures. I love the way my thoughts are totally involved 

in one activity and I enjoy the discipline of keeping my mind in the present, 

making sure it doesn’t go somewhere else. It makes me feel so good 

afterwards, I feel clearer in my head, more balanced and able to switch off. 

Letting go of expectations can 
help us enjoy life for its own sake 4

step 
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LUCY IS WORRIED THAT HER toddler 
is not doing well at nursery. She spends nights 
consumed by anxiety about whether he is 
unhappy, which quickly leads to worrying 
about whether she should have gone back to 
work. Between the feelings of guilt and anx-
iety about her son, she fails to grapple with 
the situation and do anything about it. 

To live in the present is to avoid becoming 
trapped and overwhelmed by regret about the 
past, or stalled by anxiety about what might 
happen. If we allow ourselves to be caught 
up by worry and guilt, our thoughts get caught 
in a negative loop, which stops us taking 
action to address the problem. 

BREAK IT DOWN
Living in the moment is the best way to rally 
your resources. Instead of projecting some 
disastrous future, ask yourself what you can 
do about it today. Break down problems into 
areas, says psychologist Linda Blair. Divided 
up and viewed in smaller bits, they immedi-
ately appear less overwhelming. Glean as 
much information as you can about what’s 
going wrong and write it down daily for at 
least a week to build up an idea of what is 
happening. For example, you feel you can 
never get on top of everyday chores. Before 

you start thinking you’re a useless person, 
write your list. Which tasks do you find slip 
away from you? Which ones are most impor-
tant? What have you not got round to today? 
Highlight areas that most urgently require 
action, then decide how to deal with them. 

Tackling a problem head on seems like a 
huge task, but it can be done in a manageable 
way. ‘Calmly make a list of realistic and rea-
sonable steps,’ says Nina Grunfeld, founder 
of Life Clubs. ‘But take it little by little.’ If 
you are worried about your child’s nursery, 
decide what you can do immediately. Go and 
see the director, encourage friendships by 
inviting other kids to tea, organise coffee with 
other parents to see how they feel about the 
nursery. Once you start taking action, you 
will feel more involved and less anxious. 

‘Sometimes people don’t know how they 
would fill their spare time if they stopped 
worrying,’ says Blair. Choose how you would 
spend your freed-up hours and use it as moti-
vation to squeeze out your unwanted thoughts 
and behaviour. Use proactive methods  in 
conjunction with relaxation techniques. 
These can quell anxiety and feelings of help-
lessness, bring your mind back to the present, 
and help you achieve a more productive, 
proactive state.   

ACTION Keep moving
Breathe in through your nose

for the count of ‘one thousand, 

two thousand, three thousand, 

four thousand’ and out through 

your mouth for the same count. 

Do this 40 times. ‘This takes three 

to five minutes and helps you 

relieve the symptoms of anxiety,’ 

says Linda Blair. 

Build a pattern of regular 

moderate aerobic exercise 

into your week. Aim for 20 to 

30 minutes three to five times 

a week, be it walking, gentle 

running or riding a bike. After six 

weeks or so, this will help reset 

your emotional thermostat and 

make it harder to feel 

overwhelmed by panic.

4TAKE ACTION
Replace your worry habit with something 

positive, and become more proactive  5
step 

With my schedule, it’s so easy for my body to feel like concrete; I get so tense. 

It takes discipline for all of us with busy lives to get up each morning and be pleasant 

when we’re feeling exhausted. But after a Thai massage I feel truly alive and myself 

again. As soon as I feel that touch, I notice myself start to soften, not just my 

muscles but emotionally, too. I learn to pick up on how I’m feeling in that moment 

and ignore other stuff that upsets me. Thai massage puts me in a place where 

I can take stock of what’s important and what isn’t. 

Martine McCutcheon is currently appearing in ‘The Truth About Beauty’ on UKTV Style

‘I FEEL TRULY ALIVE AND MYSELF AGAIN’

  MARTINE McCUTCHEON, ACTRESS 
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Ask yourself what action  

you can take today
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