
1

c h a p t e r  o n e

 › do you thrive or just survive?
 › And there it was. My friend’s first Facebook status update for 

the week: ‘Is it wrong to be wishing it’s the weekend on a Monday 
morning?’ But it wasn’t so much the status update that was the 
big surprise. It was the 32 comments that said ‘No, that is totally 
normal. That’s what we are all doing.’

It is astounding what is considered normal. Being stressed out, 
hating your job, struggling through life and wishing you were 
somewhere else. We see too many people fall into this trap, and 
it is a trap. Life does not have to be difficult. Life’s circumstances 
may be hard, but how you choose to respond to them is completely 
in your hands. Life is what you make it, and we all fall into the 
trap at some time in our life of making it difficult.

Do you thrive or do you just survive? Every day we see people 
move mechanically through their lives. At first glance they appear 
successful, but there’s clearly something missing. They may 
seem distracted or lost, tense or deflated, distant or purposeless. 
You can’t always put your finger on it, but you can sense their 
dissatisfaction with life.

We met Eddie at a seminar about five years ago, when he was the 
Chief Executive Officer of a medium-sized automotive company. 
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He was young, enthusiastic and forward thinking. His team found 
him to be an inspirational leader. Shortly after we met him, he 
was headhunted for the most prized role in his industry. It put 
him in charge of a very large international company and brought 
him wealth, position and the lifestyle to match. He moved his 
family to a new house in a prestigious inner city suburb, mixed in 
all the right circles, and earned lots of frequent flyer points. Still 
in his 30s, it would be difficult for anyone to label him anything 
other than successful. But Eddie didn’t feel that way. It’s not that 
he wanted more, he just realised that he wanted, well, something 
and he wasn’t sure what. He persevered for three years and over 
that time we saw him become unhappier, unhealthier and less 
enthusiastic about his role. Then one day it all unravelled. The 
job was gone and Eddie moved out of the family home. Today 
Eddie is in a deep personal search to find that missing something.

We had been there ourselves and we wanted some answers. 
Why do we accept mere survival for so long without question? 
What is this trap that tightens its grip and holds us back? Why, 
when we’ve tried so hard to loosen its hold, do we still feel like 
we’re not quite there? What’s the secret for living a good life?

�› a�life�well�lived
The ultimate success is surely a well-lived life in all its forms. For 
each of us this means something different. But the satisfaction 
that you have been your very best as a friend, as a parent, a 
partner and a worker might just be the greatest reward. In fact 
your brain’s reward centres light up when you are able to fully 
realise your potential and be the person you wish to be without 
something holding you back.

The concept of a life well lived is universally appealing, but 
it’s a concept that conjures up different things for us all. Just like 
beauty, it’s in the eye of the beholder. You may look at another 



d o  Y o u  t h r i v e  o r  J u s t  s u r v i v e ?  > 3

person and say ‘Ah, that’s the life’ and your friend counters with 
‘I wouldn’t want to be them.’

We all tend to see pictures in our head of the way we’d like our 
lives to unfold. A parent may see happy children gathered around 
the dinner table, laughing and sharing stories. In business you 
may see recognition by peers, bosses and clients. A sportsperson 
sees a win, an artist sees acclaim. You may see a lifestyle, a place 
where you aspire to live or the perfect partner to spend your 
life with. Our descriptions are likely to be as varied and unique 
as our appearances. I may wish for the same pace of life as you 
but I may wish to live it in France, while your picture has you 
in your original family home. We may all wish for our children 
to be happy, but one person sees this in terms of career success 
while another sees them enjoying the freedom of travel. But the 
feeling we seek is universal. We all ultimately want to feel fulfilled, 
happy and complete.

Why then do we make decisions that steer us away from our 
picture? Why do we make choices that limit us? Why do we look 
life in the face and falter when it places an opportunity at our feet?

We were particularly interested in the people who seemed to 
have it all together. We thought we did, then suddenly it unravelled. 
The fact that people can seem to have it all but still feel empty, 
frustrated, disappointed and alone is a mystery, and it was one 
we wanted to solve. We can all point to people who are rich but 
unhappy. People who have travelled the world, but still feel lost; 
people who are famous, yet end up in rehab; people who have 
status, but are chronically lonely. And people who have all of the 
resources at their fingertips, but still fail to create a life where 
success also means fulfilment and happiness.

If you believe that there is something you need to get, something 
more to have, something in your life to change, or someone who 
can fix it for you, you will continue to come up short. Research 
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on how the brain processes happiness shows that only 10 per 
cent of your happiness can be attributed to material factors or 
life circumstances. So you’re looking in the wrong direction if you 
are searching for some return from external factors.

Fifty per cent of your happiness can be attributed to something 
called the ‘happiness set point’. Studies show that, even after 
winning the lottery, an initial period of elation is followed by 
a return to the happiness set point a short time later. This 50 
per cent is believed to be genetic. The only studies that show 
permanent changes to this portion are those conducted with 
Buddhist monks who have made meditation their life’s work.

The remaining 40 per cent of your happiness can be attributed 
to your choices and intentional activities. Sonja Lyubomirsky, a 
well-regarded happiness researcher, says the 40 per cent can be 
changed by ‘… what we do and how we think’.1

So there it is. The trap has been sitting inside you all along. 
And so has the answer. You can spend years searching, only to 
find the journey will bring you back to yourself. Until you realise 
that achieving your version of the life well lived requires you to 
pay attention to your own mind, you will be lost in a continuous 
spin, looking for the answers everywhere else and finding that 
your solutions are short-lived. We see people trying a new hobby, 
a new job, a new country, a new partner, then finding themselves 
in the same boat all over again.

The way you think wires your brain and determines everything 
you feel, say and do. In particular, your brain has natural default 
patterns and biases that were designed to serve your survival. 
And they do this so well that they promote surviving at the 
expense of thriving. Patterns like avoiding risk, holding on too 
tight, pushing people away, and failing to take responsibility trip 
people up over and over again. We thought it was time people 
knew the truth. Because understanding why, how and when these 
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patterns will rise up and swallow your dreams is the first step in 
getting wired for life.

�› looks�can�be�deceiving
I have three words that will send shivers down your spine: High 
School Reunion! It’s one of those events in life designed to trigger a 
dose of self-doubt. The burning question is ‘What will they think of 
me now?’ Everyone is checking each other out and forming a view.

Brett, Jodie, Sarah, Bill and Amanda all went to my high school. 
Twenty years later we were gathered in the school hall taking a 
good hard look at each other. As I looked around, I felt happy for 
them all. They appeared to have great lives. But I also knew that 
looks can be deceiving. Were these the very people who carried 
around the lurking traps that play in the mind of seemingly 
successful people?

As our discussions deepened over the next few hours, it became 
clear that this was definitely the case. Life was not a bed of roses 
and it was not unfolding as any of them had expected. They 
pointed to many different reasons for their disappointments, but 
none of them could see the real trap.

�› the�search�for�success

 › Brett was still a good-looking guy. At school he was captain 
of the footy team and this made him one of the popular kids. 
Years later, he’d traded his footy uniform for a suit and held a 
senior role in a prestigious advertising company. He had a very 
impressive client list and seemed to take pride in dropping 
the names of some well-known figures around town. He was 
proud of the life he had built for his family: best suburb, best 
schools, great holidays. And he was still popular. Old mates 
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flocked to shake his hand and the girls waved and flirted. As 
the night wore on, Brett revealed a secret. He was not doing 
what he loved and he felt trapped. He had many excuses for 
why he could not change direction now and he ended our 
conversation that night saying ‘It’s just a pipe dream. We’ve 
got a good life and I wouldn’t want to lose that.’ Brett had 
succumbed to the fear of failure and it was holding him back 
from taking a chance to do something he really loved.

�› the�search�for�freedom

 › Jodie had always known where she was heading in life and 
her life had followed that plan nicely. We’d always joked that 
she was a control freak but it seemed to have worked for her 
so far. She was a successful accountant in a big firm and 
had quickly made Partner. She had travelled widely during 
her early 20s and met the perfect guy at 27, right on target. 
They were married three years later and had worked hard 
to get themselves comfortably established before considering 
kids. And her first had arrived just eight months before 
this reunion. I  was impressed that she could get out of 
the house in such lovely designer clothes without a mark 
on them! Jodie happily showed all her friends some lovely 
photos of her daughter but as we talked, she let her guard 
down saying ‘It’s just so hard. I  never thought it would be 
like this. Nothing seemed to work for ages but I’ve finally 
got her doing everything to a perfect schedule. It takes a lot 
to keep that working but I couldn’t handle it any other way. 
I  can’t remember the last time I felt relaxed.’ And as she 
told me this I could see the frustration, exhaustion, stress 
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and determination play across her face. Jodie had developed 
a fear of losing control and she had no idea how to let go 
and enjoy life.

�› the�search�for�authenticity

 › Sarah had always been a bit different. She had been hard to 
get to know at school and not much seemed to have changed. 
Always the hippie, she had realised her dream of becoming 
an artist, but it was others who told me how good she really 
was. When I chatted with her later in the evening, she was 
very humble about her achievements and kept trying to 
change the topic and talk about me. When I asked her how 
she promoted her work she said it was all word of mouth 
‘But the problem with that is then people approach me and 
they want more than just a painting. They want me to talk 
at their gallery or to a group and I can’t do that. I just want 
to stay in my workshop, but these days people want to know 
who you are and what you think. That’s not my thing so it 
will always hold me back. I’ll probably never make a real 
living out of it.’ Sarah had a fear of standing out and, unless 
she found her voice, she would continue to undermine her 
own success.

�› the�search�for�fulfilment

 › Bill had been very idealistic at school. He always took the 
high moral ground and was a keen debater. None of us were 
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surprised when he went into political life and he had been 
a politician until very recently. He had retired from politics 
a few months ago and made a complete sea change. He’d 
moved his family to a quiet little beach town and bought 
the corner store. He looked more relaxed and healthy than 
I’d last seen him, which was on TV during the last election 
campaign. When I asked Bill if it was everything he’d hoped 
for he first gave me the politician’s response ‘Yes, it’s fantastic. 
Best decision I ever made.’ But then he alluded to some 
situations that were causing him some concern. ‘Actually, it 
doesn’t matter where you go or what you do, there’s always 
someone out to get you. I thought I would be able to relax 
and just run the business, but even there it’s dog eat dog. I’ve 
had a few battles and I’ve got a big one on my hands at the 
moment. But I’ll win. I’ve got heaps of experience beating the 
competition!’ Bill found it hard not to see every situation as 
a battle because that had been the norm in his political life. 
His search for fulfilment was being thwarted by his win/lose 
mentality and a fear of missing out.

�› the�search�for�happiness

 › Then there was Amanda. You couldn’t help but notice 
her. Always impeccably dressed and made up, she was still 
vivacious and attractive. Amanda had always wanted the 
high life and had found the perfect guy to give it to her. As 
the night wore on, you could see people have a quick chat 
with her then move on, but Amanda looked confident and 
stood her ground expecting people to come to her. Eventually 
I went over to find out more about her life. ‘I’m great,’ she 
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said. ‘Divorced that bastard and I’m glad. Do you ever hear 
about him? He’ll come to no good, I’ll make sure of that. I’m 
not very impressed by this venue. Why didn’t they have it 
somewhere nice? This wine is very average. And I can’t see 
that anyone has really made it, know what I mean?’ I could 
see why people had moved on quickly from Amanda. She had 
been divorced for five years and she was clearly still bitter 
and resentful. She hadn’t moved on and seemed to be stuck 
with a victim mentality, not just about her failed marriage, 
but about everything. She needed to take responsibility for her 
life and face reality, if she was to ever find happiness again.

�› what�can�you�do�about�it?
None of my old school friends realised that their own brains were 
tripping them up. They pointed to life circumstances as their 
excuse, but I could also see that each of them were starting to 
realise a change was needed. In the coming days they all separately 
made contact with me and suggested we get together. Although 
most of them disguised it as an invitation to simply reconnect 
and socialise, I could hear their desire to talk more about their 
lives. Something in our conversations at the reunion had made 
them reflect and wonder if there was more they could do to find 
that missing element in their lives. And I was happy to oblige. 
I’d been where they were and I knew that the door only has to 
crack slightly to let in a stream of light. I had already learnt that 
nothing but changing my own mindset had ever made a lasting 
difference in my life. Every time I forgot that I got lost again. This 
simple truth had changed my world and I could see each of them 
were just about ready to hear it.

So throughout this book we’ll check in with these five friends. 
Each of them reveals a particular habit of mind that drove them 
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away from their vision of a well-lived life. Understanding why 
they made decisions they regretted, made choices that limited 
them, and did things that were clearly not in their best interests 
may help you to better understand yourself and find a new way 
to achieve a life well lived.

So now, if you’re ready to get wired for life and overcome the 
traps that might be holding you back, we need to introduce you 
to someone who is going to be critical to this journey: please 
meet your brain.


