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Advance praise for Authentic

‘At last, an inspiring book on the important topic of authenticity. Filled with case studies and great exercises, it will support you in your journey towards authenticity. I highly recommend the journey – and this book as your map.’

Dr Itai Ivtzan, Senior Lecturer Positive Psychology Programme Leader: MAPP, UEL, London

‘We were born like a great original and we should not live our life like a bad copy. This fascinating book by Stephen Joseph will help you to understand who you are and advise you on how to live an authentic life. This is a must-read for everybody who wants to live happy and successful life.’

Jan Mühlfeit, Global Strategist Ret. Chairman Europe, Microsoft Corporation

‘This is a highly engaging book, in which Stephen Joseph demonstrates how being true to ourselves opens the door to flourishing in both a personal and professional sense. In a world where there is pressure to fit in and mask our true nature, it’s good to know that authenticity is so closely aligned with well-being and a meaningful life. The book makes a strong connection between humanistic psychology and present-day positive psychology and will be of particular interest to anyone who is in transition. Joseph’s message is ultimately a hopeful one – that there is so much more to be gained when we embrace who we truly are. I found myself engrossed in the book – it’s one of the best reads in a long time.’

Miriam Akhtar MAPP, Positive Psychologist and author of Positive Psychology for Overcoming Depression and What is Post-traumatic Growth?

‘Too many people live their lives short of their full potential, ignoring that voice inside that tells them they could be happier, could achieve more, that they could be fulfilled. In Authentic, psychologist Stephen Joseph explains how everyone can discover their true self and transform their lives. Joseph combines the stories of real people with scientific research to create a clearly written and powerful tool that can help set readers on the path to a happier, more authentic life. A must-read for anyone who wants to heed the call of that voice inside but isn’t sure how or where to start.’

Jim Rendon, author of Upside: The New Science of Post-Traumatic Growth
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About the Author

Psychologist Stephen Joseph, PhD, is interested in the study of human flourishing. Known internationally as a leading expert in positive psychology, he is the editor of the ground-breaking book Positive Psychology in Practice: Promoting human flourishing in work, health, education and everyday life.

He studied at the London School of Economics, before going on to gain his doctorate from King’s College London Institute of Psychiatry, Psychology and Neuroscience for his pioneering work in the field of psychological trauma. His previous book What Doesn’t Kill Us: A guide to overcoming adversity and moving forward is available in translation across the world.

A coaching psychologist whose focus is on applying ideas from positive psychology, he helps people overcome challenges and find authentic, new directions in their personal and professional lives.
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In memory of Carl R. Rogers (1902–1987), who showed us that it is in good relationships that we are most able to be ourselves
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To Thine Own Self Be True

The above title is a quote from Shakespeare’s Hamlet, where Polonius encourages his son, Laertes, to live a full life without self-deception.1 Throughout the ages, philosophers and other scholars have speculated on what it means to be oneself and to live a life that is true to that self. Surprisingly, it is only within the last decade that psychologists have begun to sit up and take notice of this sage advice and to subject it to scrutiny.2

It was in the 1990s when I was studying to become a psychotherapist that I first encountered the notion of authenticity through the work of the late, great Carl Rogers. Rogers was one of the most influential psychotherapists and psychologists of the 20th century. For Rogers, authenticity meant being the author of one’s own life. He saw this as a difficult process of always striving for balance in the process of realising one’s own needs, while living together with others in such a way that meets the needs of those relationships. As such, authenticity required the person to understand themselves, to have awareness of their inner emotional states and to possess the ability to be openly expressive of these states with others. For Rogers, it was the ability of people to live in such a ‘congruent’ way that made for the ‘good life’ – by which he meant living more purposefully and meaningfully, and seeking ever greater authenticity in each and every moment.

As a psychotherapist, Rogers believed that people seeking help were most often characterised by a lack of authenticity in their lives. In his view, experiences of distress were often an expression that one was out of balance, and a cry for help to become more authentic.3

To help people live more authentic lives, Rogers developed a form of psychotherapy known as ‘client-centred therapy’. This was based on the idea that when people feel truly accepted for who they are, they don’t feel the need to put on a façade. Instead of pretending to themselves and to others that they are something they are not, they start listening to their own inner voice of wisdom and begin to make more authentic decisions about how to lead their lives. As they become more authentic in themselves and with other people, their lives take on new direction, meaning and purpose.4

In my other role as a university teacher of psychology, I was intrigued by these ideas of Carl Rogers, but surprised at how little research there was. Sadly, since his death in 1987, the depth and detail of his ideas had begun to be forgotten by the modern generation of psychologists. At least, that was the case before the positive psychologists came along and made the study of the good life fashionable and began to look back at these earlier ideas.

Previously, most psychologists were interested only in the dark side of people’s lives – depression, anxiety and all the other ways in which lives become blighted. For most, well-being meant the absence of problems of depression, anxiety and so on. Only a handful of us were interested in going beyond what I called this zero point to understand the presence of states of happiness and contentment.5

At the time I was developing my interest in these earlier ideas of Carl Rogers, a brilliant new student came to work with me. Alex Linley had just completed his psychology degree. He enrolled with me to study for his PhD.6 Alex was passionate about the positive psychology that was, by then, just emerging and beginning to attract wider interest among scholars. He could see the potential in the idea of authenticity. We wanted to know if we could find a way to measure authenticity and whether it was indeed the road to a happy and fulfilled life. Together we drew up a list of questions that we thought were important to ask. Later, with the collaboration of other students and colleagues, Alex Wood, John Maltby and Michael Baliousis, we went on to develop the first psychometric test based on Carl Rogers’s theory of authenticity – the Authenticity Scale.7

Interested in whether more authentic people were happier, we found that when compared with a range of other personality factors, authenticity came out top as the factor that most readily distinguishes happy from unhappy people. Now used across the world by many researchers and psychologists, the Authenticity Scale helped pave the way for the new science of authenticity, which is showing us that living an authentic life may indeed be the surest road to lasting fulfilment.

It wasn’t only in the sterile world of our laboratory research that I began to understand the importance of authenticity, however. By now I had moved to a new position as co-director of the Centre for Trauma, Resilience and Growth where, with my colleague Steve Regel, we were interested in understanding the remarkable transformations in people who have confronted trauma and adversity. Most of our patients were suffering from post-traumatic stress, but, intriguingly, we also observed that many talked about how their close encounter with death had awoken them to new possibilities in life and enabled them to find new strengths within themselves. Positive psychologists now have a term for such changes in survivors of trauma: post-traumatic growth.8 As I began to understand more about post-traumatic growth, it was clear to me that the common thread for all survivors was their new desire to live in a way that was more true to themselves. What seemed most characteristic of post-traumatic growth was how it brought about a retelling of a person’s life story and its alignment with their goals and values, creating greater coherence in their lives. To me, it seemed that post-traumatic growth was really about how the experience of adversity acts like a catalyst for people’s desire to live more authentically.9

Striving for authenticity does not mean a life free from pain, fear, grief or sorrow, but it allows us to live more purposefully and meaningfully, especially when confronted by suffering. Trauma teaches the lesson that life is short and precious and that it is therefore wise to live it to the full, in ways that involve shifting priorities towards what really matters. If we are fortunate, we will go through our lives without encountering traumas, but often the downside of a life free from adversity is that we sleepwalk through our lives without a wake-up call to remind us about what is important. It seems tragic that so many of us have to wait until confronted by our own or a loved one’s mortality before we wake up to the understanding that we have focused on the wrong things. Only then, in the light of tragedy and loss, do we appreciate what we had and begin to change our lives so that they are more authentic.

I was curious about how best to communicate the wisdom of trauma survivors to my other patients. Do we have to wait for tragedy to strike before we can learn this most valuable lesson? Or can we simply choose right now to walk down the road of authenticity? What I have learned is that we can. If we choose, we can learn from the wisdom of others and make it our task to wake up to what really matters – an authentic life.

Research by Bronnie Ware, an Australian palliative nurse, found that the most common regret of those about to die was not having had the courage to live a life true to oneself.10 I saw this myself quite recently following my father’s diagnosis of cancer. Frail and confined to bed, one afternoon he looked over at me and said: ‘I spent my life worrying about things that don’t matter. Make sure you enjoy yourself; it all goes very quickly.’ A few days later, his condition deteriorated and he was carried out of the house by the paramedics. As they lifted him through the front door for the last time I remember that he sighed with some pleasure as he breathed in the fresh autumn air for the first time in weeks.

At my father’s funeral I recalled how he always said that he would have liked to have been a saxophone player. He loved jazz music. But he had spent his life working in a job that he said he detested. The funeral wasn’t a religious service, so in my eulogy I was able to ask those in attendance to imagine that in some way, in some basement jazz club somewhere, a new saxophonist would be taking to the stage. It is comforting to imagine that those we are close to somehow carry on in ways that allow them to be more true to themselves than they managed to be in their lives.

What I have come to realise is that the longing to lead an authentic life is the common theme of people seeking help. I meet many people who wish that they had made different choices in their lives, such as living somewhere else, choosing a different career, or marrying someone other than their current partner. Often such thoughts become all-consuming for the person seeking help, as they ponder whether it is too late for them to make such changes. The distress caused by living a life that is not true to oneself lies at the heart of many of the problems that psychotherapists and psychologists encounter in their clinics. But it is not only those seeking help who quest for authenticity – we all do.

We all think about the shape our lives have taken and may wonder what new directions to go in. The choices we make in life boil down to what matters to us at the time. This can change. Someone who puts their career above all else finds him- or herself later in life realising that they lack strong personal relationships. Someone else who has prioritised their relationship finds that they feel they missed out on a career.

Choosing wisely about what matters to you is vital to all aspects of your life: your well-being, the success of your relationships, how your career unfolds and how you look back on your own life. As I will show in this book, to choose wisely requires that you know yourself, own yourself and be yourself, from moment to moment. This is the formula for authentic living.

In all of our interactions in life, whether it is between parents and children, teachers and students, employers and their employees, work colleagues, friends or sexual partners, the most important aspect is authenticity and the ability to communicate clearly about what matters to us. What I have to say about authenticity derives from the wisdom of the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle, the ideas of the humanistic psychologists of the mid-20th century, such as Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow, and the scientific work of modern-day positive psychologists.

Specifically, the good human life requires that we fulfil the potentials inherent in our nature. Each of us has our own unique mix of character strengths, abilities and talents. Like a plant that receives just the right amount of water and sunlight, we too will flourish if our basic needs are correctly nurtured. This is not to say that there is some predestined plan for each of us, but that if our basic needs are met, we will be free to grow and develop to become the best version of ourselves that we can be.

The more we are able to be ourselves, the happier we will be. And the happier we are, the more we contribute to the betterment of those around us. However, if our potentialities go unfulfilled, the more distressed, damaged and dysfunctional we become and the greater we contribute to the destructive forces in the world. Not all psychological problems can be linked to a lack of authenticity in our lives but a lot, and perhaps most, can.

One of the questions that people ask when they first meet me and learn that I work as a psychotherapist and psychologist is how I deal with listening to other people’s stories of distress. At times it can be difficult but, more often, such work adds to my own vitality and determination to live my own life in an authentic and meaningful way.11 What I have learned from my clients is that it is possible to turn our lives around right now, if we so choose.

I have been inspired in my own life, by my clients and from my research, to seek a more authentic life. I hope this book will inspire you.

How to use this book

Authenticity has recently become a popular topic among positive psychologists, who have come to realise that it is no soft option but the cornerstone of a good life. I will put the study of authenticity into the context of recent scientific developments in positive psychology.

Along the way, we will look at the defences and distortions that we use to prop up our inauthentic lives and avoid confronting the truth about ourselves. If it is hard to pin down what authenticity is, it is easier to see what it isn’t. When we are defensive, we are by definition not authentic. By beginning to understand our patterns of defence, we can learn to be the authors of our own lives.

Reading the book may well prompt you towards wanting to be more authentic in your own life. If so, you’ll find exercises to try. These are designed to trigger your thoughts about yourself and to offer you some guidance that may help. Throughout, I have included case-study excerpts. These are based on real people, but the details are sufficiently disguised so that they remain anonymous. Also, some cases are a blend of more than one person’s story.

See it as the start of a new adventure, take the exercises seriously and think long and hard about the questions asked. You may find it helpful to have a notebook to hand for some of the exercises and to make a record of your observations. I find it is often helpful to write the answers down, because when we write we stay focused on what we are doing. When we sit and think about something, our mind wanders and we lose our train of thought. Writing it down keeps us on track and provides a record of thoughts we might otherwise forget. Recording any thoughts and feelings that come to you can also be a powerful way of helping you notice consistent themes and ideas.

A book like this can offer only so much, but if it serves to kickstart positive change in your life, then I will be content that it has done its job.
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