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Introduction

Some people can get over anything. Doctors diagnose them with a rare form of cancer, and they recover. They help someone in distress, are viciously attacked and blinded, yet pull through to start a successful business improving other people’s lives. They are killed in combat, are miraculously brought back to life, and campaign across the country to raise awareness about the emotional difficulties linked to combat service. These people bounce back from horrendous trauma that would emotionally and physically cripple most people. They flourish with renewed resolve to face any problem with grace and ease.

We feel inspired knowing how other people achieve success in circumstances more challenging than our own. Their stories feed our curiosity about the transformational journeys of other people’s lives. Yet we are often left wondering how they did it and how we could achieve success in our own lives.

Knowing how people in challenging circumstances transition from ordinary to extraordinary gives us the knowledge to transform our own lives without first suffering trauma.

I wrote Be Extraordinary while I was also being consulted as an international trauma expert to give advice on how to prevent post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) amongst the trapped Chilean miners, the survivors of the Boston bombings and the boys rescued from the Tham Luang Cave in Thailand.

As a psychologist, I specialise in helping people to overcome PTSD, the crippling stress reaction that afflicts soldiers and other survivors of horrific events, such as mining disasters, car crashes and the sudden death of loved ones. As a scientist, I develop and test strategies to prevent PTSD. I have built programmes based on the latest science to improve resilience for people in the most stressful and dangerous jobs, such as police officers, firefighters, paramedics and search-and-rescue personnel.

In my twenty years of practice, I have noticed something remarkable: overcoming adversity and becoming extraordinary tap the same processes. People who flourish with or without trauma as their catalyst naturally draw on seven key processes.

Informed by my own research, clinical practice and new scientific findings, in this book I reveal a life-changing formula that will lead us on the path to being extraordinary even when we encounter setbacks along the way.

We can be extraordinary

We don’t need to suffer trauma to become extraordinary. We can transform our lives now. Here you’ll discover the tools to be extraordinary without a traumatic catalyst. This is a book about what the tools are, how to get them and why they work.

Drawing on cognitive behavioural science, you’ll discover how success is linked to changing key thinking processes and behaviours that are keeping you stuck in a rut. The same processes that keep PTSD in place keep people stuck in their own lives.

We are all going to face setbacks in our lives, whether it is a relationship break-up, loss of opportunity at work or even job loss, divorce or the death of a loved one. This is the book to read to remind us that, like the people who transformed their own tragedies into opportunities, we too can lead extraordinary lives.

In the next chapters, I reveal a human road map for change where we’ll see how to adjust thoughts and behaviours that are keeping us stuck to the past, a journey that changes our focus from frustrations, setbacks or tragedy to fully engaging in the life we dream of leading, a journey that wakes us up and inspires us to grow. I will outline how to make the choices to move forward rather than staying tuned to the past, and how to overcome unhelpful processes, such as dwelling, avoidance, catastrophising, distracted attention, negative images and outdated memories, which can keep us stuck in a loop.

Each chapter includes compelling examples of ordinary people who have successfully applied these principles to their own lives to transform tragedy into extraordinary opportunity.

The 7 Key Skills

The seven key skills that will guide you to transition from ordinary to extraordinary, which also transform PTSD, are:

Vision

Vision refers to the pictures we hold in our mind’s eye or the impression we have of ourselves, and our big picture for our lives. People who transition from ordinary to extraordinary prep their path to success with imagery. They transform the images that hold them back and they create winning images. But it is not just the images they hold that are vital to leading an extraordinary life, it is also the big-picture image they create for their lives. People who recover from PTSD also tap the process of Vision; they transform painful images of their trauma, their impression of feeling different to other people, and they too, in their first session of treatment, will create a vision, a plan of how they want their life to be.

In the chapter on Vision, we’ll first discover how to spot and transform unhelpful images and impressions of self-doubt. Then we’ll create winning images to support extraordinary success. We’ll discover why transitioning from ordinary to extraordinary requires a five- and ten-year plan, and how to map a plan and keep to it when the going gets tough.

Fluid Memory

People who transition from ordinary to extraordinary clean up messy memories. No matter what they live through, they create a meaningful relationship to their past that ensures an extraordinary future. This means creating fluid memories, so we’re not interrupted throughout the day by intrusive memories. And it means learning to unhook the present from past events that fuel self-doubt. People recovering from PTSD also transform their memories, connecting new information to their most troublesome moments, smoothing their memories and making them less threatening.

In the chapter on Fluid Memory, we’ll transform our everyday stressors and difficult memories, so they motivate rather than defeat us, and we’ll discover how to unhook the present from past events that fuel self-doubt.

Focus

People who transition from ordinary to extraordinary with or without trauma as their catalyst choose to focus on what they can do rather than on what they can’t or on what may be lost to the past. They also develop their attention muscle since they realise that time could well be limited. These people optimise their minutes by focusing efficiently without distraction. People who have got through the other side of a trauma and are recovering from PTSD also learn to shift their focus – away from their fears and on to what is going on in the here and now, which increases their sense of safety.

In the chapter on Focus, we’ll look at helpful and unhelpful attention. We’ll also discover how to strengthen our attention muscle, a much-needed skill to thrive.

Helpful Thinking Habits

Part of the training to think like a winner is to recognise unhelpful habits, such as dwelling and catastrophising, and to transform them. We need to develop healthy thinking habits too that tap proactive language and guide you to interpret ambiguity or uncertainty in positive ways. Healthy thinking, like happiness, can be trained. It’s a skill we can learn. When people overcome PTSD, the thinking habit they most often transform is emotional reasoning, using feelings, rather than facts, to guide thinking and decision-making. In PTSD, the feeling is most often one of fear, and when people feel afraid, they believe with the same intensity that something bad will happen. This is emotional reasoning – linking the likelihood of an outcome to the intensity of a feeling.

The chapter on Helpful Thinking Habits reveals the most effective tips for noticing unhelpful thinking processes and how to nip them in the bud, so they don’t spiral out of control. Here, you’ll discover the ‘Thinking Gym’, which gives exercises on how to develop responsible language, how to transform ‘why’ thinking into ‘how’ thinking, and how to think in shades of colour rather than in black and white.

Extraordinary Behaviours

Avoidance is the number-one behaviour that keeps people stuck in a rut. It is also the number-one behaviour that keeps PTSD going. But four extraordinary behaviours pave the path to success: exercise, sound sleep, planning ahead and compassion.

In the chapter on Extraordinary Behaviours, I’ll take you through nine scientifically proven ways to overcome avoidance and the four key behaviours to keep you on your extraordinary track. You’ll discover what they are, the science behind them and how to incorporate them into your life.

Determination

Determination is the inner grit that keeps you going on your worthy projects and meaningful goals. People who transition from ordinary to extraordinary are motivated to start and determined to keep going. They maintain momentum on their path to success like people who overcome PTSD, determined to overcome negative circumstances and build a better life.

In the chapter on Determination, we’ll look at how to maintain your momentum on your path to success. We’ll learn the difference between determination and motivation. You’ll discover how to pick up momentum and run with your big vision, even in the face of defeat.

Cultivating Happiness

Cultivating happiness encapsulates choices to be happy. Happiness, like an attitude, is a mindset we cultivate. Overcoming trauma or transitioning from ordinary to extraordinary requires the capacity to overcome everyday losses and offers the opportunity to tap tools to feel upbeat and happy on the path to extraordinary success.

In the chapter on Cultivating Happiness, we’ll discover how to deal with everyday losses in our own lives and learn the tools to keep us upbeat and happy on our path to extraordinary success.

The 7 Extraordinary People

The seven extraordinary people who feature in this book include three individuals I have worked with on their recovery from PTSD and four remarkable individuals I have interviewed from around the world, who have transitioned from ordinary to extraordinary. They range in age from twenty-four to seventy-four and are of different ethnicities and gender. They provide compelling examples of how the processes can be used even in the most diffi-cult of times.

Kenny

Brutally attacked on a London bus whilst helping a pregnant woman, Kenny’s act of kindness cost him his sight. He developed, then recovered from, PTSD and is now a thriving personal trainer, guiding people with and without disabilities to achieve their best possible physical fitness. He has also started a business supplying shea butter to English skincare firms, and is leading a grassroots project in Ghana to build a sustainable student hostel for the local university.

Kenny exemplifies the process of Vision, having learned to replace images of what he looked like after his attack with more positive ones and having created, then followed, the bigger vision for his life.

Joshua

A twenty-four-year-old American soldier who was shot and killed whilst on a humanitarian aid mission in Iraq, Joshua was miraculously revived then went on to successfully appeal US Congress to increase funds for US troops to support their emotional recovery from combat, working with CNN, Fox TV, ABC and the New York Times in the process. He is now a major contributor to the Wounded Warriors Project, a charitable organisation in the USA dedicated to helping veterans recover physically and emotionally from their combat service.

Joshua best illustrates the process of Fluid Memory. He updated his memory of himself, with effort, from being a fit soldier on duty to being killed and weakened and to being a soldier who survived with a wealth of knowledge and experience to help other soldiers deal with the emotional stress of combat.

Mary

A white English woman who converted from Catholicism to Islam in her twenties after her brother died by suicide, Mary lovingly raised four children while ignoring her health, only to discover that a lump in her breast had grown to 10 cm in size within a year. She was whisked into surgery where a radical mastectomy was performed. Against all odds, Mary recovered physically and emotionally. Delving deep into her experience, she went on to empower other people through their journeys with cancer.

Mary best exemplifies the process of Focus. She regularly shifted her attention out of her head to feel confident after the surgery that radically changed her body, and she trained to focus effi-ciently to develop a programme to care for men and women newly diagnosed with cancer.

Joyce

In the 1950s, Joyce was a junior doctor with ambitions to become a consultant. At the age of fifty-one, she developed a rare form of blood cancer. She pulled through and was cancer-free for fifteen years. But it came back when she was sixty-eight years old. She was treated with a new drug in a medical study and was the only one to recover. At the age of seventy-five, Joyce recovered from her second bout of cancer and retrained as a psychotherapist to counsel young men with schizophrenia.

Joyce best demonstrates Helpful Thinking Habits. She dealt with numerous bouts of dwelling when the cancer came back, and she beat catastrophising symptoms of ill health when she noticed them.

Caroline

Born into a regular, middle-class family in France, Caroline got hooked on heroin in her teens. She quit by herself and is now a well-respected nurse pioneering new healthcare programmes for bereaved children in Cambodia.

There is no doubt Caroline best represents Extraordinary Behaviours, demonstrating how to overcome avoidance for good and kick-start healthy behaviours to pave the path to extra-or dinary success.

Charlotte

An American woman born into upper-middle-class wealth, Charlotte suffered setback after setback, including early separation from her parents and life-threatening illness as a teenager. She turned her life around, graduated from an Ivy League university as a mature student and was pursuing a career in Russian Languages when her grandfather became gravely ill. She gave up her career, moved overseas to care for him, wrote and sold film scripts, directed one, which won a prestigious award, but was unsuccessful in securing funds to produce her most passionate project, a romantic comedy. After ten years of trying, she left the film industry and returned to university to study clinical pharmacology. Upon graduating she started a successful bioscience company and is now funding her romantic comedy with the profits from her business.

Having endured and bounced back from repeated setbacks on her path to enormous success, without a doubt, Charlotte best captures the process of Determination.

Afet

An energetic young woman who lost her legs, much of her hearing and the capacity to have children after a medical misdiagnosis, Afet is now an enthusiastic caterer, creating scrumptious occasions for her clients, a fresh force in the world, and an inspiration to those she meets. Afet transformed enormous losses on her road to success, choosing happiness daily.

As we discover the tools to tap happiness in our own lives and how to overcome everyday losses, we’ll learn from Afet who best illustrates the process of Cultivating Happiness.

How to use this book

Each chapter explains one of the seven processes that transition people from ordinary to extraordinary and shows people who used the processes on their own paths to success. The chapters include key exercises, questions and, where relevant, details of online tools that will help you to practise these processes in your own life.

I suggest you have a journal to hand as you work through Be Extraordinary where you can jot notes and answers to questions. Or you could create an electronic document to type notes and answers.

Some people might prefer to work through the book with a group of friends or colleagues where they talk through the chapters, share stories and keep the momentum going while also enjoying the process.

However you choose to use Be Extraordinary, you will find that the chapters inspire extraordinary thinking, extraordinary possibilities for success and provide practical steps with the scientifically proven strategies for creating a life that matches your dreams rather than your self-doubts.

Be Extraordinary has the potential to create and inspire extraordinary change in our lives, readying you to better face bumps that may appear on your road to success. Like happiness, being extraordinary causes a ripple effect, inspiring the people around you. Extraordinary success for you means extraordinary inspiration for the people close to you and extraordinary progress for our wider community in overcoming the challenges we face. Seize the opportunity to create an extraordinary life. You don’t have to suffer a trauma to be extraordinary. You can be extraordinary now.
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