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Foreword

Like all humans, each of us strives to be happy. The problem is that for most of us we don’t know what makes us happy . . . we just think that we do. As a result, we spend immense amounts of time not understanding that many of the actions we are engaged in to be happy are actually demonstrations of proving one’s self-worth by seeking the approval of others and believing that such approval will make us happy. Whether it’s the next promotion, the new car or accessory, or a larger house, each of these things only results in a transitory feeling of being happy. Why? Because we don’t understand that happiness does not occur because of the external but the internal. Happiness isn’t a manifestation of what one has but who one is. So many people run around attempting to demonstrate that everything is fine with them by the appearance of material success. Such an illusion for many comes at a very high cost resulting in worsening self-esteem, insecurity and anxiety . . . presenting a smile to the outside world while being profoundly unhappy.

Happy Not Perfect tells the story of Poppy Jamie’s journey to understand this reality. By every measure, Poppy appeared to ‘have it all’, yet deep down she struggled with insecurity, anxiety and the fear that others would find out that she’s an impostor. All the work that she had done to be successful only led to further unhappiness. What she realised was that the wounds of her childhood in great part contributed to her unhappiness. Wounds that she had never dealt with, feelings that she didn’t understand . . . she was an actor in another person’s reality, smiling, successful . . . being perfect but not being happy.

What Poppy does in Happy Not Perfect is to marshal the evidence from a legion of world-renowned thinkers, living and dead, to demonstrate the reality that striving for perfection is counterproductive, that before we can be happy we must offer ourselves compassion and ultimately that the solution to our own happiness is not external but internal. She offers innumerable examples and practical techniques that give us the tools necessary to be the architects of our own happiness and recognise to be happy one doesn’t have to be perfect.

Dr James R. Doty

International and New York Times bestselling author of Into the Magic Shop: A Neurosurgeon’s Quest to Discover the Mysteries of the Brain and the Secrets of the Heart, senior editor of the Oxford Handbook of Compassion Science, and founder and director of the Center for Compassion and Altruism Research and Education at Stanford University.





Getting Bendy

We are often most terrified of the thing that makes us the most human: our ability to feel.

Our feelings, like the underswell of the sea, can be unpredictable, vast, wild, still and engulfing. We fear the things that make us vulnerable yet make us powerful. But who can blame us? Emotions can be painful little buggers.

Just when we’re getting in the groove and life seems good, confidence is rising, and it’s like an excited orchestra is about to play . . . we’re suddenly wallop bang bosh, hit with a nasty one. Surges of anger, frustration, anxiety, regret, shame, embarrassment (among others) can pop our balloon out of nowhere, leaving us scrambling.

Can you remember the first time you were deflated by a powerful emotion? Or remember someone telling you to stop crying? Stop being so angry? Just calm down! We learn that strong emotions are impolite, distasteful, wrong or ugly. We’re told to just be ourselves but in the same breath reminded, don’t be too sensitive. I tried endlessly to find the perfect balance of ‘just the right emotion’ but ‘not too much’. Unsurprisingly I failed, and instead grew scared of my feelings, praying they wouldn’t rear their ugly and inconvenient heads – which they inevitably did, countless times.

Ever since I can remember, my emotions have been what I imagine a group of very naughty schoolchildren must be like. They escape when you don’t want them to. They’re loud when you don’t want them to be. They can be obnoxious, they don’t stop talking, they have an attitude and barely listen. They have got me into obscene amounts of trouble over the years and left me uncontrollably laughing and/or crying at the most inappropriate moments. (Just google ‘reporter falls off chair laughing Jude Law’ and you’ll witness a very public attempt by me at twenty-one desperately trying to keep it together while hysterically giggling on television.)

After years of emotional warfare, I began to consider: What if we took advantage of our biochemical reactions – what feelings actually are – and used them as keys to our liberation? Imagine what would happen if we stopped wrestling with them and instead extracted their wisdom to: (1) understand ourselves better, (2) unshackle from the wounds of the past and (3) heal our toxic core beliefs to create new future possibilities. I’m talking about becoming a connoisseur of feelings.

We live in a culture that seemingly ranks emotions. Happy is celebrated as this optimum state we should all be aiming for, the place where we have no worries and things are great. I quickly learned to live performatively. Desperately trying to do and say the so-called right things to fit in and appear nice, happy and smiling always – everything I was told a polite girl should be. But by not allowing myself to feel and express honestly, I was unconsciously cutting myself off from the greatest source of guidance we all have: honest, unfiltered emotion.

Many of us step away from our integrity to perform identities given to us and, in the separation, we begin to lose understanding of what our deepest desires, longings and passions are. What really lights our soul up. Instead we look to other people, and tune in to their ideas of how to do life. We rely on external sources to validate us, and popular opinion to guide us.

The day I began learning to accept my emotions and challenging what happiness really meant for me was the day I experienced a clarity like no other. Contrary to what I’d thought, happiness didn’t reside in the perfect moments I so desperately craved, or in external approval, but rather in the beauty within the mess, the strength that arises from challenges, the ability to value myself before needing others to, and the willingness to see things differently. Happiness can be as painful as it is joyous; it’s bittersweet; it pulls and prods; it’s up and down; and it doesn’t always include a smile. As Aristotle said, it’s ‘a state of activity’. It’s a practice.

Isn’t it odd how little we consider why we’re doing the things we do because we’re so caught up in life? We mostly live unaware and one day rolls into the next, looking and feeling the same, and our habits quickly control us more than we control them. I believed that conventional success was the answer to all my problems. If I could just work harder and reach the land of achievement and perfection, then surely happiness would be found, too. But just like the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, it kept getting further and further away. No matter what I accomplished, it was never enough, because the worries and insecurities stayed. No matter how hard I tried, it was never enough, as all I could see was constant flaws. Bitchy inner thoughts swarmed my mind like a disrupted bees’ nest. I lived in an internal world of ‘not good enough’ taunts.

I was twenty-six and about to give a talk at a Harvard Business School entrepreneurship conference. As I walked around the grounds of this prestigious institution, my old frenemies anxiety and Impostor Syndrome were back with a vengeance and I was desperately trying to belly breathe my way through the crisis that was bubbling up inside.

Who was I to speak at Harvard?

If you had scrolled through my Instagram or glanced at my LinkedIn that morning, you would have assumed I was living my #bestlife. I had just finished hosting my own talk show on Snapchat watched by millions, and successfully co-founded and launched the fashion accessories brand Pop & Suki with my best friend and business partner, Suki Waterhouse. I’d founded Happy Not Perfect, a mental health tech company, to calm anxious minds (like mine, in this very moment). And I’d just raised millions of dollars to finance my ventures. With so few female founders at the time out there, I was one of the few I knew who’d been able to close deals. I was bouncing between three cities and meeting some of the greatest thinkers in the world. My face was in magazines. The bags and jewellery we’d designed were being worn by global superstars like Lady Gaga and Beyoncé. Life appeared as if it was golden, but it was fool’s gold. My internal reality was a fire pit of insecurities.

I arrived in Cambridge, Massachusetts, that day in awe and disbelief that people actually wanted to hear what I had to say. This moment was beyond anything I’d ever imagined possible, as I was being recognised as a real entrepreneur. My younger English countryside self who’d played in hay bales, hoping that one day she might just make it to London, would have been in disbelief. But as I walked through Harvard Yard, I was confused. I’d made huge sacrifices to get here – hadn’t had a relationship in years, moved thousands of miles away from family, countless birthdays and holidays missed – and I was finally being recognised for my work. Surely, by this point, my insecurities would have flown away and I would be gloriously happy? I was living an objectively glossy successful dream I’d spent every waking minute working to create, but I was still filled with such toxic anxiety and self-critical thoughts. All I could hear in my head were my raging insecurities. The same insults that had played in the playground were still on repeat now.

This is what is so mystifying about the mind: no matter how hard you try, nothing external can fix a battle going on inside. It doesn’t matter what milestone we reach, grade we get, or things we accumulate, how we feel about our reality is a direct reflection of how we feel about ourselves. No outer work can substitute for the inner work. We see what we believe and, despite my CV, I still felt shamefully unqualified, like an ugly duckling, a fraud of a girl who was punching way above her station and nowhere near as successful or epic as all the other speakers on the agenda.

While waiting in the greenroom to give my talk, I worried about everything. My bitchy inner critic had started MCing again: You have to be the most irrelevant person here. You really tricked your way into this one. You’re totally unqualified. You’re ridiculous. No wonder that guy you like didn’t text you back. He clearly is JUST NOT THAT INTO YOU. And neither will this audience of clever students who are much smarter than you. I mean, Harvard.

I was trying anything and everything to make the thoughts stop so I could stay in the moment and concentrate on actually doing my job. Now is not the time, shut up and PLEASE let me prepare for this talk in peace, I hissed back to my meanie inside. But nothing seemed to control my pulsating anxiety.

This day could have been one of my most proud memories, but my mind ruined it. I wasn’t able to admire the hard work I’d put in or appreciate the challenges and rough years I’d gone through to get here. It didn’t matter what I did, the words ‘You’re an insignificant nobody’ felt tattooed on my brain and I was lost in that narrative. Our brains are the most convincing storytellers and when they’re stuck repeating tales of our fears, they can be difficult to break away from.

In the end, the talk went fine. I had no reason to worry. But like always, my brain spun itself into chaos for nothing.

From career-defining moments to dating, nearly every experience caused a feeling of painful self-consciousness and a sense of harrowing inadequacy. Not for one moment did I feel the confidence anyone thought I had; underneath the smiley self was someone stuck at war with their insecurities.

My quest for #happiness, #success, and to finally feel good enough caused my mind, heart and soul to collapse on the journey. It was only when I was lying in a hospital bed due to exhaustion, broken by chronic anxiety, and feeling like I was wrapped in an iron blanket, that I reluctantly considered whether my need for perfection had actually led me straight to discontentment, stress, fear, self-rejection and illness.

Only then did I start to realise my mind was the sole culprit. The time had come for me to confront my cruel inner critic and open up the dungeon of emotions I’d kept locked away for so many years. Not knowing what I would find, I was petrified to do so. I knew I had a clear and important choice to make: I could continue abusing myself, blaming other people for making me feel less-than, and continue on this destructive path of believing success and perfect = happiness, or I could change direction.

Change begins with learning, and that’s exactly where I began. I tracked down every expert I could find in neuroscience, psychology, mindfulness and ontology (philosophy about the nature of being) to understand why I was so compulsively horrible to myself and how I could cultivate a kinder mind. Turned out, my mind needed some drastic Marie Kondo’ing (I can assure you most of its contents weren’t sparking joy).

Spring cleaning your brain is hard work; you have to do the sort of tidying that actually hoovers underneath the carpet, not just around it. But when you do, you finally realise who you are behind all the fear. It is there I found my truest, wildest, most authentic self. The loving, curious, limitless self. She’d been hidden for years, since childhood.

We arrive in this world full of playfulness and wonder, and like a little sponge, we soak up everything. We innocently absorb every comment, feeling and experience and turn these into a set of beliefs and a rule book for how we understand ourselves and the world around us to ensure we stay safe and survive. The beliefs and rules we create to make sense of the world are not our fault. They are just a by-product of our first environments that none of us chose. But without intervention, we then spend the rest of our lives viewing the world according to these eight-year-old interpretations.

As a little girl, I took on the belief that I wasn’t good enough as I was and spent twenty years in search of evidence to confirm my own worthlessness. But I didn’t need to do this anymore. I began to see how different life could look with a new lens and how differently it could sound with a dialled-down stream of self-critical thoughts. I no longer needed to be an audience to that. None of us do.

‘Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms - to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.’

—Viktor Frankl

The goal isn’t to be perfect, but to be happy from the inside out. Happy is the courage to live life according to what lights me up. For the last few years, I’ve been practising stretching my beliefs and thoughts and, in doing so, I’ve tasted a freedom from anxiety I didn’t know was possible. When we begin to limber up our minds and rewire the faulty programming that was installed in childhood, our entire experience of life shifts.

As a result of my conscious thought reprogramming, my internal world – once a dark, scary, fearful place – is back to one of curiosity and compassion. I’ve accepted there will be bumps, highs and lows, twists and turns, but with a new way of thinking, changes aren’t jarring or daunting but serve to make us excel.

I only wish I’d found these mind upgrade techniques earlier, as I would have been able to save myself from so many hours and days lost to shame and self-flagellation. This is why I wrote this book: to save you precious time and energy. It’s my journey from perpetually thinking I was not good enough to where I am now, accepting that I’m never going to have it all together, but trying is the fun part, and that my destination is forever changing. For so long, I fixated on trying to be perfect, but as this story shows, I found a much more enjoyable path, living a life of flexibility.

Flexibility is the key to being happy (not perfect). I’m learning how to experience my life as a mental, emotional contortionist to adapt and thrive (not just survive) in any situation that comes my way. When you’re flexible, there are no blocks, failures or misfortunes. Pain plus reflection is how we progress and shape-shift forward. Life offers growth nuggets, if we can train ourselves to spot them and use them. There’s only possibility, opportunities and hidden gifts to discover with a flexi-mindset. In a different version of the story, a setback isn’t a failure but a step towards a more joy-aligned path. A grievance is a potential gate to growth. And feeling stuck is a chance to connect with our wildest, truest self and unlock the wisdom our emotions are trying to tell us. We are the narrators of our life, so let’s practise telling better stories.

The Flex, the method I devised to practise flexible thinking, is a simple four-step framework for daily reflecting that will change your life, just as it changed mine. As a whole, the Flex method is about connecting with your body to upgrade your mind and help you rewire your thought habits so you can untangle from the past, lean into love, and rise above fear. Flexing raises your energy to create a future that chimes with your soul. I’ll explain each step – the four Cs of Connection, Curiosity, Choice and Commitment – in Part Two of this book. In Part Three, I’ll show you how the Flex applies in real life. The method is psychologically, spiritually solid. It’s the real deal, not a fad, and it does take some time to incorporate. But since I’ve been living it for a while now, I can guide you to speed up the process.

Life presents us with the same issues over and over again, just looking slightly different. Instead of beating ourselves up or frustratedly saying, ‘Why does this always happen?!’, this framework provides a simple way to navigate through life’s hot moments. The quality of our life is based on the quality of our decisions and the Flex is here to keep us on a bendy path to making better and better choices and to managing emotions that get in the way.

The Flex allows you to feel all your feelings without being railroaded by them.

The Flex upgrades your energy frequency and mental outlook.

The Flex is like training your brain to touch its toes.

You might think, ‘Well, I can’t touch my toes, I was born with stiff legs’ or ‘That sounds painful, I’m not going to try.’ Saying ‘no’ keeps you stuck in Einstein’s definition of insanity, doing the same thing over and over again and expecting a different result. Growth only happens when we’re skating outside our comfort zone and saying ‘yes’ to discovery.

I invite you to put your mental health cross-trainers on as we get ready to streeettttcchhhhh our thinking, thoughts and actions.

While standing in line for coffee at a tech conference once, I ran into one of the most revered investors in the world, a person who has funded the ideas and technology that have changed our world over the last quarter century. I asked him, ‘What are the common traits you’ve found in all the most brilliant geniuses you’ve met?’

‘They’re daring enough to think differently, bend their thoughts, and to think outside the box,’ he said. ‘They aren’t trying to fit into the status quo and they dance to the beat of their own drum.’

His words echoed long after this brief encounter. I was in the early days of learning the Flex and was again reminded that growing the confidence to think differently is the path to infinite possibilities and access to the genius we all hold inside.

One could say I have been good at ‘manifesting’, or making a thought become a reality. By the time I was twenty-eight, I’d founded companies, was on Forbes’ lists, and was attending glamorous parties. But I wasn’t any happier having accumulated societal nods of achievement. My Flex journey has been about flipping superficial manifesting on its head, to re-focus on cultivating a safe place to exist inside my head. It’s been funny seeing how quickly my outer life has positively changed by concentrating on the internal first! The Happy Not Perfect app was my first foray into the mind and learning how to slow it down and manage it better. It turned daily mindfulness into a game to find inner clarity and calm. This book about the Flex is the next step, a deeper dive into neural reprogramming.

There are no magic spells in this book. Just a scientifically research-backed method to find more magic in our lives. I will be forever grateful for the way the Flex has liberated me. Being free, connected to myself, and open has felt better than any promotion, raise, new pair of shoes or hot kiss from a cute boy. I am so excited to share a technique that’s transformed my life from the inside out and continues to stretch out any thought-traps I fall into.

‘I used to think I was the strangest person in the world but then I thought there are so many people in the world, there must be someone just like me who feels bizarre and flawed in the same ways I do. I would imagine her and imagine that she must be out there thinking of me, too. Well, I hope that if you are out there and read this you know that, yes, it’s true I’m here, and I’m just as strange as you.’

—Frida Kahlo
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