
We all have the capacity as human beings to make
choices. We can choose good or bad. Health or ill-health.
Growth or immaturity. Thriving or stagnation. 

INDIVIDUALS HAVE THE
CAPACITY TO MAKE
CHOICES TO ENABLE
THEM TO THRIVE

1



Individuals are considered to have the capacity to make their
own decisions, and legal and ethical frameworks have been
developed to support this process. Generally, individuals are
considered to have the capacity to make decisions if they can
understand information about a decision, remember this
information, use this information to make a decision, or
communicate their decision. In the same way that individuals
have the capacity and right to make choices that contribute to
thriving, they also have the right to make bad ones, providing
they have the capacity to make that decision. So how can we
make choices that lead to thriving? 
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HOW CAN IT BE
FOSTERED OR
CREATED?
Psychological and emotional flexibility is key to
how individuals can develop the skills and
capacities to choose thriving, even in the face
of adversity.

Psychological and emotional flexibility is the “ability to feel and
think with openness”, to be present, to “move your life in
directions that are important to you” and to develop habits that
are in line with your values (Hayes, A Liberated Mind, p. 5).
Psychologists can actually predict and measure the extent to
which people are thriving based on the extent to which they
have developed and strengthened this capacity (S+C., Hayes,
Kaufman). This is supported from both a neurological as well as
psychological standpoint. 

Southwick and Charney establish that “people who are resilient
tend to be flexible - flexible in the way they think about
challenges and flexible in the way they react emotionally to
stress” (p. 165). They are not wedded to one way of coping but
can change depending on the circumstances. Emotional
flexibility is the ability to choose how to react to stress rather
than reacting based on the first emotion that surfaces.

Psychological and emotional flexibility cannot take root when we
adopt the perspective of psychological poverty, which is an 
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unhealthy selfishness that involves neuroticism and greed and
is derived from fear of scarcity (Transcend, p. 131). Poverty
mindset leads to stagnation and decay. It lends itself to
psychological rigidity, which Hayes defines as “an attempt to
avoid negative thoughts and feelings caused by difficult
experiences, both when they occur, and our memory of them”
(Hayes, p. 7). Psychological rigidity is developed, sustained and
maintained through a range of practices and habits including
rumination, worry, distraction and addiction (Ibid). For example,
rumination constitutes negative thought patterns that are
obsessive, repetitive or immersive. It results in being stuck and
not moving towards constructive thoughts or growth (Medical
News Today). Growth mindset, in contrast, is an attitude or
choice to grow despite what life throws at us. This perspective
comes from a place of psychological abundance, as first
mooted by Maslow and further developed by Scott Kaufman’s
Transcend in which psychological abundance is described as
the motivation to become a unique person and to learn, grow
and be happy.

 

 

"Emotional flexibility is the ability to
choose how to react to stress rather than
reacting based on the first emotion that
surfaces."
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https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/326944#risks


WHAT IS THE
EVIDENCE THAT
AN INDIVIDUAL IS
THRIVING?
A thriving individual has developed the
psychological and emotional flexibility to pivot
from pain-avoidant behaviours. 

They are able to move from a place of ‘stuckness’ to a place of
cognitive reappraisal, including gratitude, humour, and self-
compassion, which leads to growth. 

A thriving person is mindful, or attentive to our emotions and
thoughts, whether positive or painful. It also involves exercising
compassion towards oneself. Compassionate mindfulness is
defined as “learning how to pay attention in the present moment
without evaluation and judgment” (Compassionate Mindfulness
p. 249). 

When we are thriving, we move away from a negative and rigid
sense of self that is riddled with defence mechanisms and a
refusal to accept responsibility and move towards openness,
flexibility, compassionate self-care, self-respect and healthy
boundaries. We are able to see our own situation from an
outside perspective, allowing us to take multiple perspectives 
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on board. We are also inclusive, able to empathetically put
ourselves in another's shoes and see things from their point of
view.

When we choose thriving, we also have a sense of acceptance.
The Prayer of St Francis of Assisi sums this concept up: “Give
me the grace to accept with serenity the things I cannot
change, courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to
know the difference.” A thriving person is able to move forward
from the present moment, accepting the past as it is and
choosing to live better in the future. This also leads to being
present, rather than constantly replaying the past and imagining
the future.

Painful emotions are signposts and guides as to what we truly
value in life and what constitutes thriving for us. When we are
thriving, we are curious and reflective, rather than ashamed of
our emotions. We are aware that our emotions are trying to tell
us something. 

 
Identifying our core values and living and acting as best as we
can from those values is what gives our lives meaning and
purpose. Once we have identified our values, thriving involves
choosing to act in accordance with them. We need to
deliberately demonstrate ‘bricolage’, which is acting in new,
creative, inventive and imaginative ways by combining different
and often unlike approaches to find solutions to one’s own or
others’ problems (S+C). We also need to practice altruism,
which links us to a sense of the transcendent, whether
expressed in religiosity or a 

"A thriving person is mindful, or attentive
to our emotions and thoughts, whether
positive or painful."
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commitment to a cause. This is linked with better spiritual,
mental and physical thriving.
The goal of developing all these skills, which together contribute
to establishing and enhancing psychological and emotional
flexibility, is the creation of a thriving, meaningful life whilst
simultaneously embracing the inevitable pain that comes with it
(Harris, p. 9). We can choose to take steps that enhance the
likelihood of thriving, irrespective of circumstances, including
practicing psychological and emotional flexibility, mindfulness,
self-compassion, empathy and acceptance. 
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