
LIVING CONSCIOUSLY

Positive guidance for human dilemmas

Psychotherapist Richard Harvey looks at the crisis of confidence in a man entering his fifties 

Clive, 50, and his wife, Adrienne, 47, have a cortijo on the coast in Granada province. They moved to Spain twelve years ago. Like many people they were attracted to the laid-back life-style and the friendliness of the Spanish people. Clive is a freelance consultant to several large businesses. He travels around Europe giving team building seminars and he has been extremely successful. Lately, however, he has suffered a crisis of confidence, which has caused great strain on the marriage. In spite of years of success, he has begun to feel that he is no good at his job. Standing in front of senior executives in his workshops, he feels as if they can see through him and he experiences the sensations of being transparent. He has become uncharacteristically nervy and agitated and his marriage has suffered. Adrienne says he has changed out of all recognition and she feels unable to support him.

A lot has been made of the mid-life crisis – a condition you are said to reach around the age of forty when discontent or boredom leads to the desire to be adventurous and make irrational decisions that you may regret later. But less has been made of the crisis of confidence that can occur around the age of fifty. This crisis is similar, since it revolves around questioning the meaning of life, the validity of decisions you have made and confusion about who you are and where your life is going. But what distinguishes it from the mid-life crisis of the forties is its inner quality. Whereas the forties mid-life crisis may be acted out in radical lifestyle changes that can be damaging, this developmental crisis drives you to look deeply inside yourself.

People who face this crisis – and not everyone will – are compelled to meet it with some form of personal development, because avoidance and denial will no longer do. They need to look back at the patterns of their early life. Adult emotional crises have their origins in early childhood, usually between the ages of 0 and five. The compromising and accommodating behaviour we develop in our families leaves us, in later life, with a kind of historical residue, so we are still heavily influenced by our early conditioning. In fact, this is what we have built our adult identity on.

Throughout adult life, most of us continue to compromise and adapt – in relationship and marriage, as parents, in our working lives – and each of these compromises takes its toll on us. We begin to realize that our inner being is buried and subdued beneath the burden and distraction of the demands of the outer world. The crisis around the age of fifty comes about as a result of these compromises. Now we have to look at ourselves truthfully.

Some people get away with never looking inwards, but Clive is not one of them: he has been found out… or seen through by his inner self. Feeling transparent is a stark and symbolic message that an inner aspect of his personality needs to be addressed for him to regain his self-confidence and grow as a human being. Physically we may stop growing relatively early in life, but psychological growth goes on all through our lives.

Clive, try writing your biography and see what is revealed. Pay particular attention to your early relationship with your father, since issues of confidence and strength in the material world of ambition and profession/employment are likely to have been based on your perception of your father.

First, you will have to grapple with the sometimes painful issues of self-worth and self-image. What did your parents value in you? What did they praise you for? How did you learn to get their approval? Second, you will have to look at how, if they did, they reinforced your sense of self, your sense of yourself as a valid person in your own right. Third, you will have to consider deeply the contemporary situation in which your inside is not marrying up with your outside. This can be avoided for many years, but it’s less easy to hide from when you are entering your fifties. It just doesn’t make sense to not be inwardly orientated in our middle years and some kind of deep inner integrity in us speaks out against it. 

Finally, it may be useful for the future growth and health of your marriage for you to open up to Adrienne, tell her how you really feel and give her the chance to see that vulnerability does not necessarily imply weakness. Being honest and real takes courage. If Adrienne can get past her reaction to the changes that are going on in you, she may find that her relationship with you deepens in intimacy and she finds a deeper, more real partner alongside her. 
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