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In memory of Nicholas

To Mum and Dad for giving me roots and wings and to David for joining me on the big adventure


a few thanks

The problem with trying to thank people is that once you start it is hard to know where to stop. Probably everyone I know has contributed in some way to this book whether they realise it or not – so please everyone consider yourself thanked.

But there are a few people who deserve a special mention. First of all, thanks to the team at Hodder, particularly to Wendy for having faith in me and to Julia my editor for guiding me through the process and encouraging me when I wasn’t sure what on earth I was doing.

Over a thousand people completed my rather long survey and some gave me further stories to use. If you were one of those – I want to thank you for your time and for your honesty.

I am very grateful to all those who took the time to read through the manuscript and feed back their wise comments: Cheryl, David, Jane, Janet, Jo, Katharine, Lise, Luke, Martin, Michelle, Nicky and Rachel. Without you I would probably be embarrassing myself an awful lot more than I am! And I want to express my gratitude to Rob Parsons, Harry Benson and Simon Walker for sparing the time and allowing me to ask lots of questions.

To Andy, Connie, Jo, and Marika, I want to give you credit for seeing this book in me before I saw it myself. And to Patrick for enabling me to take the first step.

When it comes to the content of this book I am aware that I am standing on the shoulders of giants – many of whom I have quoted throughout these pages. I am indebted to you for going first and for inspiring me with your own research, books and resources.

And finally, on a personal note I want to thank the people who have helped me put into practice the lessons that I write about in these pages. To Mum and Dad for all your love and encouragement, to Frank and Victoria for being fab in-laws, to my Kona friends for letting me be me, to Amelia for being a constant, to Amanda for asking questions, to my Friday morning group, to Michael and Mary-Clare, to Nick and Sarah for your continual support and to all my family and friends for being you. And a huge thank you goes to Nicky and Sila Lee who have taught me so much and for making it such fun along the way.

And last and most importantly – the biggest thank you goes to David for not only pushing me to do this book but for making it possible through your love, help and encouragement... (I promise I will do some cooking now!).


how to use this book

When I read a book I tend to wolf it down as if it is a rather tasty Krispy Kreme donut. If I ever have to stop to do something else I’ll turn down the corner to mark my place. If the book contains any quizzes or questionnaires, I’ll have no qualms about reaching for my pen or pencil (whichever is nearest) and filling them in. I’ll also underline any quotes that I think are helpful.

My husband David, on the other hand, takes much longer to read a book, hates to find dog-eared pages, never fills in a quiz (unless I make him) and gets annoyed if he sees me marking anything up.

When it comes to books we all like different things. So with this one – I just want to say do what you like... it is your book to use as you want.

You can read it cover to cover in one sitting.

You can read a chapter a day or one a week.

You can just dip in to the bits you think might be interesting.

You can read it with someone else and discuss the questions as you go along.

You can skip all the questions and quizzes if they aren’t your thing or you can give them all a go.

You can keep it looking pristine or you can scribble your comments, thoughts, and questions all over it.

You can use it as a basis for a group discussion. Go to www.hodder.co.uk website for some recommended questions.

Or you can read just one page and decide it would be a great book for propping up your computer monitor!

The choice is yours.


section one

taking stock


1. pause for thought – how are you doing?


I love mankind: it’s people I can’t stand.

LINUS, PEANUTS CHARACTER

Life is relationships; the rest is just details... Everything in life that truly matters can be boiled down to relationships.

DR GARY SMALLEY, THE DNA OF RELATIONSHIPS

Love is the most important thing in life. You cannot live without love.

ANNABEL, AGED EIGHT



a moment to reflect

We all relate. It is like breathing or eating – it is what we humans do. Whether we are at home, at work, in the gym, down the pub, shopping, visiting the doctor or doing anything else that we might do during the day – we are relating to others. Even when we’re on our own we are often interacting with people online, in our thoughts or in our dreams. Whether we like it or not there’s no getting away from relationships. But how do we know whether we’re any good at them?

What’s the measure of success? How many friends we have on Facebook or numbers on our mobile? How busy our diary is, the number of people we think would turn up at our funeral or the fact that everyone at work or at the local shops knows our name (and we know theirs)? Perhaps we measure it by the number of times we’ve been asked to be best man, bridesmaid or godparent, the number of dates we’ve been on (if we are single), the fact that someone chose to marry us and is still with us (if we are married), or that our grown-up children (if we have any) are still talking to us?

Or maybe we don’t measure by quantity but by quality. Do we have people we could count on in a crisis? Who would be pleased to see us if we turned up at their door uninvited? Who do we know who would sort through our wardrobe with us, practise headers with us, throw a surprise party for us or laugh at our jokes (even the bad ones!)? Do we know people who would still love us if we told them our most embarrassing or awful secret? Who will look after us when we are too old to look after ourselves or who would visit us if we did something really bad and ended up in prison? Would anyone donate their bone marrow if we needed a transplant or give us a bed if we were homeless? How quickly would people notice if we suddenly died in our home alone? (OK, so that’s a little morbid but I doubt that I’m the only person who has ever thought about that.)

Or turn all that on its head and maybe some of us measure how well we’re doing in relationships by how much we are giving out to others. How good are we at helping people through a crisis? Do our family and friends feel loved and supported by us? Are there people at work (or in some other area of life) that we have invested in, helped and mentored? How much of our time, skills, effort and money do we give to charities, voluntary organisations or people in need? Are we generous, patient, loving, forgiving and kind? Would people be able to trust us to keep our promises? Is our home a place where people feel welcomed, loved, safe and looked after? And when people spend time with us do they feel energised and encouraged?

However we decide to measure it, the question is, do we? Most of us will probably take time to review how our careers are going (if we are working), whether our diet is succeeding, the performance of our favourite football team if we have one, how our finances are doing, and whether our car, home and body need mending or improving. But many of us don’t stop and ask ourselves how we are doing at the important business of relating. And that is strange when you think about it, because relating is probably the most important thing any of us do in life.

need to get real

And that’s why it is good to get real about our relationships.

Getting real means pressing the ‘pause’ button and asking yourself that question – ‘How am I doing’?

Are your friendships as genuine or strong as you’d like them to be? Have you got a relationship or relationships that you are struggling with at the moment? Or maybe you are generally happy with how things are with your family, friends, neighbours and work colleagues but know that there’s always room for improvement?

Perhaps you long for more time to spend with your loved ones or for loved ones that you would want to spend more time with? Do you wish you didn’t lose your temper so much or that you could express your emotions more? Would you love to be understood more or be able to understand those around you better?

Sometimes it takes a huge life event to get us to stop and think: an illness, a bereavement, a redundancy or some other crisis. I know, because that is what happened to me.

my story

I was twenty-one when I first realised I wasn’t ‘doing relationships’ very well. On the surface things looked pretty good: I had more than 250 people on my Christmas card list (not sure how I afforded the stamps on my student grant), an endless stream of party invites and was never short of a boyfriend. But just before I was about to start my final year at university, my bubble burst. My only brother, who was four years older than me, died suddenly. I realised then the truth of the statement, ‘It isn’t the friends you can count that matter but the friends you can count on.’ I can remember to this day the four people who were there for me during those first couple of weeks and I can also recall what it was like when people whom I thought were my friends crossed the road to avoid me.

It was during that time I slowly realised some difficult home truths:


	My friendships weren’t as close or as deep as I had assumed


	Quantity is no substitute for quality when it comes to friendships


	I wouldn’t have been any better if something similar had happened to a friend of mine


	I wasn’t any good at discussing my true feelings with anyone (and didn’t actually know how to access them)


	Life is short and precious and really – when all is stripped away – relationships are what matter.




In the eighteen years since that horrific event and the subsequent wake-up call I have been on a quest to discover how to be better at relationships, and how to love authentically and invest in others. In the last eight years I’ve even had the privilege of turning that quest into a job. It has been a fantastic, hard and exciting journey and one that is still continuing. I have learnt so much from so many people of all ages and nationalities, many of whom are further ahead in the journey than me, and I am still learning and hope I never stop.

What I do know now is that it is possible to change, to grow and to learn to love better – and we can start from where we are.

There’s a great little bit I love in Winnie the Pooh by A. A. Milne... which is normally accompanied by a picture of Christopher Robin dragging poor Pooh down the stairs: ‘Here is Edward Bear coming down the stairs now, bump, bump, bump on the back of his head. It is, as far as he knows, the only way of coming down the stairs but sometimes he feels there really is another way if he could only stop bumping for a moment and think of it.’

And it is the same with relating; sometimes we just can’t see another way of doing it but the great news is we don’t have to settle for things as they are at present. There is another way. We can learn to have more authentic relationships and that is what this book is all about.

the great relationship survey

To help with research for this book, my husband David and I compiled a survey, which was completed by over a thousand people. Some were friends and some were friends of friends but most were friends of friends of friends. We had replies from men and women of all ages, from sixteen years and above, and from many countries around the world. It wasn’t meant to be an academic study or a highly accurate, representative sample. We just did it because we wanted to see what other people thought and felt about their relationships.

I’ll be quoting from the results throughout the book but here are just a few of the findings as a taster:

64 per cent don’t think they give enough time to their close friendships.

33 per cent often feel lonely.

63 per cent agree that they regularly feel stressed and/or tired.

how are you doing?

Which brings me back to you. How would you rate your relationships and your relationship skills at the moment? This simple questionnaire may help you think more about that. Be as honest as you can.

Rate the following statements and how they apply to you by assigning a number:





	I strongly agree

	I mainly agree

	I neither agree nor disagree

	I mainly disagree

	I strongly disagree








	I am a really good listener and completely focus when someone is telling me something important [image: Image Missing]


	I am good at expressing my feelings (both negative and positive) [image: Image Missing]


	I have a good work–life balance [image: Image Missing]


	I find it easy to make new friends [image: Image Missing]


	I am happy with the time that I give to my closest relationships [image: Image Missing]


	I have (or had if she is no longer alive) a good and healthy relationship with my mum [image: Image Missing]


	I find it easy to live with other people and share my space [image: Image Missing]


	I am able to control my anger and only use it constructively [image: Image Missing]


	I have good boundaries and find it easy to say ‘no’ when needed [image: Image Missing]


	I am easily able to tell people when they have hurt or upset me [image: Image Missing]


	I have (or had if he is no longer alive) a good and healthy relationship with my dad [image: Image Missing]


	I find it easy to understand and appreciate people who are very different from me [image: Image Missing]


	I am able to admit when I am wrong, say sorry and ask forgiveness [image: Image Missing]


	There are people in my life whom I know I can turn to and trust if I am in trouble [image: Image Missing]


	I am a good and trustworthy friend to my close friends [image: Image Missing]


	I find intimacy easy and have people in my life who really know and understand me [image: Image Missing]


	There are people in my life with whom I can share my deepest fears [image: Image Missing]


	I enjoy working in a team [image: Image Missing]


	I have a good understanding of what it takes to make a good marriage (even if you are not married yourself) [image: Image Missing]


	I have a good understanding of what it takes to be a good parent (even if you are not a parent yourself) [image: Image Missing]




Add up your scores: Total =

If you scored 80-100

You are probably pretty satisfied with your relationships and how you relate to others. You have a good understanding of what it takes to make a relationship work and you believe that you are doing many of those things. It may be worth checking that others agree with you– try asking a good friend to answer the questions for you and see if they come up with the same score. The fact that you are reading this book probably means that there is some area you would like to improve or you would like to help someone else improve.

If you scored 50-79

You probably think your relationships are pretty good although you know there are some relationships that could definitely be better. You are quite aware that you are not perfect. Hopefully this book will help you to look at some of those difficult relationships and will also give you some ideas and tips as to how you can improve your interaction with others.

If you scored 10-49

Relationships are probably not easy for you. Perhaps there is a particular relationship that is causing you grief at the moment or perhaps you have a general dissatisfaction with many of your relationships. You are aware that you aren’t always the easiest person to get on with and you would like to be better at relating. The good news is that being aware of your issues is the first step to changing them.

room for improvement?

The truth is that we can all improve our relationships. In the survey only 2.5 per cent of people strongly disagreed with the statement: ‘My relationships could definitely be improved.’ This book is for the other 97.5 per cent!

We asked: ‘What would you most like to improve about your relationships?’ The majority of people mentioned they wanted more time to spend with people, better communication and deeper relationships. Here are just a few of the other answers they gave:

‘Openness... we tend to talk about the easy stuff but not always the hard stuff’

‘More spontaneity, less blame, less bickering’

‘Not getting on the defensive when I’m criticised’

‘Courage to be vulnerable, again’

‘I wish that I had the ability to express negative feelings to others (close friends, outside of my family) when I’m upset with them. I tend to put all the blame on myself or avoid conflict rather than taking the risk of saying, “I’m upset with you for x”’

‘More patience with some people who annoy me’

‘To be able to talk without arguing’

‘To put friends before my work life and tiredness/laziness’

‘Difficult. It’s tempting to say everyone else should change, but that would be very arrogant. So I’d like to grow in my ability to understand others so that I could find out what makes them tick’

‘I would like to meet a partner’

‘I would like my family to listen to my opinions and not dismiss them’

‘I want to feel like I belong’

‘I would like to hold my temper better’

‘I want to be better at expressing frustration/anger i.e. not people pleasing!’

‘More sex’

‘I want to be more focused on other people, rather than projects’

‘Be able to be completely real with people’

‘I would like to feel able to be myself more of the time, to be more open and trusting’

‘I would like to have a smaller group of friends that I see more regularly and spend quality time with, rather than a larger less intimate group’

‘I hate the “let me check my diary and see if I can squeeze some thing in” culture that we have. We make our friends feel like a business appointment... I love diaries but I’d like my relationships to feel a bit more special than a meeting’


what about you?

What would you most like to change or improve about your relationships? Try and think of 5 things:



	


	


	


	


	








what brings us to the point of change?

Becoming aware of how we want things to improve is a great first step. It is hard to change unless we know how we want things to be different. But just being aware isn’t enough.

We have to really want things to be different. We need a vision of how things can be; like the couch potato who looks at his athletic friend and thinks, ‘I want to be like that.’ We need to want our vision enough to do something about it! We can’t just keep on doing the same things over and over again and hope that things will change. We actually need to be proactive and try another approach.

I’m not going to pretend that change is easy. Often, it isn’t. But if our vision is a good one then we may be prepared to sacrifice some effort and discomfort to get there. If the couch potato really wants to get fit he’ll have to put in the hours down the gym or running around the park. It will probably be very uncomfortable and painful at times, but if he pushes through he’ll reap the benefits.

The American author Marilyn Ferguson once said: ‘It’s not so much that we’re afraid of change or so in love with the old ways, but it’s that place in between that we fear... It’s like being between trapezes. It’s Linus when his blanket is in the dryer. There’s nothing to hold on to.’

I hope this book will be something you can hold on to. It will help you to explore how things can be different and also how you can take practical steps to make the changes you want. It will look at how we can:




	Build deeper relationships where we can be ‘ourselves’ with others


	Make more time for our most important relationships


	Learn to be great listeners and really understand others


	Say what we mean and mean what we say


	Discover the impact that we have on others


	Deal with tricky situations and have the difficult conversations (we’d rather avoid)


	Be the friend we’ve always wanted


	Be a leader worth following


	Thrive (not just survive) with our families


	Date like we mean it (for those that are wanting to find a partner), and


	Make a marriage that matters (for those who are married).




authentic relating

When I looked through the surveys what I read again and again was a desire for relationships where people can be real... where they and others can be ‘themselves’ – loved, accepted, respected and understood for who they are. They want their relationships to be deeper, genuine and more meaningful than they are at the moment. They are searching for something more AUTHENTIC. And whether we are conscious of it or not, that is probably something many of us want.

In Affluenza Oliver James writes: ‘Authenticity is being real: as actual, hard, durable and densely weighty as stone. Like art historians authenticating pieces for auctioneers, the authentic individual labours to distinguish the true original from the false, searching for the impenetrable and the autonomous in human existence.’

But if we want to be authentic it must start with us. Authenticity isn’t something you can make up or pretend to have. You become it. It comes from the inside out. It is a way of being, a way of relating.

Being authentic won’t always be easy. You may find yourselves swimming against the tide.

As Oliver James points out: ‘The authentic go back to basics, seeking something that is true in all times and places, not subject to fashion, making the natural and the unfashionable good places to look. The consequent Being is often at odds with received, habitual, convention.’

We have a choice. We can carry on as we are or we can change.

The couch potato can remain unfit or he can start to exercise.

We can follow the crowd or we can find a better way.

We can become authentic from the inside out.

And that is the great relationships challenge.
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