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            About the book

         

         Statistically speaking, it’s likely that someone in your closest circle is experiencing emotional pain of some form. This is the book that will help you to help them.

          

         Mitch Wallis has trained tens of thousands of people over the years through his Real Conversations program in this exact situation. You need to effectively support someone close to you, and the number-one thing you want is to be helpful, but the fear of getting it wrong or making the situation worse is overwhelming. The situation is made all the more critical at a time of soaring rates of mental illness and loneliness.

          

         You may be a parent supporting your child with anxiety, a partner supporting your spouse with depression or addiction, a manager trying to support your employee through grief and loss, a friend supporting a loved one through financial stress, a teacher supporting a student being bullied, or perhaps you accidentally find yourself in a counselling role with your customers at work.

          

         If you see yourself in any of these situations, this book is for you. The 5-step evidence-informed framework – Engage, Listen, Safety, Action and Boundaries – will lead to unprecedented trust and closeness in your most important relationships, without hurting yourself in the process. Real Conversations will give you the certainty, confidence and clarity to be there for the people you care about who are not OK.
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            Praise for Real Conversations

         

         ‘After the disconnection and distress of a serious mental health issue, Mitch Wallis seeks to connect himself and us more authentically to this planet and to each other through real conversation. His personal journey of discovery speaks of the power of connection, compassion and story to enable genuine sharing, listening and talking with each other.’ – Tim Heffernan, Deputy Commissioner of the Mental Health Commission of NSW 

          

         ‘Mitch grabs you at the start with his vulnerability and courage: he has the special ability to hold both of those things at the same time. The book made me reach for the phone to call my mum and daughters. The fear of doing damage when someone you love is in emotional pain can stop you engaging and thus connecting, but Mitch gives you the skills and methods to overcome this.’ – Pip Marlow, CEO, Salesforce Australia 

          

         ‘Forging meaningful connections and finding a place where one truly belongs can have a transformative effect on mental wellbeing and psychological safety in the workplace. Real Conversations is a must-read to gain the appropriate skills and confidence to do just that!’ – Lainie Cassidy, Director, People and Inclusion, KPMG 

          

         ‘Humans are more disconnected than ever before; Real Conversations acts as the practical guide to bring us all back together. A much-needed read for everyone seeking to foster genuine connections.’ – Joe Williams, mental health advocate, author and former professional athleteii

          

         ‘Mitch’s perspective is insightful and engaging. His ability to articulate what occurs in a mental health episode is extraordinarily empathetic. He shares tangible tools to build strong connection and provide life-saving support for those we care about. As with mentoring, this is all about really listening, and Mitch’s book will give you the practical skills you need to step in and walk alongside those you love. It’s extraordinarily helpful, and it’s just what we need.’ – Vicki Condon OAM, founder and CEO, Raise Foundation 

          

         ‘Every so often, a book comes along that pieces together the most complex puzzles. Real Conversations tackles the intricacies of mental illness with hope and clarity. Beyond helping others, this book is a Trojan horse that unveils profound insights about yourself and your actions in all your relationships. It is a game-changer for improving meaningful connection.’ – Luke Cook, founder of Cuppa 

          

         ‘Turning up for those we love the most is one of the most important yet challenging things we’ll ever do. More difficult yet is being able to turn up while still maintaining one’s own sense of self and identity. Throughout this book, my beautiful friend Mitch is able to guide us through those conversations with the warmth and honesty he is so well known for.’ – Madison de Rozario OAM, Paralympic gold medallist 

          

         ‘I’ve been where Mitch has been and understand the journey that you need to take – the learnings and peace that can be found. With this book, Mitch will help readers understand why the pillar of connection is fundamental to understanding, breaking down stigma and giving practical ways to look after your mental health.’ – John Kirwan, former All Black and founder of Groov 
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            To my mum. You are the reason I am here,

and also the reason I chose to stay.

My creator, my life raft and my North Star.
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            Author’s Note

         

         Some of the names and details of people referenced in this book have been changed to protect their privacy.

         For accompanying resources, including learning guides, case studies, role plays and coaching, please go to mitchwallis.com xii
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            CHAPTER 1

            The science of relationships: connecting like our lives depend on it (because they do)

         

         
            ‘When you can no longer look on the bright side, I will sit with you in the darkness.’

            Alice in Wonderland

         

         16 September 2016: I walked to the end of the wooden jetty that hugged the waterline of Portage Bay in Seattle. My reflection rippled back at me. I was standing on the edge of the abyss; at that moment, my mind was quickly descending into what felt like a psychotic break. After a lifetime of running away and denying I had mental health issues, it had all finally caught up to me.

         Just days earlier I had checked out of an obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD) rehabilitation clinic, not by choice, but by necessity. I’d been working as a Global Product Manager at Microsoft in the USA, and the final straw was needing to be carried out of my office 4because I collapsed on the floor in a heap of anxiety. My colleague drove me to the nearest hospital to get assessed. I remember saying to the doctor, ‘I think I’m about to go insane.’ I was in the eye of the storm. Everything I had ever ignored or suppressed was erupting like a volcano.

         I wish I could give a relatively simple reason to explain this crisis, like ‘work was busy’. Unfortunately, though, I was no stranger to emotional anguish. From the age of 7 I started to show signs of mental ill-health, so even before hitting puberty, it was obvious that something was wrong. My family would notice me performing odd behaviours like blinking my eyes in particular patterns while praying out loud, tapping and checking random objects in ritualistic ways, and constantly being afraid of, well … everything.

         I remember watching astronauts on TV as a kid and feeling weirdly connected to them, despite obviously never having stepped foot in a spaceship. I never believed I belonged here – as if I was a boy who gazed at earth from the moon, trying to make sense of it all.

         Putting on a brave face and pretending everything was fine was one of my greatest skills. That’s the only way I’d made it through my teenage years. By adulthood, I had everyone fooled by building up a charismatic character of smiles and success stories. But that was just a façade.

         As I stood on that jetty, it felt like I’d reached breaking point. My tried and tested methods of masking the pain were falling short.

         The water was beckoning. I didn’t think I could fight. I was exhausted. My mind and body were shutting down. Everything inside me was trying to cling onto stable ground, but I just didn’t believe I could find my footing.5

         A murmur broke the eerie silence of the lakeside. From the other end of the phone, a voice whispered in my ear: ‘I love you. I am here.’

         It was my mum. She was the only thing I could hold on to.

         Mum’s unconditional support and love had always been the reason I didn’t stop believing things could get better. A lifeline, a heartbeat, a tether to reality as I faced emotional implosion. My very existence being held afloat with my mother’s unwavering care, I took a deep breath, turned around and walked back along the wharf to the street. Had it not been for her life-saving connection on that occasion, and the countless occasions in the decades prior, I wouldn’t be here today.

         What followed after was a complete rebuild of my life, and it’s that process which has brought about the conception of this book. I thought that moment at the jetty was the end, when in fact it was only the beginning. Little did I know at the time that the breakdown I was experiencing would give me an opportunity to self-reflect about what it would mean for me to start to live, not just survive. It hasn’t been an easy road getting to where I am today as a healthy, integrated, (mostly) healed adult who once was imprisoned by his mind and now devotes his life to improving mental health across the globe. I can say that, without a doubt, the single most important thing that kept me alive, and continues to allow me to thrive, is having real conversations with the right people.

         
            *

         

         My goal is to transform lives through the power of genuine connection and emotional fortitude. I know what it’s like to be in 6the depths of hell. I also know the healing power of relationships that pave the way to solid ground.

         You may not know me, and I may not know you … but we know each other’s pain. I don’t want you to have to waste any more time googling ‘how to be supportive’ only to get basic tick-box info with no practical tools. This isn’t yet another fluffy feel-good book or an emotional CPR demo guide. My commitment to you is that, by the time you finish reading this, you’ll have what you need to connect with and support your loved one, just like my mother did for me.

         This book will serve as a guide to everyone who has found themselves in moments with people who matter most to them, where getting it ‘wrong’ is simply not an option. I have written it as a delicate blend of science, stories and ‘so whats’. My intent is to translate complex concepts into simple and actionable learnings that bring you closer than ever before to the humans who hold a special place in your mind, or in your heart.

         I don’t think we need to be, or even should be, fixed. That’s not what it means to be human, and that’s certainly not the approach my mum ever took with me. In her eyes, I was never a shattered piece of glass that needed to be put back together, even though I often felt that way. This is what connection means to me: to care for someone by caring about them. Meeting them where they are with the intention to see, hear and understand their reality.

         From rock bottom to mountaintops, connection is what makes life worth living. This is the roadmap for making meaningful connections so you can conquer the toughest conversations with the utmost confidence.7

         I’m talking to you

         Statistically speaking, it’s likely that, as you read the words on this page someone in your closest circle is experiencing emotional pain of some form. Take a moment to bring to mind someone who you know is struggling. You might be aware of both their pain and of your need to support this person effectively, but you don’t know where to begin. You know what it’s like to see the look on their face where they’re breaking inside. You want to be free from the doubt and shame that come with feeling like you can’t help.

         Like the tens of thousands of people who I’ve trained over the years in the exact same situation, the number-one thing you want to be is helpful.

         You want to take pride in having a positive impact on this person’s life and contribute to their resilience. You want to be useful and feel empowered to make a difference. When the going gets tough, you want to have faith in your communication and self-regulation skills that you can tolerate the distress and handle uncomfortable emotions. You want to feel in control and ready to respond, no matter what issue comes your way in personal or professional relationships. The default dynamic should be high-quality interactions that leave both you and the other person energised and hopeful, with open and engaged dialogue and no second-guessing where you stand or how they’re doing.

         Yet, chances are, you’re probably feeling the complete opposite: helpless. Like so many of us when faced with these make-or-break situations, you’re confused about what to say and do. The fear of getting it wrong and making them worse is overwhelming. You’re riddled with guilt about potentially missing something you should have picked up on.8

         And, even when you’ve attempted some kind of action, perhaps you’re frozen with regret that you could have done better. You might be feeling frustrated that your attempts to be helpful aren’t landing and nothing seems to work.

         The 5-step Real Conversations method will show you how to cross this bridge and finally have the certainty, confidence and clarity to be there for the people in your life who are not OK.

         The multiple hats we wear

         This book is written primarily for what I call ‘duty-of-care supporters’: those of you who have a non-negotiable critical responsibility to learn how to care for the psychological wellbeing of others. That’s you if you’re a parent, people manager or teacher. Real Conversations frameworks will lead you away from feeling powerless to protect those who depend on you to feeling empowered to do the right thing.

         If you have a large influence on someone else’s life, it’s beholden to you to get curious about how to be the best influence possible on them. There is no greater influence in someone’s life than a parent. For instance, studies show that a child’s attachment pattern – how they behave with others, which can be a powerful predictor for serious mental illness – can be accurately predicted in 75% of cases by their parents’ attachment style and the coherence of their narrative: that is, by how accurately and clearly the adult has made sense of the stories they’ve created for themselves about the events that have transpired in their life.1

         Put another way: if you have unresolved issues, you will more than likely pass them down unless you choose to ‘do the work’ to understand your own behavioural patterns, personal insecurities and unhelpful thought patterns, and to improve your emotional 9intelligence. This book is one of many ways of ‘doing the work’, so that you can do the best for your child by helping them to cope with life’s inevitable challenges.

         Likewise, research shows that a people manager at work is often more influential to an individual’s mental health than their therapist or doctor, and on par with that of a romantic partner.2 If you’re someone’s boss, it’s likely you have more impact on the way your staff feel than the people they employ solely to support their emotional health. A team member should know without a shred of doubt that you have their back and that you care about them as a human more than a resource.

         As a further example of duty-of-care supporters, teachers in schools have the enormous responsibility of shaping the future generation of our society – yet they are one of the most at risk cohorts for poor emotional health. In Australia, teachers are 4.3 times more likely to experience depression, 5.1 times more likely to experience anxiety and 5.4 times more likely to experience stress than the general population.3 Knowing how to be of service to others, without doing yourself a disservice, is the only way to create truly thriving communities.

         The second group this book is written for is what I call ‘concerned confidants’: those of you who frequently need more tools to invest in important relationships where you have an obligation to show up well.

         That’s you if you’re in a romantic relationship and your spouse or partner is struggling but you feel unequipped to be the teammate they need you to be. Or if your colleague is going through a hard time and you desperately want to be their emotional ally or to provide a go-to safe space in the workplace. Or if you have a sibling who is hurting and who you want to help suffer less. Or maybe you 10want to establish a deep sense of trust and closeness with a dear friend so they know they can come to you, and count on you, when they can’t carry the weight of their worries on their own.

         The third group this book is for are what I call ‘accidental counsellors’: those who, by virtue of their job, find that people are frequently opening up and sharing vulnerably with them. The types of roles that would fall into this category include everyone from veterinarians to flight attendants, Uber drivers to hairdressers, pharmacists, solicitors, insurance case managers, financial advisers, personal trainers and so on. If this is you, then you’ll appreciate how much mental and emotional load you carry on behalf of others, often without your consent. You’re looking to feel a deep sense of purpose and self-worth from being able to contribute positively to the work you do and interactions you have, but you understandably want clarity about where your support starts and ends so you don’t harm yourself in the process and become involved beyond your depth.

         Regardless of which – or how many – of the above categories you fall into, the main focus of this book is giving you the tools to connect with the people around you. The core Real Conversations framework will apply whether they’re negotiating an everyday situational issue such as work stress, financial pressure, grief and loss, relationship strain, loneliness and life adjustments, or experiencing a mental health issue such as anxiety, depression, addiction, eating disorders, OCD or trauma.

         In fact, even in the absence of problems, the tools you learn here will improve your relationship management abilities and aid your proactive interpersonal skills. My goal is to help you become better at connecting with others, which will have a positive ripple effect across every aspect of your life.11

         The power of ‘we’

         Without a doubt, the single best thing you can do to improve your own life, and the lives of others, is invest in your ability to connect. Why? Simply put: healthy relationships are the number-one thing that keeps us happy, and the number-one thing that prevents us from being unhappy.

         In my teenage years I was fascinated by watching interviews of famous sporting legends talk about playing alongside or against their childhood heroes. I couldn’t imagine what it would feel like to watch your idol play rugby on television as a child, only to grow up and have them pass you the ball to score a match-winning try.

         I’ve been lucky enough to get a taste of this feeling in recent years. I’ve had the opportunity to meet, interview and directly study with some of the smartest psychological minds of our generation. I am proud to call mindfulness guru Mallika Chopra a friend, and have since met her father Deepak Chopra, the father of modern-day meditation. I’ve shadowed Dr Dan Siegel, who is a distinguished Fellow of the American Psychiatric Association.

         When I got the chance to sit down for an hour with the late Dr Dan Brown, an Associate Clinical Professor at Harvard Medical School and one of the main thought leaders in attachment and trauma psychology, I posed this question to him: ‘Would you agree that the quality of our relationships is more of a predictor of our mental health than anything else?’ His answer? ‘Yes’. Connection is our greatest chance at becoming and staying well, while disconnection is our greatest chance of becoming and staying sick.

         The undeniable truth is that relationships are the heartbeat of life. You only need to look at the text inscribed on tombstones at the local cemetery to see that the thing we will be remembered 12for is by whom we were loved. From the moment we are born to the moment we die, we spend our lives connected to and regulated by those around us. Social animals like us can only be properly understood only as part of a matrix of relationships.

         More than 80 years ago, researchers at Harvard set out to answer the following question: ‘What makes a good life?’ But that simple question is, of course, remarkably complex and has led to one of the most comprehensive longitudinal studies ever done, known as the Grant Study or the Harvard Study of Adult Development. The quest has involved following hundreds of people for decades – through college graduation, marriage, war, parenthood, life crises and old age – to collect a wide range of data about physical and mental wellbeing. The results were conclusive: far and away, the strongest predictor of life satisfaction and happiness is strong relationships.

         Experts agree that the correlation between physical health and positive social contentedness provides the basis for the most consistent and robust findings in psychoneuroimmunology, a field of study that explores the interactions between emotional states, nervous system function and the immune system. Being surrounded by supportive relationships reduces your blood pressure and stress hormone levels, decreases cholesterol, decreases your risk of heart disease, lowers cortisol, decreases vulnerability to clinical illness and decreases the risk of cancer recurrence. Social support also facilitates the production of protein-based molecules like T cells and natural killer cells that promote immune functioning.4

         Social support appears to slow many processes related to brain and body ageing, as well as cognitive decline. Feeling loved literally turns down the parts of the brain that make us feel fear and turns up the reward system of pleasure. Supportive attachments in any relationships provide better emotional regulation and decrease 13anxiety and depression. In a study of over 7000 people, it was found that those with more high-quality social ties live longer, regardless of their socioeconomic status, whether they smoke, how much they drink or exercise and their diet.5

         Our brain is hard-wired for connection. Strangers will instinctively raise the pitch of their voice when talking with babies to match their hearing abilities. A mother commonly holds her baby against her body after birth, maximising skin contact and helping the infant establish a set point for temperature regulation while gazing eye-to-eye to link their hearts and brains for a lifelong relationship of physical and emotional nurturance. ‘Baby brain’ has long been recognised by women in their third trimester of pregnancy or in the first months after giving birth as a sensation of having lost IQ points, but it’s increasingly understood as an incredible feat of evolution. Although these changes are often attributed to the effects of hormones and sleep deprivation, some recent studies have concluded they may also be related to a shift in bias to the right hemisphere (the feeling brain) in order to allow the mother an increased level of emotional and physiological sensitivity that enhances the intuitive elements of attachment.6

         Connection is as vital to our survival as food, water and shelter. Take for example how physicians responded to the high mortality rate among children in orphanages during the early twentieth century. To avoid cross-contamination of disease, children had been separated from one another but were dying at alarming rates. It was not until children were held and played with by consistent caretakers and allowed to interact with one another that their survival rate improved. Preventing disease through isolation, though a more immediately obvious solution, was not as effective as promoting a more nurturing and socially interactive environment for the children.714

         When we are starved of connection, it can shake our world to the core. That’s why, when we lose a loved one, we feel like we have to rebuild our self and our sense of the world. We understand everything around us by who we have around us. Our thoughts, emotions, actions and decisions in our daily lives are deeply influenced by the relationships that shape them.

         Emotional connections with other people can even protect us from the impacts of trauma. The results of a meta-analysis published in the Journal of Anxiety Disorders of 46 studies, including almost 10,000 people across a wide range of traumas, showed that people with secure attachments experienced lower levels of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms. They found the opposite to also be true: insecure attachments resulted in higher PTSD symptoms.8 The quality of social connectedness will often determine our susceptibility to negative events more than the severity of the negative event itself.

         And, once again, many mental health conditions are caused or exacerbated by disconnection. The impact of this interpersonal trauma, particularly when we are children, can have devastating impacts on our emotional health later in life. The Adverse Childhood Experience study (or ACE study) by the US Center for Disease Control and Prevention surveyed over 17,000 people from diverse backgrounds. People exposed to an ACE (e.g. abuse, violence, being raised in a family with substance use issues, etc.) are dramatically more at risk for 7 out of 10 leading causes of death. The more trauma we experience, the worse the impact is. High-ACE scoring individuals have triple the lifetime risk of heart disease and lung cancer, and a 20-year difference in life expectancy. Participants were up to 12 times more likely to take their own life if they experienced 4 or more ACEs.15

         Over half a century of psychological research has shown that the presence of negative relationships can correlate with relapses of psychiatric illness and repeated hospitalisations. People who suffer in silence are more likely to experience prolonged mental ill-health. Older adults, 65 years or above, are more likely to experience cognitive decline after the loss of a spouse.9 Unhealthy environments that are full of conflict, stress and abuse create unhealthy brains, bodies and immunological functioning. So much so they can literally slow the healing of physical wounds. In fact, studies have found that negative relationships can have more destructive effects on the body than positive relationships can have on healing. Unhappy marriages result in higher levels of emotional and physical harm than isolation, especially in women.10

         Relationships with those you’re closest to – even those second- and third-tier relationships in our orbit – are nothing short of the most powerful influence over our internal and external lives. It appears that our brain’s resilience muscle seems to activate and grow via the ignition switch of love and care. We are able to blaze through a dense forest on the darkest of nights, so long as the spark of connection is present.

         The need for Real Conversations

         I would define the issue we are facing today as the global warming of the health industry. Our declining rates of mental health constitute a public health emergency. Chances are either you or someone you know well is suffering some type of emotional distress.

         In any given year, 1 in 5 people in most Western cultures will experience a mental illness in any given year, and 1 in 2 people will at some point in their life. Twelve billion working days are 16lost every year to depression and anxiety alone. Depression and anxiety cost the global economy US$1 trillion each year, mainly from reduced productivity.11

         More than a quarter of us feel lonely. Lonely people have a 26% increased risk of death, and the impacts of loneliness are equivalent to smoking 15 cigarettes or having 6 alcoholic drinks per day.12

         Suicide stats are at an all-time high. In 2023, the US Surgeon General released a statement that ‘mental health is the biggest concern in the USA’, with a 57% increase in youth suicide over the 10 years before the pandemic.13 In Australia, suicide is the leading cause of death for people between the ages of 15 to 44 (more than traffic accidents and heart disease). According to the US Center for Disease Control and Prevention, suicide was responsible for 48,183 American deaths in 2021, which is about one death every 11 minutes.14 Suicide attempts are up to 30 times more common compared to suicides,15 and 135 people are affected to some degree by every person lost to suicide.16 The number of people who think about suicide is much higher than we’d like to accept, especially in Western countries. For example, one study found that 1 in 6 Australians aged 16–85 had experienced serious thoughts about taking their own life at some point in their lives.17

         Helping not hindering: talking isn’t enough

         A few years ago, I was in Manhattan and organised to meet up with my friend Carly for a drink while she was in town. In true New York style, we managed to find a rooftop bar overlooking the city to enjoy Friday afternoon drinks. We got on the topic of parenting 17and her tone seemed to change. Noticing something had shifted, I enquired a little further to see if she was OK – I could sense some kind of tension with her mother.

         ‘Was your mum not around much when you were younger?’ I asked. ‘She was,’ Carly replied. ‘She didn’t miss a single netball game my entire life. Dropped me off and picked me up from every party, even at 4 am when I’d snuck out as a teenager and needed a lift home. She sat on my school committees, and I still speak to her almost daily.’

         I smiled with relief and said, ‘Wow, sounds like you had the most supportive parent ever.’ Carly paused for a minute. To my surprise, she replied, ‘No.’

         ‘What do you mean?’ I asked. Carly continued, ‘On all those car trips home, my mum never once turned to me and asked how I am. She only knew me for what I was doing.’

         Supportive human relationships are nature’s strongest emotional multivitamin and antibiotic, regulating our health and warding off danger. But it appears we have lost the ability to appropriately produce and consume this powerful medicine at a time where we’ve never needed it more.

         Why?

         The vast majority of people who are trying to be helpful when supporting someone in emotional distress try to fix the problem instead of connect with the person.

         These situations might sound familiar to you: You give advice … they don’t listen. You attempt to cheer them up … it never seems to work. You try to change their perspective … they say, ‘You don’t get it’. You encourage professional help … they don’t go.

         The most common factor holding us back from being able to create deeper, healthier, safer relationships boils down to one single insight: you have the wrong definition of ‘helpful’.18

         Without knowing it, you may be behaving in ways that shatter trust, even when you have the best intentions at heart.

         Keeping it real: how to be truly helpful

         
            ‘To the man who only has a hammer, everything he encounters begins to look like a nail.’

            Abraham Maslow

         

         Up until now, you’ve very likely only had one tool in your arsenal to be helpful: transactional conversation skills.

         In this give-or-take mode of relating, your definition of helpful has been how effectively you can solve the problem and avoid the pain. You’ve relied on your intellect to be supportive, spending approximately 80% of your time fixing the problem and 20% listening to understand the person.

         There are good reasons why you’re doing this. Your biological instinct tells you to. You don’t like seeing people suffer, so logically you go straight to eliminating the source of that suffering. You feel negligent if you don’t impart the perfect piece of wisdom during a conversation because you’ve conflated being useful with being practical. I’m sure you’ve been rewarded, incentivised and compensated most of your life (whether during school or your career, for example) in direct proportion to how effectively you can remove obstacles. It makes sense why you lean so heavily on this tool that’s been refined over decades when you’re trying to be helpful with people who mean the world to you.

         But when it comes to emotions, relying on this tool has been and will be your downfall, unless you make an important, fundamental shift. Assuming that single tool is the correct one for 19every outcome is like expecting that the sledgehammer you use to demolish a brick wall is the same instrument you should use to tweezer a shard of glass out of broken skin. If you continue to bring a sledgehammer to an emotional problem, you’ll continue to break the foundations of the relationship.

         It’s incredibly disheartening to have personal insecurities or vulnerabilities shut down with an answer – because an answer is not what people are truly searching for. They need understanding. Most people already know what to do to help themselves. They are looking to share the load and not feel so alone. Shame is what they desperately desire to be extinguished, and the only proven antidote is care.

         When you use a transactional conversation to be helpful with an emotional problem, this is the result:

         
	The person interprets your response as a sign you believe they’re ‘broken’ and in need of repair.

            	They feel like your input is not considered because you don’t seek to hear the real emotional pain underneath.

            	They feel invalidated or unsafe to tell you how they feel.

            	They feel alone because you’re signalling an unwillingness to hold the emotion with them.

            	They feel like their ‘negative’ emotions aren’t welcome.

         

The best way to be helpful when someone is in emotional pain is to connect. This is the role of a real conversation: to understand the person (not the problem) and share the pain (not avoid it). Listening is your primary action and the advice takes a back seat. Many people misinterpret ‘connecting’ to mean the same as ‘talking’. But while the latter is merely a way to exchange information, the former is a way to build relationships.20

         The effectiveness of connection in treating emotional issues has long been proven in research. In a meta-analysis by the American Psychological Association that looked into more than 16 studies that assessed the effectiveness of professional therapy, it was revealed that the quality of the relationship formed between client and clinician was more of a predictor of someone getting better than the type of intervention that was used.

         What does this mean? If a person felt fully understood, safe to express their true feelings, and they could talk about uncomfortable things without being judged, that was a more influential factor in their recovery journey than the technical content or practical advice that was given (for example, cognitive behavioural therapy or exposure therapy). What was discussed mattered less than how that information was received and communicated back to the client. This proves that care is the medicinal component of a Real Conversation, not the content.

         Real Conversations may be hard to master at first because they feel counterproductive. But instead of dragging someone out of the mud, I’m urging you to sit beside them and dangle your feet in. Almost like you are rubbing salt in the wound. Why? You can’t heal the wound until you’ve disinfected it first. Listening and sharing emotional pain, in connection with others, is the way our nervous system purges infection. If we jump straight to bandaging people with our solutions, we never actually attend to the part that’s causing them to remain sick: a lack of understanding.

         Even though it’s uncomfortable, and even if you feel like you are making them feel worse at first, by truly listening to someone speak about their problems you’re actually sharing the load so they can move forward. Every time an emotion is felt instead of ignored, the nervous system does a bicep curl and becomes more resilient. Your 21job in a Real Conversation is to be the personal trainer in the gym. Don’t grab the weight and lift it for them. You are their spotter as they do the hard yet important work to grow. At the same time, your transactional conversational skills should remain sharp. You need both to function well in the world.

         I’m not trying to say you should have deep conversations every single time you interact with someone. If someone asks, ‘Where’s the nearest bakery?’ you don’t have to reply with ‘How do you feel about bakeries?’ What I’m saying is that the more emotionally charged something is, the less it’s going to be solved with logic. The moment a conversation moves from practical (‘I can’t get my computer to work’) to emotional (‘I feel like my life is pointless’), it’s time to switch tools and make the vulnerable journey from the head to the heart. Unless this adjustment is made, it doesn’t matter if you have a million conversations where your intent is to be supportive, because nothing will change.

         People don’t think their way better, they feel their way better, and that’s where you come in.
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22The path to conversational enlightenment

         It’s clear that we all have room to improve when the moments for connection inevitably arrive. Putting aside the mental illness stats, we have all been not OK at some point, and will continue to be not OK from time to time. The application of this skill is needed on an almost hourly basis in modern life. From micro-issues to macro-breakdowns, the opportunity to provide emotional support is all around us.

         The biggest limiting belief around Real Conversations is that you need to be a therapist in order to be therapeutic. Not true: we all have the potential to be helpful with the right guidance. This book is your instruction manual for success.

         What you’re about to learn is not theoretical, it’s proven. Using my lifetime of personal experience with mental health issues, my academic background in psychology, and spending thousands of hours researching evidence-based tools for emotional wellbeing, I’ve developed this tried and proven formula.

         Real Conversations is a 5-step framework that’s been taught to thousands of people on 4 continents, from Sydney to San Francisco to Kuala Lumpur to London. If you put these steps into practice, you will find improvement in every single relationship in your life: you will feel more connected. It starts to work from the moment an individual learns these skills and applies them to their daily life. You won’t need a psychology degree to understand it, nor am I trying to turn you into someone’s psychologist. You will simply learn to be more human.

         Here are the 5 steps of the Real Conversations framework:23

         
            In step 1 – ENGAGE – you will learn how to set up a conversation for maximum impact to ensure someone actually trusts you enough to open up, from the warning signs all the way through to the exact scripts and proven openers.

            In step 2 – LISTEN – you will look at how to use evidence-based techniques to engage in active listening and achieve maximum connection and understanding.

            In step 3 – SAFETY – you will learn how to handle a crisis and appropriately manage risk. This isn’t about making you an ‘emotional CPR’ expert, but equipping you to handle even the most intense and intimidating conversations.

            In step 4 – ACTION – you will learn how to coach someone towards stability and wellbeing, while empowering the other person to take the lead in solving their own problems.

            In step 5 – BOUNDARIES – you will explore how to care about someone in distress while also managing your own self-care so that you can let go of the false beliefs of needing to save other people. This is a crucial final step to build consistent and sustainable supportive relationships.

         

         I hope that, by now, you understand the importance of having Real Conversations and building more emotionally authentic and connected relationships in your life. To help clarify this big picture within your own life, you could get even clearer with yourself about the intention for why you are making this investment of time:24

         What will you feel once your relationships improve? Who will benefit from you being a better communicator? What legacy do you want to leave with the people who matter most, and how does connecting play a role in that? What keeps you up at night, and how will reading this book help resolve those worries and help you sleep more soundly?

         Come back to these questions as you make your way through each section of the book. It may feel like a lot to take in at times, but I encourage you: do not give up when it becomes confronting. Learn to rest, not quit.

         Every section of the book will provide a collection of insights that will lead you closer to becoming the communicator you want, and need, to be. It is written in chronological order, just like how a Real Conversation would flow, so I suggest you work your way through each consecutive chapter. Take it step by step, and before you know it, you will have refined one of the most important skills in the modern world.

         But before getting into our 5-step framework, let’s take a quick look at what not to do.
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