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Being a teenager can be one of the most exciting times of your life. You’re going through an extraordinary amount of changes—physical and emotional—much like a caterpillar becoming a butterfly. Only, you don’t get to hide away in a chrysalis while they happen. You have to deal with the outside world and all its expectations, judgements, and stresses. All these issues are much easier to deal with if you have a loyal group of friends by your side.

But what if making those friends is part of the stress? You’re not alone. Lots of teenagers struggle with making friends, keeping friends, and feeling worthy of friends. It’s a normal part of adolescence that you might grow apart from the friends you had as a child, but that doesn’t mean the next group is waiting in the wings, ready to take over.

Teenage friendships, when they happen, tend to forge quickly, which doesn’t help if you’re standing on the sidelines. It looks effortless for others, so why not for you? The obvious answer must be because there is something wrong with you. Everyone else can see it and they keep away. No matter how many times you’re told otherwise by the grown ups around you, you remain convinced that you’ve been judged and deemed unworthy by your peers.

I’m here to show you why that is not the case. In fact, it is a side effect of puberty that your brain becomes a self-saboteur, projecting your own insecurities onto others. What you’re imagining is not their opinions, but your own, whether conscious or subconscious. The internet is full of tips about how to meet people, but without addressing issues with self-esteem and self-confidence, you’re not going to make meaningful connections. It’s only by really being comfortable with yourself that you’ll find your people.

Teens are biologically programmed to want to make social connections with others and, under the right conditions, making friends is easy and natural. Often, being unable to make friends is symptomatic of something else getting in the way. That could be anxiety about speaking to new people, an overwhelming fear of rejection, or even the fact that you just don’t get out enough. Rather than recycling the same old advice like “just be yourself” or “you’re not smiling enough,” in these pages, you will find simple exercises to help you overcome your anxieties, scientific explanations to understand why you care so much about the opinions of others, and practical advice on building up your self-esteem.

Change Comes From Within

Your brain has a few windows in its life where it can learn new things much more easily. Learning your first language after the age of eight is nearly impossible, which is why so much emphasis is placed on communication in elementary school. Adolescence opens the brain’s second window for rapid and intensive learning. According to research compiled by UNICEF, this window focuses on developments in “sensation seeking, motivation for social relations, and sensitivity to social evaluation” (UNICEF, 2018). Basically, that means that how you approach social situations and how you respond to other people is explored while you’re a teenager. And what your brain learns now sets the baseline for the rest of your life. This means that withdrawing from social situations all together isn’t like waiting for the storm to be over. Without making those vital neural connections now, you’ll be living in the storm forever.

More and more, as we go through life, we find ourselves in situations that we have little to no control over: speaking in public, navigating crowded rooms, interacting with strangers, or meeting new people for example. Some of these situations will make you feel awkward, uncomfortable, and anxious even if you’ve navigated them a hundred times before. By learning the best ways to overcome your anxieties and have successful interactions at an age where you have more control over your degree of exposure, you are setting yourself up for continued success.

It might feel like you’re alone in finding things difficult, but the reality is that more people suffer with anxiety and confidence issues than you could ever imagine. But by using strategies like those found in this book, they are able to step outside of their comfort zones and handle difficult situations that they once would have seen themselves hiding from. Celebrities like Adele, Jennifer Lawrence, Kristen Bell, Chris Evans, and Finn Wolfhard have all gone public with their own stories and experiences detailing their struggles in order to show people just like you that there is a light at the end of the tunnel.

Everyone’s in it Together

The hardest thing to remember is that everyone going through adolescence feels some of the same things as you. Everyone has something that’s changed about their body that makes them feel uncomfortable. Everyone is struggling with unpredictable emotions and the effect they are having on relationships with friends and caregivers. Everyone is more aware of how other people see them, and that is going to affect how they behave in public. Some people are confident and others aren’t, but you can’t always tell who is who by their behavior. Often, the people who shout the loudest have the lowest self-esteem.

Your social history and your personality come into play much more now than they have in the past. If you’ve experienced rejection before, you’re going to be more cautious approaching new people than someone who has never been hurt. Some people will find making friends easier than others, but that doesn’t mean you are a lost cause. It might take you a bit longer than others, or you might experience more false starts and rejections, but I promise you, everyone can make those vital human connections. 

You’ll notice that throughout this book I use the term “caregiver” to refer to an adult who is responsible for the care of someone under the age of 18. Modern families come in many different forms and I think it’s important to acknowledge this. The term “caregiver” includes, but is not limited to, birth parents, foster parents, adoptive parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, older siblings who have taken on legal guardianship, social workers, and adults employed by children’s homes.

When It All Goes Wrong

I’ve spent my life working as an inner city cop, which means I’ve interviewed just about every type of person there is. I had to be good at forming relationships quickly, whether it was with someone who needed help or with a suspect I was interviewing. Essentially, I got really good at making friends, but that wasn’t always the case. I’m going to share with you the moment from my childhood that I still regret to this day, the reason why I lost all my confidence and stopped trying to talk to people at school. Why? Because I want to show that making a mistake in high school, although it feels awful, doesn’t have to kill off your social life or your confidence.

In my mid-teens, sitting in a classroom with 34 other kids, I decided to tell a joke. That sounds fairly innocuous, but the situation quickly escalated. I was feeling cocky and overconfident, and that, combined with my desire to be liked by everyone, convinced me that this was exactly what I needed to do to cement my popularity. I had images in my head of them laughing so hard they fell from their desks and were left rolling on the floor. People would pass me in the corridor and ask me to tell it again, patting me on the back and commending me for my amazing comic genius. 

Oh, how far from reality those thoughts were. Once all eyes had turned to me, I panicked. What if they didn’t think it was funny? What if they laughed at me because the joke was so stupid? I would never hear the end of it. Instead of clapping me in the corridors, the entire school would point at me and whisper about the kid who thought he was funny, but wasn't.

Frozen in fear, the joke's ending evaporated from my mind, leaving me speechless and staring blankly at the class. My tongue swelled and my mouth ran drier than the Sahara desert. I could feel the sweat gathering on my forehead and my cheeks felt so hot, I was half expecting to spontaneously combust. The silence stretched on for what felt like hours, but in fact, it was only about five seconds. Five seconds that completely stripped me of my self-confidence and ensured that I didn't put my hand up again in class for years.

I wish someone had taken me aside and told me that, in reality, the majority of the class would forget it ever happened by the end of the week. That every time I thought I caught someone talking about me, they were most likely discussing something completely different. That the way to make friends is not by showing off what you think they want to see, but instead by being the best version of your true self that you can be.

You’re already a step ahead of me. Whatever experiences you’ve had that have led you here are no longer going to define your adolescence. You’ve sought help because you want to make some changes and you’re not going to let anxiety, low self-esteem, and negative social interactions rule your life. By picking up this book, you’ve already made the first step on the path to greater confidence, positive social experiences, and fulfilling friendships. Let’s move on to the next.

FREE BOOKS WRITTEN ESPECIALLY FOR YOU! 

https://kevchilton.com/free-books
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It’s Official: Adolescence Sucks! 
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Adolescence is just one big walking pimple. –Carol Burnett
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Being a teenager is supposed to encompass some of the best years of your life, at least according to the adults who know what’s on the other side. Okay, so you’re still at school, and now you’ve got the added pressure of exams to navigate, but you’re also handed extra independence and the freedom to take more control over your own life and your own decisions. Your responsible adults might get involved more than you want, but there’s a definite shift in expectations from both parties.

As a kid, this is probably something you were looking forward to. Growing up sounds exciting and there are loads of things to look forward to. So why is the reality such a disappointment? Luckily, we can sum up the problem in one word: puberty. While you’re busy looking forward to spending more time hanging out with your mates, dipping a tentative toe into the dating pool, and having a curfew with double figures, your hormones seem to be directly plotting against you.

Biology Is a Bitch

You might think you know exactly what happens to your body when you go through adolescence; after all, most school curriculums cover it repeatedly. What they don’t always tell you, though, is what’s going on behind the scenes.

Let the Change Begin!

Everyone starts puberty at a different age. Most people start to feel changes between the ages of  8 and 14. Once your body hits its own personal point-of-no-return, your brain releases an entirely new hormone into your bloodstream. This hormone is called GnRH—scientific name gonadotropin-releasing hormone—and it’s basically chaos personified. (Dowshen, 2015). Once it makes its way to your sexual organs, it causes them to start behaving differently. If you have ovaries, they’ll begin to manufacture estrogen, and if you have testes, they’ll manufacture more testosterone. Both these hormones are responsible for the physical changes you’ll see in your bodies, but they also have a substantial effect on the way that you feel and how you process your emotions.

Growth Spurt or Sprouting Growths?

During puberty your entire body speeds up its growth rate. Some people can grow as much as 4 in taller in a year, but it’s not just your height that is changing. You’ll gain weight as your body starts to develop muscle mass and fat stores. (Dowshen, 2015). This is perfectly normal, but it can make you feel uncomfortable and self-conscious because it’s an obvious change that other people can see. As if growing out of your clothes almost overnight wasn’t enough cause for embarrassment, getting used to your new body dimensions can take a while. Some teenagers find they become clumsier during puberty, because their limbs are slightly different lengths, or they didn’t realize they now have to duck through doorways.

Another change that everyone can see is that you’ll start to grow more body hair. Everyone has a thin covering of hair on their arms and legs, but once those puberty hormones kick in, this hair can become darker and thicker, and it starts to grow from new places, like under your arms and around your groin. 

The changing hormone levels also affect your skin. Some people find their skin gets drier; others find it is more oily. Most teenagers suffer from acne at some point during puberty. Acne most often appears on your face, but it can also break out on your back, shoulders, and chest.

Your Brain Is a Saboteur

The effect that increased estrogen and testosterone have on your bodies is nothing compared to how they can mess up your brain. During puberty, your brain is completely rewired as you level up from a child’s brain to an adult’s. Until now, your thoughts have been fairly simple; I’m hungry, I want to play football, that child looks friendly. But once puberty strikes, you start to become more aware of other people and their opinions. You also become more aware of your own looks, actions, and behavior, especially in the context of how other people view you.

Here’s an example:

You wear your comfiest t-shirt and jeans to the cinema to meet some friends. Some other teens from your class are there too, but they are significantly more dressed up. You don’t really know them but give a small wave and a smile to be polite. The group laughs, turns around, and walks off.

So, how do you feel?

In all probability, they didn’t see you and were laughing at something one of them said. But give your brain a big dose of crazy puberty hormones and it goes into overdrive.

Are they laughing at me? Is it my clothes, my hair, my skin, or just because they hate me? I shouldn’t have waved; waving is lame and now they think I’m lame. They’re going to tell everyone at school what a loser I am and the whole school will laugh at me. I can’t go in tomorrow. Maybe I’d better just transfer.

During adolescence, your brain learns to analyze situations, which is basically it playing a giant game of “What if?” Instead of shrugging and moving on, you start imagining an endless stream of scenarios, which can quickly lead to extreme “solutions.” Teenagers have a reputation for overreacting and being dramatic, but you can’t actually help it! It’s all part of growing up and developing a proper adult brain. Eventually your brain works out what is an appropriate amount of analyzing in situations like these and you’ll stop feeling like a crazy person, but until then, you’ll have to put up with watching your friends overthink every situation just as badly as you do.

Even the Good Bits Suck

We’ve already established that adolescence is the time when your body goes haywire and your brain betrays you, so it would make sense to lie low for five or six years until it all blows over, right? Unfortunately, life doesn’t work that way, and many of the changes you’re going through rely on social interactions to fine-tune them. 

Imagine you’ve invented a new kind of ice cream. You need people to taste it to see if they like it. The first person says it’s too sweet, so you change the recipe. The next person says it’s too fruity, so you change it again. You repeat the process until eventually everyone says they love it, even if that takes a year. Now, imagine you spend that year developing your ice cream in secret with only you tasting it and then launch it in the world. Will it be as well received?

In case you didn’t work it out, you’re the ice cream. Not that you should spend your teenage years asking people to lick you; you’re a metaphorical ice cream. Every social interaction, every boundary you push, and every new friend you make contributes to the well-rounded adult you will become. Even though everything feels awkward at the time, it’s necessary to make the best version of you.

During your teenage years, you will have many wonderful experiences, and you will remember those far better than the horrible ones, even if it doesn’t seem like it right now. This is the time of your life when you start to forge deeper and more meaningful friendships with people you choose because you’re on the same path, rather than because your parents are friends or you live nearby. 

For the first time, you’re capable of forming informed opinions and preferences. These can range from which books you like to which people are worth hanging out with. You also start to make long-term plans, which are more grounded in reality, and you consider where you belong in society. You’ll also have more independence over making your own decisions, and for the first time have to deal with serious consequences of making the wrong ones. Your adolescence is the time to start trying out new activities, new personal styles, and really working out exactly who you are. All while dealing with the clumsiest, spottiest, least confident version of yourself. What could possibly go wrong?
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