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“Miller has penned a fresh, wise, practical, modern guide for figuring out how to be true to yourself while also meaningfully connected to others. An important contribution to the larger, complicated project of solving loneliness.”—PRIYA PARKER, author of The Art of Gathering


“Rachel’s advice is smart, straightforward, and empathetic. The Art of Showing Up offers a road map to becoming a better friend and happier person. Read this book!”—ALISON GREEN, author of Ask a Manager


“This is an incredibly practical book full of easy yet meaningful ways to develop more friendship and love in your life. Through steps that anyone can do, Rachel helps us find the support that we all crave in our lives and leaves us feeling ever more hopeful!”—SHASTA NELSON, author of Frientimacy


“Rachel Wilkerson Miller has given us a toolbox for strengthening our relationships with one another and with ourselves. This book is the resource that twenty-, thirty-, and forty-somethings were missing—and that we didn’t know we absolutely needed.”—CAROLINE MOSS, coauthor of Hey Ladies! and host of Gee Thanks, Just Bought It
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Hello!


Showing up is what turns the people you know into your people. It’s at the core of creating and maintaining strong, meaningful bonds with friends, family, coworkers, and internet pals. Showing up is the act of bearing witness to people’s joy, pain, and true selves; validating their experiences; easing their load; and communicating that they are not alone in this life. It’s a concept that I experience on such a deep-rooted emotional level, I sometimes struggle to describe it. I know it when I see it, and I’m betting you do, too.


The thing about showing up is that it’s not exactly easy. It doesn’t just happen; it takes intentionality, effort, and practice. And truly showing up for others requires you to do something that can be even harder—to show up for yourself first. That means really getting to know yourself, taking care of your physical and mental health, being kind to yourself, and setting boundaries. Showing up for yourself will allow you to be a better and more present friend or partner; will prevent resentment, one-sided relationships, and burnout; and will help you figure out exactly what showing up for others should look like in practice. Showing up for yourself isn’t about feeling happiness, exactly; it’s about feeling grounded and content and believing that you are enough.


*


Some people might resist the idea that showing up is something that can be taught or learned; they believe it’s common sense or that it just comes naturally. To which I say: If showing up is so easy, then why are so many people so bad at it?


And we are, in fact, kind of bad at it! Think about the last time somebody made a really thoughtless comment to you or someone you know. Or the last time you said, “I’m fine” (or “It’s fine”) when things were … extremely not fine. Or the last time you didn’t get nearly enough sleep! It happens all the time. And I get it. Showing up isn’t an innate skill, nor is it part of most formal education. Which is why this book exists.


Here’s the thing: There are real, very bad consequences to not showing up for ourselves and each other. According to Robert D. Putnam in Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community, social capital—connections among individuals and the sense of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arises from these social networks—plays a huge role in virtually every aspect of our lives: our personal safety, children’s welfare, economic prosperity, democracy. By all accounts, poor social capital is extremely bad for our health and longevity.


So, how are we doing in that regard? Well, a 2018 Pew Research Center Survey found that one in ten adults in the US report feeling lonely or isolated “all or most of the time.”1 (That’s a lot of people and a lot of the time.) Suicide rates have increased in nearly every state since 1999. And according to one survey, 70 percent of teens list mental health as a “major problem” among people their age in their community.2 In a lot of ways, technology is what makes showing up possible—we can easily search for articles about mental health, send a text to check in, or read a series of tweets that tell us what to say to someone who is struggling. But the realities of modern life are also what make showing up more difficult, and more necessary. Because what’s the alternative here, y’all? Keep doing the bare minimum to stay alive, and never cross over to thriving? Maintain friendships that aren’t serving us and never make any new friends? Continue saying “I’m fine” when we are definitely not fine? Stand back and let the world burn?


Showing up is an alternative to living that faux “I’m fine” life. If you never feel like you’re doing enough (while also somehow constantly feeling like you’re doing too much), it’s time to sit down and do the work of figuring out what, exactly, “enough” means to you. That’s where this book comes in. It offers a set of principles for taking care—a sort of code of behavior for treating yourself and other people well. Of course, you might not always be able to make it happen (or get your desired outcome), but it’s helpful to have a starting point. Not having anything resembling a baseline makes it difficult to stay the course, to deviate intentionally, and to realize when you’ve lost your way. When you’re feeling adrift, showing up—for yourself, for your people, for everyone—can be your North Star.




Your People


I’ll use the terms your people, friends, loved ones, and nearest and dearest interchangeably throughout the book, but your people is my go-to. I like your people because it’s not quite as limiting as “friends” can be. Your people can expand to include your coworkers, acquaintances, family members, and whoever else you want it to—it’s basically anyone you care about and have a connection with.





What Is Showing Up?


My definition of showing up follows a similar but sliiiightly different trajectory as that of the University of Michigan’s Compassion Lab.3 They define “compassion” as noticing, feeling, and responding; I think of showing up as noticing, processing, naming, and responding.




	Noticing is perceiving behavior, words, or circumstances that communicate a need. And the need doesn’t have to be negative; it could be a need to celebrate or connect.


	Processing is using the knowledge you already have—about yourself, about the other person, about certain behaviors, etc.—to analyze what you’ve just noticed.


	Naming is identifying the “what’s really going on here”—the deeper need, the bigger behavior, the narrative of what actually happened—and recognizing its legitimacy and worthiness. Naming can be sort of small (e.g., “What is being describing sounds really effing annoying”) or pretty significant (e.g., “What is being described sounds incredibly abusive”). Naming is powerful—it’s validating, and is how our experiences begin to take shape and make sense to us.


	Responding is reacting in a way that makes the receiver (which, remember, might mean you!) feel seen, supported, and more whole. (And by the way, in practice, responding might be naming the behavior.)





What It Takes to Show Up


Showing up for yourself and others is rooted in nine core values: curiosity, intelligence, intuition, compassion, generosity, creativity, self-awareness, confidence, and a willingness to be vulnerable.


Curiosity: Curiosity leads to noticing, and is at the heart of intelligence, our next core value.


Intelligence: Regularly learning and remembering new information about different situations and life experiences will give you a big well to draw from when you or a friend is going through something significant.


Intuition: When it comes to showing up, it’s not enough to be book smart; you also have to be emotionally intelligent, able to sense and feel what others need or want.


Compassion: Showing up is impossible without the ability to feel sorry for another’s sorrow or misfortune.


Generosity: Generosity allows us to give time, money, and energy to others without hesitation and to believe that others really are doing their best.


Creativity: So often, the conventional wisdom for how to help a friend in need isn’t that helpful or particularly practical. Creativity allows us to figure out how to show up for people in a way that makes sense in modern life, while still honoring the truths about struggle, grief, and loss that have remained constant for hundreds of years.


Self-awareness: Without a working knowledge of your own personality, character, and feelings, you can’t figure out what you need or fully grasp the way your actions affect other people (for better or worse).


Confidence: It’s often hard to wrap your head around the idea that you could possibly make someone (especially someone you’re not super close with!) feel good. But of course all of us are capable of having a positive impact on other people’s lives. Confidence in your intentions, decisions, and abilities is what will help you push through your feelings of inadequacy when you’re faced with an opportunity to show up.


Vulnerability: Showing up for yourself requires acknowledging your own needs … but so often, we’d prefer to pretend we don’t have those! Meanwhile, showing up for others requires taking a risk. You have to set aside your fear of looking foolish or failing.


Who Am I?


I’m someone who cares deeply about making the world a kinder, healthier, lovelier, and more pleasant place to be! I’m a professional service journalist, which means I write articles that teach people how to live better. But it’s not just my day job; it’s my hobby, my passion, my life’s work. I spend a lot of time thinking a lot about the ways in which we can be good to ourselves and each other.


I’ve also experienced a not insignificant amount of trauma in my life. My dad left the family when I was four, and died when I was thirteen. My (now–ex) husband abandoned me without warning, turning my life upside down for three years. These experiences shaped my identity and my worldview, and gave me a clear sense of the transformative power of showing up.


I think of myself as pretty good at showing up for myself and others. That said, I’m by no means perfect. (I typed and deleted the sentence about being good at showing up more times than I can count!) A lot of the advice in this book is based on situations I’ve gotten wrong or wish I’d handled differently. I say this not to justify thoughtless behavior—mine or your own—but to remind you that showing up is hard. It takes time and practice. I don’t always get it right, and neither will you.


About This Book


This book is divided into two parts: Part I is all about showing up for yourself, and Part II is all about showing up for others. They are in this order for a reason—because showing up for others builds on the concepts we cover in Part I, and because you can’t show up for others if you aren’t showing up for yourself first. You just can’t! So if you’re tempted to skip the first part and go straight to the “fun stuff” where you show up for your friends, it might be worth thinking about why, exactly, you think taking care of yourself and your own needs is optional. Maybe you really do have showing up for yourself figured out and you don’t need my help. Great! Good for you! But if thinking about your own needs, setting boundaries, or being truly kind to yourself makes you uncomfortable (or you think you don’t have time for that), reading Part I is exactly what you should do first.


This book is meant to be a reference that you can pick up time and again, when you are struggling, feeling a little lost or discouraged, or experiencing something new (like, say, the first divorce in your friend group) and are unsure how to handle it. It’s for everyone who has ever said or thought, “I feel bad and I don’t know what to do.” Whether you’re already good at showing up or you know that you have a long way to go in this regard, this book is for you.


Not everything covered in this book will apply to every person or relationship or situation; you should treat everything* you’re about to read as a gentle suggestion, not a hard-and-fast rule. Showing up is about knowing your audience. If you have a strong negative reaction to something, or know you or your BFF or coworker or whoever would hate a particular recommendation, that’s OK! If you can’t do something I’m suggesting—for whatever reason—that’s cool! Like, I don’t know your life!!! Feel free to tweak my suggestions to better fit your circumstances or to just ignore me entirely! It’s fine! Everything is gonna be fine!!!


 


 


 





* Except my take on wearing a helmet in Chapter 3.
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Chapter 1


Getting to Know Yourself


Self-knowledge is at the core of showing up—because you can’t possibly take care of yourself if you don’t actually know what your needs are. Once you figure out who you are (and who you are not), it becomes much easier to understand what you want to do (and not do), and to recognize the types of people you want in your life (and those you don’t). There’s not much space for generosity, confidence, or vulnerability when you’re constantly worried about whether you have enough and are enough.


Knowing yourself is also at the heart of showing up for other people. At a basic level, if you aren’t self-aware, it’s impossible to recognize how you’re making other people feel. But it goes even deeper than that: The more you unpack your own motivations and patterns, and name and honor your own needs, the easier it becomes to do the same for others—to understand why they are behaving a certain way, to view their needs as legitimate, to withhold judgment when they are struggling, to be kind and compassionate, and to respond in a way that makes them feel seen. When you are firmly rooted, you can fully stand up for others.


So, what does knowing yourself even mean?




	Being able to name the main qualities that make you you


	Having a clear sense of your core values and your priorities


	Knowing what you like and don’t like


	Identifying what makes you feel comfortable and uncomfortable


	Acknowledging what you are willing and unwilling to do


	Being aware of how you’re likely to react (or are reacting) in a given situation





Seems easy enough, right? But it’s not exactly, or at least, it’s not easy for everyone. If you’ve gone through life believing one story about yourself—either a story you invented, or one others wrote about you—it can be hard to suddenly stop and ask yourself if it’s actually true. Figuring out that truth can, at times, be an uncomfortable process. But it can also be enlightening and therapeutic and fun.


As you read this chapter (and, really, this whole book), try to resist any urge you have to immediately overhaul your life based on your newly acquired self-knowledge. I know how hard this can be—intense self-examination can make you want to burn down your entire life ASAP. (But, like, in a good way? Sort of?) But I feel pretty strongly about holding tight for a moment, because it’s important to get comfortable with the first three steps of the showing-up process—noticing, naming, and processing—and just sit in that place for a sec before you move on to the fourth step: responding. (This is extra important if you tend to love big goals; are very all or nothing; or have, on more than one occasion, gotten extremely excited about a “magic” solution that you swore was going to change your whole life and then … did not do that.) Listen, I love a grandiose resolution and the ensuing shame spiral once it fails as much as the next gal … but the goal here isn’t a big makeover montage; it’s acceptance.


When I say acceptance, I mean bearing witness to what is true about yourself and your life—even the messy, painful, embarrassing parts—so you can respond to that reality. Acceptance is about being brave enough to look at who you are and not turning away or immediately looking for a fix when you don’t like what you see. It’s not about settling; after all, you may still want to make significant changes that will ultimately make your life better. It’s about grace—offering yourself compassion and mercy, even if you’re not totally convinced you deserve it.


If you don’t know yourself, you can’t accept yourself … and if you don’t accept yourself and your own limitations, you can’t truly show up for yourself or anyone else.


So, let’s begin.




During this getting-to-know-yourself process, consider starting a journal expressly devoted to, well, you, and to the things about you that seem unchanging, significant, and close to your heart. That could include answers to some of the questions in this chapter; compliments or kind words you want to remember; prayers, meditations, or mantras that move you; things you like about yourself; and your go-to self-care ideas. Think of it as an encyclopedia of you, a little scrapbook of the soul. It’s a simple way to document what’s in your heart and to stay grounded when the world around you feels out of control. When you’re feeling lost or overwhelmed, you can return to this notebook and remember that you are still here, and you are enough.





Your Values


If you’re not a fancy private school or a bland corporate website, you might find the idea of listing your core values to be a bit formal. But I’m going to encourage you to do it anyway! Our values are incredibly important to who we are; they inform our priorities and decisions, guide our behaviors, and shape our relationships. And yet, I’m pretty sure most of us could rattle off a few years’ worth of inane celebrity gossip faster than we could name our personal values, probably because most of us just don’t think about our values all that much. Sure, they are in our brains, vaguely, up there somewhere.


But making decisions without a working knowledge of your own values is a bit of a fool’s errand! As I write this, it’s 10:00 AM and I’ve already had to make a lot of choices. I had to decide whether to hit snooze, what to have for breakfast, what clothes to wear, whether and how to respond to several text messages, if I should have more coffee, whether I should check my email, and whether to do the crossword, open Twitter, pick up the novel I’ve been reading, or just start working. And that’s not counting any of the decisions I made about the work itself!


Sure, some of these choices might feel fairly low-stakes, but even the smallest ones have an effect on my mood, my energy, my relationships, my health, and my livelihood—and are rooted in my values in some way. So many of our decisions are related to how we’ll spend our most valuable resources: our time, money, and energy. (More about these later! See here.)


Here are some of the everyday decisions that are typically tied to your values.




	How you get to school/work


	The foods you eat


	The clothes you buy and wear


	Who you spend time with (friends, family, coworkers)


	How much time you spend with them


	How much time you spend on your phone and what specifically you’re doing on it





And it’s not like you can simply opt out of the values–decisions connection; if your choices aren’t rooted in your values, it just means that someone else’s values will dictate what you do.


So take a little time (either right now or, say, in the next couple of days) to think about your values, with the goal of identifying five to ten that you feel represent you. If you’re not sure what your values are, here is a short list of values that may or may not resonate with you to use as a jumping-off point. (And if none of these seems to be quite right, a quick Google search will turn up lists with hundreds of highly specific and very inspiring ideas.)




Acceptance


Achievement


Adventure


Advocacy


Confidence


Community


Compassion


Dependability


Environmentalism


Fairness


Faith


Fame


Family


Financial security


Friendships


Hard work


Health


Honesty


Humor/fun


Independence


Knowledge


Obedience


Open-mindedness


Popularity


Positivity


Power


Resilience


Self-control


Self-expression


Tradition





If you’re wondering, mine are curiosity, intelligence, generosity, sincerity, service, dignity, practicality, discipline, loyalty, and justice.


Once you’ve made a list of the values that seem to really define you, spend a little time thinking about each one. What personal experiences made you value this quality or principle? How do these values currently manifest in your life? Do you feel like you’re currently embodying that value? Why or why not?


Also! Don’t overlook the values that you used to care about a lot but no longer do, or any values that you had a strong negative reaction to as you read this list; these can be quite helpful as you’re getting to know yourself. What made the value so important to you at another point in your life? What changed? How do you feel about this shift? Do you miss that value, or are you glad it’s no longer on your list?


You could also pick a few of the values you don’t identify with at all and think about the reasons someone else might have chosen those. How might those values benefit them, and the world? Whenever I spend time really considering the options I didn’t choose in a given situation—and thinking more about the motivation of the people who did—I feel better equipped to show up for others, even if we couldn’t be more different.


Your Preferences


PSA: Your likes and dislikes can change over time—and you are allowed to change your mind! It’s easy to believe your likes and dislikes as something that are established when you’re a child or a teen. You pick a favorite color at five years old and that’s it, you’re done—purple forever! And that’s often how our families treat our likes and dislikes, right? You briefly express an interest in, say, narwhals when you’re in sixth grade and now, more than a decade later, your older relatives are still clipping articles that reference narwhals out of the local newspaper and mailing them to you.


It can be difficult to revisit our likes, because the idea that they might have changed is, well … scary. It can make you feel like your entire identity is somehow invalid or a sham. But it’s really worthwhile to regularly pause and consider what you like. I also know most people won’t just do that unless they are explicitly asked about their preferences by some curious individual. So … I’m asking you! I’m the curious individual!


Below is a list of categories; for each one, write down three things you like and three things you don’t. (And yes, I think you should actually write/type/record them in some way.) Your answers can be broad (for example, you can say “sweets” are a favorite food) or specific (e.g., likes: candy bars, strawberry ice cream, brownies; dislikes: chocolate ice cream, birthday cake frosting, whipped cream). There are no real rules as long as the exercise is serving you in some way.


The reason I recommend identifying things you don’t like is because a) it can be a huge relief to admit that you dislike something, and b) it allows you to work backward and figure out what you do like. For example, if you dislike the beach, your process from there might look something like this …


“I dislike the beach because I hate wearing a bathing suit.”


I like my body to be mostly covered when I’m in public.


I like spaces that aren’t very crowded.


I like being in the shade.


“I dislike the beach because I hate the amount of gear I need to enjoy myself.”


I like activities that require minimal gear/equipment.


I like activities that are inexpensive.


I like activities I can walk to.


And remember: It’s OK if you used to like something but now actually don’t. It’s also OK if you one day decide you like something you originally put on your “dislike” list.


Cool? Cool. Here’s the list.




Colors


Weather


Animals


Clothing


Design styles


Art


Foods


Drinks


Restaurants


Flavors


Smells


Music (songs, artists, bands, genres, eras)


Movies


TV shows


Books (specific titles, authors, genres)


Cities


Sports (to play or to watch)


Games/puzzles


Outdoor activities


Indoor activities


Vices/guilty pleasures


Qualities in other people





Once you’re done, take a look at your list. How many of the items from the “like” side do you get to experience on a daily or weekly basis? How many things from the “dislike” side are you still putting up with? Is there anything you can do to shift that ratio a bit? It could be as simple as telling your coworkers, “I don’t like eating at this restaurant for lunch every day; I’m going to grab something else,” or as earth-shattering as telling your great-aunt that you no longer care about narwhals.




Breaking the Ice with … Yourself


Icebreaker questions aren’t just for getting to know your coworkers during corporate retreats; they can also help you get to know yourself better. Here are some of my favorites for self-reflection.


What was the last thing that pleasantly surprised you?


When was the last time you really wanted to scream?


What is the exact level of famous you’d want to be?


What was a trip or vacation you took that lasted too long?


What’s something about yourself that you hope will never change?


What is the best compliment you’ve ever received?


What is your favorite birthday memory?


What are you a natural at?





Your Comfort


Now let’s take this a step further and talk about what makes you feel content and comfortable and what makes you feel off or uncomfortable. The goal is to determine what arrangements or qualities allow you to experience satisfaction, relief, encouragement, and enjoyment in a given day or situation.


When you have a clear sense of what specifically makes you feel good (or bad), you can improve your self-awareness, recognize your true needs, set boundaries, and effectively respond to problems (big and small). But so many of us have been trained not to take our personal preferences and comfort seriously or to advocate for our basic needs. Sure, you can’t always optimize your life for max comfort—we do, after all, live in a society—but it’s still important to know what your preferences are. Without that baseline, you can’t possibly know how and when you’re deviating from it.


The following questions are designed to help you figure out what makes you feel most satisfied in your environment, your everyday life, and your interactions with other people. But! Don’t worry if you can’t answer them all! Don’t feel like you have to! (It’s also OK to have different answers within different contexts!) If you feel overwhelmed, remember that this is a gentle conversation between you and yourself, and your answers are just for you. By the time you’re done, you will have a working list of your preferences.


YOUR EVERYDAY LIFE




	How much do routines matter to you?


	Do you prefer familiarity or trying lots of new things?


	Are you a morning person or a night person?


	When during the day do you feel mentally sharp?


	When do you feel most creative?


	When do you feel most social?


	When do you most want to be alone?


	Are you spontaneous or do you like to make plans far in advance?


	What are (at least) three things that energize you?


	What are (at least) three things that exhaust you?


	What are three everyday-ish activities or parts of daily your routine that you just love and feel good about?


	What is your ideal evening activity/nightly routine if you hope to get a good night’s sleep?


	What are three everyday-ish activities that you hate doing or dread?


	When you’re going about your day, do you like having background noise? What kind?


	What activities do you like doing alone?


	What activities do you prefer to do with other people?


	How much does your physical appearance matter to you? What effect does your appearance have on your mood? When do you feel most attractive? Least attractive?





YOUR ENVIRONMENT




	Do you prefer being indoors or outdoors? When do you crave being outside? What makes you want to be inside more?


	How much does tidiness matter to you? What about cleanliness? Does the answer change if you’re talking about home versus work versus public spaces versus other people’s spaces?


	What is your preferred mode of transportation?


	How do you define a “crowd”? Think of a situation in your life where the crowd level felt good and right. What about an instance when a crowd felt stressful or scary?


	What’s your comfort level with sounds/noises? For example, are you comfortable in a space with loud music playing? Is there a type of noise or sound that you just can’t stand?


	What, if anything, is likely to make you feel physically unwell?


	What everyday activities do you prefer to do IRL? Which do you prefer to do virtually or through an app?


	How comfortable are you with technology? What technology do you rely on? What do you wish you relied on less?





FEELINGS, EMOTIONS, AND RELATING TO OTHERS




	Do you enjoy chatting with strangers and/or new people?


	Do you like physical touch? Are you a hugger?


	How comfortable are you talking about feelings (your own and other people’s)?


	What topics do you consider too private to discuss with casual friends? What about close friends?


	How modest would you say you are?


	Do you consider yourself a serious person?


	What kinds of jokes/humor/pranks do you like? What kinds piss you off?


	How sentimental are you? What holidays, anniversaries, or events do you care about the most?


	How comfortable are you with uncertainty?


	Do you consider yourself a chill person? How important is it to you to be seen as “chill”?


	Do you prefer to always have a plan? And do you like to be the person who makes said plan, or would you rather someone else do it?


	What kinds of rules do you care about or respect the most? What kinds of rules do you shamelessly flout?


	How do you respond to other people’s expectations?


	What are three things that really stress you out?


	How do you respond to stress in general?


	What are your preferred methods of communication? (Note: This can be different depending on who you’re talking to, but try to figure out your ideal.)


	What does your ideal friend hangout look like?


	What does your ideal average evening with a romantic partner look like?





Once you finish this exercise, you should have a better sense of what helps you thrive and what makes you feel kind of terrible. Are you regularly able to experience comfort and satisfaction? If not, you don’t need to overhaul your life; instead, try to sit with this knowledge and put some thought into what got you to this point.









The Four Levels of Mental Energy


I often turn to Gretchen Rubin’s four levels of mental energy to help me figure out what I want and need and should be doing with myself in a given moment. Here’s how she defines the four levels.


Level 1: Contemplative Energy—planning, deciding, creating, inhibiting (holding yourself back from saying, doing, or thinking something), setting priorities, making transitions


Level 2: Engagement Energy—talking to other people; reading or observing, using critical thinking


Level 3: Audience Energy—passively watching or listening


Level 4: Habit Energy—mindlessly executing a habitual behavior


Realizing that I can’t tackle Level 1 activities (at least not successfully) when I’m at a Level 3 was a light-bulb moment for me. Of course, I don’t always have a choice, but even just naming the level I’m currently at makes me feel better—more in control, more realistic, and more capable.











I Endorse: Personality Tests


We’re currently living in a golden age of personality tests. (One 2018 article in The New Yorker said there are more than two thousand personality tests available on the market right now.)4 But humans were into the idea of assigning labels to people’s behavior well before the first viral BuzzFeed quiz. Early forms of astrology existed in ancient cultures,5 and Hippocrates believed that human behaviors and moods were based on our humors (our bodily fluids) and identified nine human temperaments. Love them or hate them, personality tests aren’t exactly new.


So, do personality tests “work”? I mean, it depends how you define “work.” I’ll be honest: I’m not terribly concerned with whether personality tests have been peer-reviewed (they … have not). It’s not that I’m anti-science; I just think that this question misses the point.


I view personality tests as a tool that helps us understand ourselves and each other a little bit better. And if that’s their purpose, then yes, I’d say they do work. (Or, at least, they can.) Taking personality tests over the years has genuinely made me more self-aware, because reading the different results has helped me name my qualities (good and bad), my needs, and my preferences, and made me realize that some of ways I act or react in certain situations aren’t actually universal. It’s so easy to tell yourself everyone does something until it’s called out as something that’s unique to you (or to a somewhat limited group of people).


Of course, no personality test is completely accurate, and many of them are frustratingly black-and-white. But in general, they provide a helpful jumping-off point for self-examination. You might read about “your” personality type and think, That’s not me at all, and have tons of examples to prove it. Or you may know, That used to be me, but I didn’t like that about myself, so I worked really hard to change it. Or you might think, I wish that were me. And that’s all really helpful information to have!


Personality tests also give us a shorthand way of communicating who we are and what we want. Think about it: after taking a personality test, what do you immediately want to do? Share your results with a friend, and then get them to take the test, too. And those conversations are valuable! I’ve found that the best way to get something out of a personality test is to discuss the results with someone you’re really close to—that person who can say, “Actually … you do kind of do that,” when you’re insisting you don’t. Personality tests create a safe space for naming and sharing needs. And they give us a shared vocabulary that allows us to be better at showing up for each other. Once I’m familiar with my friends’ love languages, for example, I can demonstrate that I care about them way more effectively. Even just having terms like “introvert” and “extrovert” in the public consciousness makes it a little easier for us to be good to each other.


Personality tests to try:


Enneagram


16 Personalities


The 5 Love Languages


The Four Tendencies


I like personality tests because they take what can be a very vulnerable experience—self-examination—and make it more fun. Let’s face it: it’s way less painful to be gently dragged by a personality test than by a person who actually knows you.


Your Emotions


I regret to inform you that we now have to talk about our feelings! (Trust me, I’d much rather talk about personality tests.) Like our values, our feelings play a major role in our everyday choices. Being able to perceive and name your emotions is critical to self-awareness and identifying what you need—so, two major aspects of showing up.


According to clinical psychologist David Walton, “Being able to give the emotions you experience a name is not some touchy-feely idea about sensitivity. Naming it involves consciously thinking about what is happening and choosing how to react. If you can find words to describe how you feel at the time, and (even better) what’s causing it, you will automatically become more sensitive and aware.”6 When you can name your emotions and connect them to your behavior, you can avoid the behaviors and habits that you know haven’t, uh, always worked out so well for you (or for anyone).


For example, if you feel angry about something, your next move might be quite different than if you actually feel irritated, sad, scared, or hurt. Some feelings call for a conversation; others call for a trip around the block to cool off and let it go. Naming your feelings will also give you a better sense of how strong a feeling is. There’s a big difference between furious and cranky, and it’s better to identify what specifically you’re experiencing instead of just going with “I DON’T KNOW, I JUST FEEL ANGRY!!!!” and then blowing up accordingly.


If you need to get better at naming your emotions, the Center for Nonviolent Communication’s website has a fantastic list of feelings to describe what’s going on with you in a given moment, which might help you strengthen your emotional vocabulary. But really, naming your emotions begins with checking in with yourself regularly. Walton says, “Real awareness asks you to turn a switch, focusing on ‘What’s going on inside me at this moment?’”


Your Needs


Once you’ve identified an emotion or feeling, it’s important to stop and ask yourself what underlying need is causing it. It’s the part of the showing-up process when you go from “I feel angry that so few people have responded to my birthday party invite” to “I feel anxious about my birthday party because I want it to be special. I want to be celebrated by my friends. I’m feeling lonely and I need companionship. I need affirmation that my friends actually care about me. I just want to feel like I belong here, and that people accept me.”


Admitting you need something is a vulnerable act, which is why it can be so difficult. The word needy isn’t typically used as a compliment; being called needy (or simply feeling needy) can be a blow to our pride, our sense of identity, and our belief in how we “should” be. But you simply can’t take care of yourself if you don’t know what your needs are, so these days, I try to make a habit of naming my needs regularly—especially when I’m feeling very strong emotions, or reacting in a way that I’m not proud of.


Once you figure out your underlying need, you can move forward in a way that truly honors your need. And that path forward won’t necessarily look like confronting other people or sharing your needs with them; sometimes, it’ll simply mean you need to respond to yourself in a different way. Here is a list of common needs7 that might come in handy if you find yourself feeling A Way but can’t quite put your finger on why.




Acceptance


Affection


Appreciation


Beauty


Belonging


Choice


Closeness


Communication


Community


Companionship


Compassion


Consideration


Consistency


Cooperation


Ease


Empathy


Freedom


Humor


Inclusion


Independence


Intimacy


Joy


Love


Mourning


Nurturing


Order


Respect


Safety


Security


Self-expression


Space


Stability


Support


To know and be known


To see and be seen


To understand and be understood


Trust


Warmth





Also consider these physical needs (which we’ll talk about more in Chapter 3).




Food


Water


Sleep/rest


Cleanliness


Movement


Fresh air


Physical or mental space


Sex and/or touch


Quiet


To use the bathroom





Naming your needs can be uncomfortable at first, especially if you’ve been telling yourself for years that you don’t (or shouldn’t) have needs, or that your needs don’t matter. If you’re struggling with this part, it can feel “safer” to begin by reflecting on past needs instead of attempting to name your current ones. So reread the list above and try to identify three to five needs you experienced in the past two weeks. How did the needs present themselves? What emotions did you feel? Did you address the need in any way? Did you share the need with anyone else? What happened?


HOW TO COMMUNICATE YOUR NEEDS TO OTHERS


Once you’ve identified a need, the next step might be communicating it to someone else. If this is something you really struggle with, I suggest starting very small. Don’t jump in with the big asks; practice sharing needs that are relatively low-stakes, and do it when things are going pretty well for you overall. My approach? Begin by communicating your needs to strangers when they ask or offer.


In practice, this might look like …




	telling your dentist “That actually really hurts” when they ask “Is this OK?” during a procedure


	saying “Yes, that would be great” when you’re freezing in a cab and the driver offers to turn the A/C down


	responding honestly when a masseuse asks you “Is that too much pressure?”





Next, you can move on to communicating your needs to people you know when they ask or offer, and to strangers when they don’t ask or offer. That might look like …




	replying to a coworker who asks if their music is bothering you with, “Actually, it’s a bit distracting; would you mind turning it down a little?”


	asking your cab driver if they could please turn the heat up when your teeth are chattering


	flagging down a flight attendant and requesting a second in-flight snack.





Over time, you’ll start to realize that most of these requests are fine! Even if you don’t get what you want, the act of asking probably won’t lead to a SWAT team descending on you and arresting you for daring to say you’d like an additional snack. So from here, you can start communicating your needs to people you know when they don’t ask or offer. That could mean …




	telling your friends “I need to stop for a bathroom break” during a long and tiresome road trip


	saying to a friend “Can we do happy hour this week in a place that makes it possible for me to sit and hear?”


	asking your coworker “Would it be OK with you if I closed the blinds? The glare is making it impossible for me to see my computer screen right now.”


	shouting “BAD TOUCH!” when your mother-in-law starts stroking your hair. (Just kidding, kind of.)





I promise: Telling people what you need really does get easier! I say this as someone who is now fairly good at sharing needs like the ones above (and who is decent at sharing bigger needs) but who didn’t used to be this way. I’m not naturally fearless; I just practice. I became confident in asking for what I need the old-fashioned way: one terrified-but-ultimately-fine request at a time.


Your Boundaries


Taking care of something means protecting it, and strong, well-considered boundaries—which therapist Andrea Bonior defines as “principles that you establish in order to keep yourself feeling safe and comfortable, emotionally and physically”8—will allow you to protect yourself from all of the negativity waiting just outside the gates: draining conversations, useless apps, toxic people. Similar to values, boundaries are something we all have (yes, even the people whom you look at and think “Wow, they have zero boundaries”) but can’t always easily name. Which isn’t good—because if you can’t name them, it’s going to be harder to confidently enforce them. If you want to show up for yourself, it’s important to put real thought into the boundaries you hold dear.


To get started, consider the following list of general areas in which you’re allowed* to set and enforce boundaries. You don’t have to limit yourself to one boundary for each of these items; you can (and likely will!) have different boundaries with different people or types of relationships, and those boundaries can change. You also don’t have to set or enforce particularly strict boundaries for all of these items; I certainly don’t! This list is meant to show you what a boundary can be, so it’ll click when someone is crossing the line … or when someone is attempting to set a boundary with you but doesn’t have quite the right language (or the courage) to communicate that it is, in fact, a boundary.


YOUR BODY




	Your physical space (how close people stand to you)


	Your meatsack (You don’t have to engage with comments or questions about your weight, height, hair, race, sex, genitals, etc.)


	Details about your health (basic bodily functions, menstruation, ailments, disabilities, medications, etc.)


	What you will and will not ingest (food, drinks, alcohol, tobacco, drugs)


	Who is allowed to view your body (you are allowed to not want your mom and your friends to look at your titties or your ass or your nudes)


	Who is allowed to touch your body in a non-sexual way (think: hugging, handshakes, and general touchy-feelery)


	Sexual contact: You get to decide who you will and won’t touch bits with and what sexual acts you’re comfortable with; you’re also extremely allowed to change your mind about these at any point


	Your physical safety: You can insist on wearing a helmet, using condoms or dental dams, having access to a seat belt, not being around weapons, and not getting in a car when the driver has been drinking or doing drugs





YOUR HOME AND BELONGINGS




	Who you’ll allow in your home and/or your room


	What illegal or risky behaviors you’ll allow in your home or in a shared living space


	Items you will or will not loan to other people (and who is allowed to borrow your things without asking first)


	Who is allowed to rifle through your stuff (including your phone and computer)


	Any password/account information





YOUR MONEY


Your money is … your money! Here are some categories where you might encounter particularly annoying expectations/attitudes, or where people may hassle you about what you will or won’t spend.




	Gifts (who you’ll buy gifts for, how much you’ll spend, etc.)


	Loans (who you’ll give them to, how much you’ll give, how quickly you expect to be repaid)


	Friend activities (concerts, dinners, bachelor/ette parties, travel, etc.)


	Friends’ business ventures and charitable causes


	Rent and/or transportation


	Food and drink (meals out, how you split the bill, etc.)


	Alcohol and drugs


	Clothes


	Makeup, skincare, and hair


	Entertainment


	Travel


	Health/fitness


	Charitable giving





You can also set boundaries more broadly around your finances; you can choose not to share your income, your partner’s income, your parents’ income, or anything else.


YOUR TIME


You get to decide how much time you’re willing/able/choosing to spend on …




	work


	romantic partners


	dating


	family


	friend activities


	friends in general


	attending religious services


	hobbies, activities, and general leisure


	the internet/your phone.





YOUR ENERGY AND ATTENTION




	How much energy you reserve for yourself


	When/how you choose to be alone


	How much attention you give romantic partners, friends, and family


	How “on call” and available you are to others


	Favors you’re willing to do


	How comfortable you are hearing private details of other people’s lives


	The types of conversations and language you’re willing to bear witness to


	The amount of airtime you give certain topics of conversation, especially when said topics are being argued in bad faith


	The type of media you consume, including content that is scary, violent, sexual, or offensive


	How much energy you spend educating other people about topics specific to your identity or lived experiences


	How you allow people to talk to you and treat you—for example, you’re allowed to refuse to be yelled at, or to exit a conversation where a person is belittling you


	How willing you are to change your behavior, interests, or habits





YOUR PRIVACY


You aren’t obligated to share details about your life with other people, including your friends/family/parents/coworkers/strangers on the internet! That includes …




	details about your childhood, your grades, your marriage, your job, your health, your reproductive plans (or lack thereof), your family, your sexuality, your gender identity, your sexual history, your salary; you are especially allowed not to share this information when being honest would compromise your safety


	details about other people’s lives (e.g., the fact that your partner is in therapy, or that your sibling is going through a tough time)


	your phone number; you really, really, really don’t have to give it to every person who asks for it (but if you’re doing that because it feels safer than the alternative, I get it)


	your private messages, including your mail, emails, DMs, and texts


	your digital accounts—you get to decide who is allowed to friend/follow you, and what you share on apps and social media; you can also request that people don’t share details about your life, photos of you, photos of your children, photos of a private event, or tag your location


	who is allowed to view/track your location via GPS


	who is allowed to see your body—again, it’s perfectly fine to say that no one except your partner, your OB/GYN, and your god is allowed to look at your bits!





Of course, just because you set a boundary doesn’t mean it will be respected. And there will certainly be instances where enforcing a boundary could stand in the way of achieving greater intimacy, or prevent someone from being able to really show up for you. It’s also wise to remember that boundaries are both cultural and personal, and someone who is crossing your line isn’t necessarily a terrible person. (To be clear: They might be a terrible person! Just not necessarily, in every case.) In their family, friend group, or workplace, what they are doing could be completely normal, and they might not mind at all if they were on the receiving end of said behavior.


That said, it’s still necessary and important to communicate your boundaries. And if your boundaries turn out to be something of a deal breaker, that’s fine, too! If a new pal wants a friend who is, say, comfortable with talking about sex in explicit detail, and you’re just never going to be that friend, that’s really OK.


You can clue people in to your boundaries before a line gets crossed the same way you’d share any preference or opinion: Mention it when the relevant topic comes up, keep your tone confident and fairly light/neutral, and try to avoid shaming people who might feel different. (Much of that will come through in your tone, but you can add “I know not everyone shares this belief” or “I know I’m in the minority on this, but it’s just something I feel strongly about” to any of the phrases below.) If you want a little inspiration, here are some ideas to get you started.



[image: image] What to say


“[Thing] makes me so uncomfortable.”


“I’m really not a fan of [thing].”


“I’m a fairly private person” or “I’m fairly private when it comes to X.”


“Oh yeah, that’s not for me” or “That’s not something I’d ever be OK with doing.”


“I find it hard to do X with people I just met” or “I prefer not to do X with people I don’t know very well.”


“I don’t really like to talk about X.”


“I’m a big believer in [not discussing my marriage with friends/having a set amount of alone time every week].”


“I take [family time/studying/sex/saving money] really seriously” or “X is really important to me.”


“I’ve noticed you ask me about X a lot, and I’d prefer you didn’t.”


“I never joke about X” or “I don’t think jokes about X are funny.”


“Oh, I’m not a [hugger/very touchy person]!” or “Oh, I can’t stand having people touch my hair.”


If someone explicitly asks “Is this OK?” or “Do you like this?”


“Oh, no thank you!” or “I’d prefer not, actually” or “That actually makes me feel a bit [squeamish/stressed/etc.] and I’d love to [change the subject/sit this one out].”
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