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About the Book


‘Why?’ is a question we constantly ask as children, curious to understand the world around us. As adults, we tend to think our work is done, that to ask ‘why’ is to admit how much we still don’t know.


But ‘why’ is the word that helps us learn, grow and truly get to know ourselves – things we are never too old to do. So if you haven’t asked that question in a while, this book is here to inspire and motivate you to renew your curiosity.


Full of fresh perspectives and intelligent thinking, How to Be Curious encourages you to dig deeper into your work, wellbeing, relationships and inner world. Award-winning journalist and Features Director at Stylist, Meena Alexander, brings you chapters on everything from battling burnout and biohacking your brain, to rethinking the way you rest and learning to thrive alone, packed with insights from industry-leading experts, interactive quizzes and journaling prompts. Consider it a life coach you can carry with you; a place to find the answers to the questions we ask ourselves every day.









Foreword


By Lisa Smosarski, Editorial Director of Stylist


I was one of those children who was often called nosy. ‘It’s none of your business,’ was a well-worn catchphrase in my home as my parents and brother swatted me away from investigating what was going on when they were chatting/reading/writing/on the phone/doing pretty much anything I wasn’t involved in.


I don’t think they were particularly secretive people, so I can only assume that my childish questioning was driving them up the wall – which you can probably relate to if you’ve ever been on the receiving end of a small child’s external monologue. ‘Why is your mouth so big?’, ‘What does God look like?’ and ‘Why are some people so mean?’ are all questions I’ve been faced with from a small child recently, and my answers have been impatient and, I suspect, inadequate.


Looking back, like most children, those questions were an attempt to make sense of a world led by often abstract and illogical rules. I was determined to work it all out and can recall those random moments when I actually did, which were accompanied by a warm sense of gratification. Far from deterring me, my family’s stock response may well have been the motivation I needed to quite literally make it my business to get people to answer my questions.


Journalism is the perfect career for anyone who is naturally curious. As journalists, we are given permission to ask our questions all day long, and then spend the rest of our time searching for, and processing, the answers. I was fourteen when this eureka moment first hit me, thanks in part to a TV show called Press Gang, which was about a group of school kids making a newspaper. Each episode would see them hold truth to power – often their teachers or local people of note. They would bravely interrogate these people before discovering the truth and then causing real trouble by printing it. I decided that was my calling, and off I went to journalism school.


The reality of the job turned out to be even better than fourteen-year-old me had imagined. I was being paid to ask celebrities, MPs, businesspeople and fascinating humans questions about their lives and their work. I got to visit 10 Downing Street and Buckingham Palace, and to visit places that I thought I would only ever see on TV, drinking in every detail so I could share it with others. As I became an editor, it became my job to hypothesise on topics that baffled me – like ‘Why do we still get colds?’ and ‘Is the weather really worse at weekends?’ – and commission other journalists to come back to me with the answers (the results of both of these bits of analysis were published in Stylist and still remain some of my favourite reads). A good day at the office involved examining how my readers were feeling so I could produce the content they didn’t even know they wanted. Every day was different, and I would revel in the pleasure of learning something new every week – like did you know that people sneeze differently depending on the language they speak? Just one of the many random facts I’ve retained from my commissions at Stylist.


My entire team at Stylist share this trait of insatiable curiosity. Some may call it nosiness or think what’s private should remain that way, but I have only ever seen curiosity as an incredible power to think – or act – beyond that which we already know. It is an openness to the fact that we don’t have all the answers or know how to do everything . . . and an ability to revel in the pleasure of trying to find out.


I have come to learn there are many different types of curiosity, ranging from emotional (questioning our own behaviours and why we feel what we feel), to practical (how do I fix, make or improve something or expand my skill set?), intellectual (philosophising and existential thought or desire for deeper knowledge), creative (exploring new practices, artistry and creation), scientific (proof and disproof or exploration of that which we want to know more about) and truth-finding (a suspicion there might be more to something than meets the eye and a desire to know more).


Scientists believe this natural-born curiosity is as essential to our survival as sleep, food and water, and have discovered that our body rewards us with a hit of dopamine, the feel-good hormone, when we sate our curiosity. Dopamine is normally associated with truly pleasurable moments – being given a gift or hugging a loved one, eating something tasty or even having great sex – yet curiosity triggers that same, pleasurable feeling, albeit perhaps in slightly lower levels.


Without curiosity, we would not have survived in evolutionary terms, which is why our DNA evolved to reward it. It is the ingrained curiosity that drives our ability to find food, water or shelter . . . or, more randomly, the innate need we feel to immediately touch a hot plate just after someone warns us not to. It is also presumably what led us to discover that we should run away from, not towards, a sweet-looking tiger or lion, and that some things taste much better – or make us less ill – when blasted with fire. Curiosity drives babies to discover they have feet and eventually to learn to walk, and helps adults to create coping mechanisms when faced with a crisis or conundrum.


Since our lives became less focused on running away from sabre-toothed tigers or finding a cave to sleep in, that dopamine hit is now much more likely to come from solving a tricky problem or discovering something new. Which means learning can, quite literally, make us feel genuine pleasure and happiness.


It is perhaps disappointing to discover then that, despite this great gift for deriving hormonal highs from knowledge, we are likely to become less curious as we age. One theory for why this happens as we mature is down to the sheer overwhelm adulthood can bring. When faced with stress, relationship troubles, career challenges, the toxicity of our polarised society, where curiosity can bring cancellation, or just the overwhelming news cycle itself, many people instinctively want to retreat away from the perceived ‘danger’. But getting curious about how to tackle those challenges can be an antidote in itself. Seeking answers can empower us to find, if not solutions, then alternative workarounds or a more thorough understanding, which can then help us process what is going on.


As we age further, curiosity may also be replaced by a sense of wisdom, of having seen or done it all before. Yet a research paper in 2018 found that avoiding the temptation to give in to this and maintaining our natural-born curiosity can help stave off cognitive and physical decline as we age, with memory being specifically boosted by this curious mindset.


And that’s not all. Countless studies have connected curiosity to increased engagement and enjoyment of work, a reduction in stress, burnout, anxiety and depression, strengthened relationships, and a generally more positive and happier mindset. Thankfully, we know you’re a curious bunch. And it is this openness to being curious and new experiences that has sparked the growth of continuous learning, a new trend which sees us open our minds to ongoing and voluntary, self-motivated education. This form of learning isn’t always traditionally academic and can be truly broad-ranging – from searching to understand someone else’s experience in order to empathise or rethink your own position, to learning a new skill, like shoe-making or upholstery – and has the power to awaken our natural curiosity, which is often eroded by our busy lives and never-ending to-do lists.


I am a firm believer in the saying ‘If you’re comfortable, you’re not learning,’ and the same goes for curiosity too. If you think you have all the answers, you’ve probably stopped asking the right questions. So let How to Be Curious become your new playbook for wriggling into that discomfort zone and reigniting that once-annoying but now quite inspired inner-child who asked ‘why?’ and ‘how?’ on repeat until they got the answers they were looking for. The topics in this book, created by our Features Director Meena Alexander and her army of experts, are here to inspire and motivate you to renew your curiosity and squeeze more of the juice out of life. Take this chance to look at the world through a different lens and, if you do nothing else, just stay curious.









A note on journaling


Throughout this book you will be asked to journal, a method proven to consolidate learning and help process your thoughts as you come across new ideas and self-discovery tools. Look out for prompts and questions within each chapter – and keep your favourite notebook and a pen handy.









RELATIONSHIPS


1. Should friendships be hard work?


– The secret to making friends as an adult


– Why we should all be better at arguing


2. How people-pleasing holds us back


– We need to talk about perfectionism


3. Why boundaries aren’t about other people


– The seven types of
boundary we’re all entitled to set


– How to set a boundary


– How to respect other people’s boundaries


4. What’s your attachment style?


– What are the different attachment styles?


– So how do I manage my attachment style?









1. Should friendships be hard work?


For decades, friendships have seemed to play second fiddle to romantic relationships. Where practically every film, book or TV show centred on a meet-cute or lovers’ quarrel, only a few put platonic relationships at the heart of their narratives. They weren’t deemed important or life-altering enough, a secondary tier of relationship that many people took for granted.


But anyone who’s ever had a friend make them laugh when they needed it most, met someone who instantly ‘gets’ them, or felt the heartbreak of a friendship on the rocks knows how wrong that is. There is little more vital to a well-lived life than true friendship. Many people can, and plenty of people do, spend their lives without a long-term romantic partner, but few could survive without friends.


Science shows that having a handful of good friends has extraordinary effects on your quality of life and wellbeing, accounting for sixty per cent of the difference in an individual’s happiness, regardless of whether they’re an introvert or an extrovert. In a study of ‘superagers’ (men and women over eighty whose memories are as good as or better than those of people twenty to thirty years younger) by Northwestern University, the superagers stood out in one area only: the degree to which they reported having satisfying, warm, trusting relationships. Good friends lift you up, cheer you on and drag you over the finish line if you need them to.
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The friendship masterclass: Five ways to stay close


by Marisa Franco
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There are things you can do – both big and small – to encourage a meaningful, long-lasting bond with the people you care about. Marisa Franco, friendship expert and psychologist, sheds light on how to preserve and deepen our friendships with five tried-and-tested methods.


1. Be vulnerable, even if it’s against your instincts


It’s sometimes one of the hardest things in the world, but in order to ensure that your friendship has the legs to survive what life will throw at it, it’s important to be vulnerable with your friends. According to Franco, it ‘generates intimacy’. ‘People actually like us more when we’re vulnerable because it conveys that we trust and like them,’ she says. While it can be easy to assume that vulnerability comes hand in hand with perceived weakness, Maria argues that with friends, this is often not the case – in fact, the opposite is true. ‘Friends see us more positively than we assume – they see us as authentic and honest when we are vulnerable,’ she says.


One thing you could practise is ‘scaffolding vulnerability’ – start out talking and acting in a vulnerable manner with someone you are closest to, and then, once you’ve had a good response, extend those exercises to your relationships with others who are newer to your inner circle. ‘This is going to feel a lot less scary and a lot less risky to you, because you already feel more secure from that initial scaffolding,’ Franco says. ‘So if you feel comfortable talking to a sibling or a parent, but you haven’t necessarily built that up with your friends, start there, and then share with your friends – and then [you can] open up to someone who’s a bit more of a wild card.’


2. Make sure you ‘repot’ your friendships


Franco offers a really beautiful way of looking at your relationships with your friends – tend to them like you would a potted plant. Franco advises that we ‘vary the settings’ in which our friendships take place. ‘So if you start going to the movies with them, or you take a trip with them, all of that is going to deepen friendships simply by shaking up things you do together,’ she explains. This helps with the prevention of the classic downfall of any relationship, getting ‘stuck in a rut’, based on a principle called self-expansion theory.


‘We are all looking for ways to expand ourselves,’ Franco says. ‘And the number-one way we do that is through our relationships, through new experiences in our relationships.’ This is a really fun, fulfilling way for both you and your friend to future-proof your relationship. This is a particularly good way to ensure that workplace relationships pass the test of time; when you inevitably move forward in your careers and perhaps away from each other.


‘Asking a work friend for a walk, or for a fun non-work-related activity, can really change the dynamic of the relationship, because you’re saying, “Hey, I’m invested in you, not just because we share a common workplace, but because I’m invested in you as a person”,’ she says.



3. Show a little affection, even if it seems weird



This one may seem obvious, or verging on awkward at times, but demonstrating to your mate just how much they mean to you has a lot of power. There’s even a theory for it, Franco explains – risk regulation theory. ‘The idea of risk regulation theory is that we will only invest in relationships if the risks of rejection are regulated,’ she says. ‘So basically, we only invest in our relationships when someone makes us feel safe to do that. And so when we affirm our friends, when we tell them, “I like you, you’re so great, I’m so happy for you, I’m in your corner”, what that does is it makes them feel safe to invest in us.


‘So it kind of creates this upward, positively reinforcing cycle, where we can more easily keep our friendships alive.’ Of course, everyone shows affection in different ways – and not always with words. Franco encourages you to have a think about which of the five love languages – acts of service, gift-giving, physical touch, words and quality time – would work best to convey your connection to your friends.


4. Never forget the importance of ‘showing up’


When our friends need support, whether that involves something big or small, it’s really important to ensure you are there for them when they need you – either physically, in person, or on the other end of a phone. Your friends will remember this, and it will ‘solidify and cement’ your friendship in a way that will strengthen it over time, according to Franco.


‘Support is really a portal to deep intimacy,’ she says, adding that it’s important to step through that portal when we are invited. Franco stresses that when we support our friends, we are helping to strengthen a friendship and increasing its durability over time because it makes us ‘more optimistic’ during periods of being out of touch or more distant because you already have such a strong history.


When this closeness is fostered with a friend, their presence and personality become part of us and our sense of self, which Franco classes as part of a term called the ‘inclusion of the self’. ‘So it feels like they’re with us all the time,’ she says. ‘It allows you to live through periods of separation from friends, because it doesn’t feel as much like you are – you’ve incorporated them into your sense of self, becoming central to who you are.’


5. Remember that longevity isn’t always possible


If you become close friends with someone very quickly and it doesn’t end up lasting very long, it may be that the entire relationship lacked the required foundation from the beginning, Franco says. ‘Sometimes friendships that are super intimate have a shorter life because they’ve built up too quickly,’ she says. ‘All of that intimacy makes you increase your expectations in a way that can ultimately make the friendship fail. So I think moving slowly in friendship is a good idea,’ she recommends.


That said, it’s really important to stress that every friendship is important in its own way, big or small. Franco stresses that while these close relationships can ‘reflect our identities’, our identities can evolve so that we don’t connect with our loved ones anymore. ‘It’s normal for this to happen,’ she says. In fact, research finds that the average person replaces half their friends every seven years. We can honour the friendship for what it gave us at a certain time in our lives without it having to last forever. ‘We can also use the friendship ending as an invitation for us to explore how our identity – or our friend’s – has changed and what our needs are in relationships going forward.’





The secret to making friends as an adult


So, what about starting from scratch? Making friends in adulthood can be daunting; it’s no longer as simple as sidling up to someone in the playground and offering them one of your jelly babies. A global 2019 study by Snapchat called The Friendship Report discovered that the average age at which we meet our best friends is twenty-one: an age when we’re starting to become the people we want to be, but are still open to all the wonders and possibilities that lie ahead. We do tend to think about close friendships in terms of longevity, calling the people who know us because of time and circumstance – say, we grew up on the same street or were on the same course at university – our very best friends. But fulfilling connections can be made at any stage in life – they may just take a little more open-mindedness and effort to spark.


Why is it worth making new friends throughout my life?


Naturally, as we get older, we can lose the friends we once had due to shifting priorities or lifestyle differences. But it is important to replenish our stocks, to find friends on our wavelength with whom we share values and experiences, and who really understand us. Having the company and support of someone who cares about you is scientifically proven to make life easier. In one American study, when a group of female students were asked to complete challenging maths tasks, their heart rates went up – a sign of stress. But when they were asked to complete the tasks with a friend in the room, their heart rates were lower. Similarly, scientists know that when monkeys are moved to a new environment, the level of stress hormones in their blood spikes, but when their preferred companion is with them, the level of stress hormones is much lower. Emotional burdens are far less difficult to bear when the load is shared with a friendly and familiar face.


Arguably, it becomes more important to have a social circle around us as we head for old age. Even more so than a romantic partner, good friends are key to good health: a ten-year Australian study found that older people with a large circle of friends were a whopping twenty-two per cent less likely to die than those who just had a few. In areas of the world where people live far longer than the average life expectancy (often referred to as ‘Blue Zones’), friendships seem to play an important role. For example, in Okinawa, Japan, where female life expectancy is the highest in the world at ninety (in the UK, we’re currently sitting at around eighty-two), people form a social network called a ‘moai’ – a group of five friends who share resources such as crops and money when needed, but also offer each other emotional support for a lifetime. Forging connections with people you can count on may well be the best thing you can do for your mental and physical health.


So how do I meet new people?


It can be trickier to make friends in adulthood when so many people already have their set social circles, more responsibilities and a busy schedule, but it’s far from impossible – and more people are open to it than you think. Here are a handful of ways to expand your circle.



Do your kind of thing to meet your kind of people



Think about the things that make your heart sing: the subject you could wax lyrical about for hours; the activity you can see yourself doing for decades to come. Pursuing a passion, whether it’s joining a club or team, going to specialised events or joining group trips, will not only bring out an excited and vibrant side of you that’s attractive to other people, but it’ll also throw you into situations where you’ll meet people who are into the same things you are. Take advantage of this ready-made commonality and see what else you might like about each other.


Swipe right


Friendship apps are becoming more popular among young women, who are increasingly seeking like-minded people to spend time with and shedding the false narrative that to actively seek out friends is something to be ashamed about. Download an app like Bumble BFF, Peanut or Gofrendly, where you can organise platonic dates based on other people’s profiles, interests and hobbies. If you ever feel odd or embarrassed, just remember that everyone else you come across will be in exactly the same boat. It’s a judgement-free zone.


Be open to the unexpected


Try to be open-minded to the idea that your next great friendship is just round the corner, and don’t see the pursuit of new friends as a slight to your old ones. If you’re at an event, avoid huddling away with the people you already know; use the safety net of knowing them to bolster your confidence in talking to new people. Pay attention to the kernels of connection you may already have, too: don’t write off an acquaintance or a neighbour you’ve bumped into a few times just because it hasn’t organically blossomed into something more. Invite them out for a coffee and see if you get along well – you might already know your new best friend, you just haven’t watered that seed yet.


Be proactive


Often, we’re so worried about rejection or ‘coming on too strong’ that we end up doing nothing at all, but friendships worth having aren’t forged out of thin air. If you find someone funny or notice something about them that you admire, speak up and tell them. If you want to get to know someone better or are interested in their opinions, ask them. As a general rule, people are flattered when someone shows interest in them, so you’ll be off to a good start.


I’ve met someone I can see myself being friends with – what now?


Meet somewhere neutral


In the early stages of getting to know someone, it’s worth suggesting a meet-up spot where you both feel relaxed and can focus on each other, rather than at one of your homes, where you or your new friend might feel under pressure to be a good host. If you already know you have a shared interest, suggest a friend date that incorporates it: say, a concert by a musician you both like or a game of tennis. This gives you something to springboard off when it comes to conversation.


Ask questions


And really listen to the answers. In the early stages of any relationship, we’re constantly trying to read the signals that point to the other person’s intentions, to figure out if they’re actually interested in us or have some other agenda. Showing that you care about your new friend’s experiences and opinions is key to creating a bond.


Don’t expect too much


Heaping pressure on one person to be the answer to all your friendship woes is likely to make the budding relationship crumble, as can trying to accelerate things too fast. Trust and familiarity can take a while to build, so be patient and enjoy the process of getting to know someone new – you’ll naturally arrive at a level of closeness that suits both of you.


Why we should all be better at arguing


We’ve all had them: the friendships that turn sour, going from fun and supportive to the name you dread popping up on your phone screen. Sometimes, life can pull two people in different directions or we evolve in different ways from our friends, bringing the relationships to a natural end. But other times it’s less clear cut; something has gone wrong, be it a one-off argument or an ongoing awkwardness, and it’s hard to know how to get past it.


‘When conflict in friendships occurs, it can be really hard to handle,’ says Grace McMahon, a life coach at Being Well Family. ‘If an issue within a friendship is causing you anxiety, it’s something that you need to address,’ she continues, explaining that this is true even if it is something that you consider trivial. ‘Friends bicker and communicate in unusual ways, which can be OK as long as it works for you and isn’t causing you stress,’ McMahon explains. ‘But if the way you and a friend communicate makes you feel like you don’t want to spend time with them or it’s causing a problem for you personally, you need to address it.’ If you find yourself in an uncomfortable spot with a friend, try these steps to salvage the situation – it’s almost always worth it.


Clarity is key


Ask yourself, what exactly is it that’s putting a strain on your relationship? Identify the issue, whether it’s an annoying habit of theirs, something they’ve done or said that hurt you, or a lack of effort or care. Whatever it is, be very clear in your own mind about the problem and consider whether or not you feel it’s something your friend can actually help you address, rather than your own insecurity or bugbear, before you bring it to them.


McMahon recommends that you make physical notes before confronting a friend. ‘Make a few bullet points in a notebook or on your phone about what you want to say and why you need to say it,’ she advises. ‘This will help to make you feel less stressed, which can help you put your point across in a more amicable way. This will also stop your friend from feeling defensive.’ McMahon says that it’s totally fine to have your notes with you while talking to your friend. You can explain that having them with you makes you feel less anxious about the situation, and a good friend will understand this.


Choose a safe space


‘Texting someone is an immediate invitation for misinterpretation and fuel for conflict,’ McMahon says, explaining that meeting someone in person to discuss an issue is the best route, with a phone call being the other option to consider if you can’t meet someone in person. ‘Make sure you find somewhere to meet where you both feel comfortable,’ she goes on, suggesting one of your homes or a coffee shop that you’re both familiar with.


It can be useful to have these discussions in public because that means you’re both on equal footing in terms of how comfortable you are in the space. However, if you do think you need to express a lot of emotion in order to resolve the issue, it might be best to have the discussion in one of your homes, McMahon advises. ‘In public, you’ll try not to cause a scene, but sometimes an outburst of emotions is just what you need in order to be heard and understood,’ she says.


Tell them how you feel


Just as open, honest communication is crucial in a romantic partnership, it’s crucial in a friendship to avoid resentments building up or the two of you being on different pages. Don’t be afraid of voicing an issue to your friend – if it’s done in a considerate and calm way, they should be receptive. Using ‘I’ statements to express how the issue is affecting you will keep it from turning nasty.


‘When we talk about a problem, we often think we’ve explained it really well because we know exactly what’s happening,’ McMahon says. ‘But you need to always check in with yourself that you’re making things as clear as possible.’ Over-explaining can be helpful when it comes to avoiding the defence mechanism of putting up walls. ‘Often we’ll shrug things off when we’re faced with conflict, which is unhelpful in the long term,’ McMahon explains. ‘If you catch yourself doing that, just stop and explain to the other person that you didn’t mean to shrug that off and that, actually, it is something that makes you uncomfortable.’ It might seem silly to go back on yourself, but if you don’t, this issue will keep on happening, so it’s better to deal with it there and then, and sometimes this requires making yourself vulnerable.



Try to switch your perspective



When someone, or something in particular, has upset you, it can be easy to only see things from your own point of view. But this is unhelpful during disagreements. ‘It’s hard to be the bigger person, but it can be so helpful to step into the other person’s shoes,’ McMahon says, explaining that this will help you make fairer points and come to a resolution quicker.


‘Do more listening than talking’ is another thing she advises in order to help you empathise with your friend. It’s key to focus on the situation at hand and avoid bringing up things from the past, which can cause unnecessary drama and escalate the situation. If you need to take some time to calm down before you speak to your friend, then do so. ‘If you’re in a calm and collected mindset, that will be far more helpful than starting a conversation in the heat of the moment,’ she explains.


The best way to speak about conflict, according to McMahon, is to state the problem and explain how it’s making you feel and then listen to the other person’s response. ‘A lot of the time, we try and guess how other people feel, so making the time to really listen to them is key,’ she explains.


Give the friendship space to evolve


Nothing will change overnight, so give your friend time to process and take on board what you’ve said. Be sure to play your part in overcoming the issue, too. For example, if you feel your friend hasn’t been there for you enough, be vocal about what you need from them and allow them the space to show up for you the next time. It’s also worth being open to the fact that friendships will shift and change over time; just because you see your friend less or are tending to talk more about work at the moment, it doesn’t necessarily mean you’re less close. It may just be a symptom of your respective lives.


Try not to get others involved


Particularly if you share mutual friends or are part of a group, it can be hard not to drag others into the issues between two people, but generally doing this can muddy the water. Everyone has their own perspective or opinion, but it’s more helpful to focus on your own – how does this friendship make you feel, and what do you want it to look like moving forward? Although it can be helpful to lean on other friends or ask for advice, be careful of that getting back to the person in question. If they catch wind of gossip or feel like people are ‘taking sides’, it could damage your relationship and drive you further apart.


Set new boundaries if you need to


A lack of boundaries is often the root cause of many issues that arise within friendships. So, if you’ve been able to resolve the issue at hand, a good next step is to put some new boundaries in place with your friend to prevent further conflict in the future. ‘We need boundaries to protect ourselves, and putting them in place with a friend shouldn’t upset them if you explain why you need them,’ McMahon says.


The boundaries you put in place will be very personal, but they’re often based around communication. For example, you might need to set some rules about the ways in which you communicate and how often you communicate. ‘You have to be quite strong-willed with boundaries,’ she explains, noting that you will have to check in with yourself to make sure you’re keeping them in place.


McMahon also explains that it’s important to make sure you don’t offer your availability to someone when you’re not actually available. In order to be polite, you might tell your friends that you’re always there for them if they need you, or that they can call you at any time. But if you aren’t at a point where you can be there for them all the time, this will only cause more issues. It’s best to be honest with friends about what you can put into that relationship right now and, if that is very little, to tell them that you’ll come back to them when you have more to offer. ‘You have to prioritise looking after yourself, because you can’t be there for other people if you’re not OK yourself,’ McMahon says.


Know when to throw in the towel


Ultimately, a friend should be a source of comfort, support and love in your life. If someone is making you feel bad or you dread spending time with them, that’s a sure-fire sign that the friendship is no longer fit for purpose. It’s never a good idea to write someone off over one or two misdemeanours, but you’re also well within your rights to break off a friendship that’s become toxic – know your own boundaries and know you deserve friends who care about you and show it. Often, a friendship that’s run its course might fizzle out on its own, but if you want to be clear and ensure a clean break, let them know why you’ll no longer be reaching out, keeping communication kind and civil. Then you know you’ve done your bit.


Friendship red flags to look out for




• Being overly critical or insulting: It might seem like an obvious one, but often it’s the people closest to us who can treat us badly for a long time before we really notice it. Nit-picking or little insults that start off as a ‘joke’ might descend into full-blown character assassination, making you feel low and unappreciated. A person who makes you feel this way is not your friend. They’re probably doing it out of their own insecurity, but that doesn’t mean you need to put up with it.


• Trauma dumping: Friendship means supporting each other through difficult times, but occasionally a friend can veer into unhealthy territory by using you as a vessel to download all their darkest feelings without warning or invitation. It’s important to have boundaries with your friends – you don’t owe them emotional availability at the expense of your own mental wellbeing, and it’s not your job to shoulder their burdens without any support of your own.


• Competitiveness: If you can’t mention one of your achievements without your friend immediately belittling it or trying to one-up you, they may have an issue with jealousy. This can be a tricky dynamic to address, but if it starts to get you down, it’s not worth sticking around. A true friend should be able to celebrate your wins or at least communicate why they’re finding it hard to.


• Flakiness: Sometimes we have friends who we’ve consigned to the ‘unreliable’ drawer, who often opt out of plans last minute or rarely come through for us when we need them most. If it only happens for a short stint, it may just be down to something going on in their own lives, but in the long term, it doesn’t make for a friendship based on mutual care and respect.







How deep listening can help us have constructive arguments


by Louisa Weinstein


There is a difference between ‘listening to understand’ and ‘listening to respond’, and we often end up doing the latter. Deep listening is a technique that encourages us to empathise with another person’s point of view. Here’s an expert guide on how to use the technique to have more constructive arguments and be more open-minded from Louisa Weinstein, a conflict mediation specialist and the founder of The Conflict Resolution Centre, and Caroline Plumer, a BACP-accredited therapist and founder of CPPC London.


Disagreement is a natural part of life, but it’s not unusual to be in a situation where we find it hard to even speak to someone whom we adamantly believe is wrong. From social media spats to polarised political views, it can often feel like we’re living in divided times. But, whether it’s a debate about Brexit or a domestic squabble about whose turn it is to take out the bins, debates can get heated and become deadlocked when we come from two opposing sides, even if the person in question is someone we love and respect.


Much of the time, stalemates come about because we’re not actually listening to another person’s opinion. In fact, the simple act of listening to someone properly can be the difference between a fruitful discussion and an impasse. This is where a technique called deep listening comes in. Deep listening is a form of empathetic listening, where we establish trust with the person we’re talking to by trying to understand their point of view.


‘When we practise empathetic listening with the intention to really understand the other person and we are prepared to hear a different perspective, there is always an opportunity for a solution,’ says Weinstein. What’s more, deep listening is something we can get better at over time. ‘Deep listening is a skill that can be honed and developed,’ adds Plumer. ‘If you practise it, you will get better at it and it will start to become more natural in all kinds of situations.’


What is deep listening?


Deep listening is distinct from normal listening because it requires people to enter a conversation with the intention of connecting with someone and establishing trust. The technique has a lot of crossover with active listening. An idea developed by American psychologist Carl Rogers, active listening involves paraphrasing or repeating back what someone has said as well as responding to their body language. These behaviours mean we can listen to someone more carefully and fully.


Deep listening takes active listening a step further by involving empathy. ‘Deep listening is a mindful approach to listening,’ says Plumer.


Weinstein adds, ‘It focuses on empathy and making sure from the outset you’re listening to someone in a non-judgemental way. You’re putting yourself in their position and you’re listening to learn. Generally, when we scrap with someone, we adopt a childlike state,’ says Weinstein. ‘Even political debates can be very childlike and end up being patronising and condescending. When we employ deep listening, we start behaving differently and move into an adult state, which is objective and able to see the full picture.’


Research published in the National Journal of Medical Research also finds that when we are listened to deeply, it makes us feel more valued and accepted, even if we don’t agree with the person we’re talking to.





How to practise deep listening




1. Enter discussions with an intention


Deep listening is most effective when a conversation has a clear objective, and this doesn’t necessarily mean ‘winning’ a discussion in the traditional sense. ‘When you enter a discussion, go in with an intention to understand the other person and be prepared to hear a different perspective,’ says Weinstein.


‘A good starting point for deep listening is asking yourself what you want from a discussion and what is a good outcome. It could be to preserve a relationship or to have dignity in a relationship because that’s the first thing we start to lose when things unravel,’ Weinstein adds.


In many discussions or debates, the intention is to ‘win’. However, when we employ deep listening, winning doesn’t always mean trouncing the other person. ‘Coming out on top isn’t necessarily winning the argument,’ explains Weinstein. ‘You need to go beyond that. Winning might mean being the bigger person or finding a better alternative. That’s when deep listening is most powerful – when it creates change.’


2. Ask open questions


Asking open questions helps us understand another person’s point of view more fully. ‘The questions you ask are as important, maybe more important, than the listening,’ says Weinstein. These questions will also give your conversation structure, which is important for deep listening. Weinstein recommends asking the other person these questions:




• ‘What do you want?’


• ‘What does that look like specifically?’


• ‘Could you tell me more about what you want?’


• ‘What are the milestones to achieving that?’


• ‘What would need to happen for you to get what you want?’


• ‘What will happen when you get what you want?’





‘The first time someone says something is not usually their full answer,’ explains Weinstein. ‘So repeating the question can give you a better understanding of what someone is saying. These questions are useful because we often don’t think through getting the outcome that we want. If we really think about it, we might not want it in the first place.’



3. Repeat back what people have said



Paraphrasing or repeating back what a person has said is a key component of active listening, but it can also be used to enhance deep listening. Repetition reinforces the speaker’s message and shows we’re trying to understand them. ‘If you clarify by repeating back what someone is saying, you will make them feel at ease and make them feel heard,’ says Plumer. ‘It reduces the likelihood of crossed wires. It also means the person will become more receptive because they feel really heard by you. Repetition can feel silly, but it ends up being really powerful. Particularly when you’ve known someone a long time, you can assume you know what they’re thinking or feeling. Paraphrasing gives a feeling that the other person is trying to really listen to you and understand your experiences.’


4. Avoid interrupting and giving advice


Previous studies have emphasised the difference between ‘listening to understand’ and ‘listening to respond’. While many of us believe we listen effectively, it is in fact human nature to spend conversations planning what we are going to say next or thinking of solutions to people’s problems instead of trying to understand them.


‘A lot of the time, even if we’re not interrupting someone, often we will be thinking about what we want to say next. We’re almost just waiting our turn and looking for the next opportunity to speak,’ says Plumer. Deep listening aims to put this to one side so we can be as open and receptive to someone as possible.


Plumer adds that giving out advice to someone you’re speaking to is counterproductive to deep listening. ‘Think about yourself in their position, rather than just doling out advice. A lot of the time when people give advice, it comes from a really good place, but they haven’t taken the time to understand all of the circumstances and the feelings that might be happening to the other person.’


5. Develop trust and build a comfortable space


In the same way laughter is infectious, as soon as one person employs deep listening it can rub off on the people you are talking to. A huge part of deep listening is creating a trusting and comfortable space so people are able to speak freely. As soon as this is achieved, people feel calmer and less explosive, prompting more constructive discussions.


‘The bottom line is feeling comfortable enough to open up,’ says Weinstein. ‘You’re not going to go into something deeply or be open to new perspectives unless you feel comfortable [enough] to do that.’


‘If you show the other person empathy and really engage with them, you’ll find you get a much better response from people,’ adds Plumer. ‘If you go in with a good attitude, most people will be really receptive and try to meet you in the middle.’


6. Be brave and prepare to hear different opinions


Practising deep listening can be uncomfortable. It means we may be confronted with things we disagree with or we may be challenged on our beliefs. ‘You have to be very brave when you use deep listening,’ says Weinstein. ‘Deep listening requires us to really reflect on our beliefs and opinions and, without sounding trite, means we really have to face our fears.


‘It also requires us to take personal responsibility, which is very hard. Not only do we have to be prepared not to be right, but conflicts shine a light on our vulnerabilities and least pleasant traits. Unless we’re prepared to take responsibility for them, it’s harder to work through the process.’







Journal prompts to help you reflect on the friendships in your life




• What do you appreciate about the friendships you made in childhood?


• What do you appreciate about the friendships you’ve made in adulthood?


• If you could change one thing about your social circle, what would it be?


• When was the last time you lost a friend, and what did you learn from it?


• When was the last time you were vulnerable with a friend, and how did it make you feel?


• If you’re having a tough day, who is the first person you want to talk to and why?


• With whom do you feel most like yourself?


• What is something a friend has done for you recently that made you feel loved?


• What could you do for a friend this week to make them feel loved?


• How would you like your friends to describe you?
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