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FOR EMMELIEN, MY MUSE















PROLOGUE





Disclaimer: this is not the ultimate survival guide to being a girl.





Now, before you head back to the store and slam this book on the counter, yelling something like, “I didn’t order this! Give me my money back!” first hear me out.


I’m not here to tell you how to live your life—as a girl, as a teenager, or as a human being. I’m here to talk about my experiences as a teenage girl and to share some of the stuff that I went through when I was around your age.


Now, I literally just got out of puberty myself… or did I? Is it ever really over? Who knows? But here’s the point I’m trying to make: my memories from “back in the day” are still fresh. As I’m writing this, I’m twenty years old. To some of you, twenty might seem ancient; to others, I’m practically an embryo. I’m good with both.


A couple years ago, I started drawing Chrostin as a getaway from the real world. Chrostin is essentially a funnier, more extroverted version of the real me. Recently, I collected my teen-girl experiences and bundled them into this book. And The Ultimate Survival Guide to Being a Girl is an answer to all the puberty guides I used to read as a teenager. The trouble with those “helpful” books I was given by well-meaning adults was that they only talked about the physical changes you go through as an adolescent, like growing pubic hair and battling acne.


I discovered firsthand that there’s a lot more to puberty than just the physical stuff. Being a teenage girl can be harsh. You will be judged all the time—at school, at work, out in public. You’ll think that you have a best friend, but then she’ll stab you in the back. Perhaps you’ll be bullied, just like many other teens. You’ll be sad, happy, and angry all at the same time. Why? You don’t know, and that makes you even more confused.


I wanted to create a book that also talks about the other stuff teens deal with—like mental health and diversity—because those are the things you don’t learn about at school. Look, I don’t have it all figured out. I’m still growing up myself. In all likelihood, I’ll have to consult this book, too, from time to time, especially when I’m having a meltdown. I’ll read it just to remind myself that it’s okay to have bad days—that it’s normal to get confused by the things that happen around you every day.


So, how does this book work?


You can read it on the toilet, on the train, in the waiting room at the doctor’s office, during your lunch break, at your grandma’s house, in your bed before you go to sleep—you get the point. This book can be read anytime, anyplace. I’ve divided it into ten chapters. We’ll start really close to ourselves, by exploring our minds and bodies, before working our way outward to look at how we deal with others and with society in general. You choose where you start: whether you want to read it front to back or back to front, or check out all the comics and drawings first. There’s no chronological order, so you can put it down and pick it back up whenever you feel like it.


Are you ready for a journey into womanhood?
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Everything we do, think, or feel starts in our heads. That’s why this book begins by exploring the very center of who we are: our brain and all the mental stuff we deal with as teenagers.


WHERE YOU DRAW THE LINE ON BEING HONEST


I’m sorry to break it to you, but we all lie. And hey, as long as you’re not hiding a dead body in your backyard, there’s not necessarily anything wrong with that. We also change our minds a lot. That doesn’t make us liars; rather, it makes us human beings. But when it comes to honesty, do we really need to tell everybody everything? Do other people really need to know the unembellished truth always?


Flash back to when I was thirteen: I went shopping for clothes with the person I believed to be my best friend at the time. After browsing the racks for a while, we made our way to the fitting rooms to try on our items. We were, like I said, thirteen. But my friend was more “grown-up” than I was, and by that I mean she already had a D-cup bra at age eleven. It didn’t make her life easy; I can tell you that.


To make a long story short, she was trying on an incredibly hideous (and I mean, truly cringeworthy) top and then *insert dramatic music* she asked for my opinion: did it look good on her?


It didn’t.


I freaked out, because I’d never told her a single lie in the many years we’d been friends. And now I had the following options in which to answer my best friend:






1. Be honest and tell her the top didn’t look good on her. This may have hurt her feelings, but at least she‘d make the right decision and ditch the ugly top. Best friends don’t let each other run around in unflattering attire, right? Right?!


2. Tell her I didn’t necessarily dislike it, but that I prefer a different top she’d tried on before. With this response, I avoided having to make a negative comment about this shirt by saying something positive and nice about a different shirt. See what I did there? I didn’t have to be a mean bitch to my friend and I still saved her the embarrassment of being seen in public wearing that atrocity of a top. Win-win!


3. Wait and gauge her reaction—see how she felt about the top herself. Before she got the chance to ask me, I‘d jump in and ask her: “Well, what do you think?” If I was lucky, she’d tell me she hated it as much as I do. If not, I‘d improvise.


4. Immediately tell her she looked beautiful in everything she tried on. I wanted my friend to feel good about herself, and if I had to tell a lie for that, it was for a good cause.







There’s no right or wrong answer here. The truth is that we are often nicer to other people than we are to ourselves. At least, we like to think we are. Sometimes it’s okay to hold your tongue or even tell a little white lie to avoid hurting people’s feelings.
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We lie about tons of things and for a variety of reasons, such as:




• sparing people’s feelings (like when your friend shows up with an awful new haircut…);


• discussing our past (sure, I did volunteer work when I was twelve and spent my days rescuing baby kittens…);


• keeping our friend’s secrets (nobody’s 100-percent safe, except my bestie); or


• avoiding looking ungrateful (when a friend made you a drawing and it’s hella ugly, but you have to appreciate the effort, although you never want to see it again. Not. Ever.).




There are times we choose to lie to protect others, and there are times we don’t. Sometimes we choose to be frank and just tell it like it is. People might mistake you for a bitch, but remember: there’s a difference between being mean and being truthful. Also, calling someone a bitch for giving their honest opinion doesn’t qualify as being nice, either, even if that person swears she’d never lie to a friend.


If you ask me, being honest is great. People will value you and your opinion more because they know you’ll tell the truth. But remember: it’s okay to tell a little fib sometimes. Suppose your sister just had a baby and you don’t think the child is adorable or cute at all. What do you do? Most likely, you won’t go telling your sister that her offspring is positively hideous—for fear of hurting her and causing irreparable damage to your relationship. So, not telling the (whole) truth is perfectly okay at times, as long as you don’t go overboard with it. Just remember: you’ll quickly lose credibility if you lie constantly, so always do so sparingly and about things that aren’t über-important.


COPING WITH FAILURE


“If I don’t have a car, a great job, a family, and a beautiful home by the age of twenty-five, I’m a failure.” “Unless I earn a lot of money, I don’t feel like I’m successful in life.” “If somebody doesn’t like me, it means I messed up.”


Do the above when-I-have-this-then-I’ll-be-happy ways of thinking sound familiar to you? What if I told you that our lives could be so much easier if we let go of the impossible standards we set for ourselves?


We all want to be happy. I’ve never heard anyone complain about being too blessed or too content, have you? However (and this is the tricky part), no matter how happy we feel about ourselves, there’s always that one person (you know the one) who seems even happier, and prettier, and cooler.… So we tend not to settle for what we have but keep aiming for something better, bigger. That’s why we are terribly hard on ourselves; nothing feels like it’s good enough when we compare ourselves with others. We then feel this urge to fulfill the never-ending desire to be the best.
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The key to avoiding this pitfall is compassion. And more specifically: self-compassion. When you are compassionate, you choose love over jealousy and anger. You choose love over the envy you feel when someone else has something you don’t.


Compassion can also help you get over negative past experiences and rise above them. It’s natural to be upset (and remain upset) about unpleasant things that happened to you. It’s normal to hold a grudge against the people who caused you pain. But there’s an alternative: instead of wallowing: you can try to accept that what’s done is done. You can’t turn back time, but you can choose to invest all this negative energy you have in a more positive way. If you learn to simply let things slide sometimes, you’ll feel freer and more relaxed. Just let it go.


Did you know that holding on to anger can cause medical problems in the long run, too? Stress, burnout, hyperventilation, back problems, kidney problems, and many, many other nasty things can spring up due to pent-up anger. The bottom line: it’s better for your mental and physical health to choose love, to forgive, and to leave some things in the past.


Loving yourself will also make it easier to cope with any failures and setbacks you might experience. When you think about it, every kind of experience will teach you something and enrich you in some meaningful way. Once you discover the silver lining of failure (you messed up, but you learned something!), it isn’t that bad anymore. Once you realize that failing is a part of life, it won’t feel like the end of the world but rather an avenue toward learning new things. After all, if we never make mistakes, how on earth are we supposed to learn from them?


Failure, pain, rejection… everyone makes mistakes and everyone gets hurt sometimes. Although we tend to believe that the super successful people we admire never fail and never have to deal with rejection, that assumption couldn’t be further from the truth. J. K. Rowling is my all-time favorite example. Did you know that her manuscript was rejected twelve times by book publishers? What if she’d called it quits after the eleventh rejection? Well, thankfully she didn’t. And her Harry Potter series went on to sell more than 100 million copies. You go, girl!


Whatever adolescent life throws at you, try to accept that a failure or setback doesn’t define who you are. You are not a failure; you just made a mistake. Don’t question yourself because of it—that can seriously shake your self-esteem and confidence. Also, you need to remember that you can’t change the past, but you can shape your future. The sooner you take a step toward positivity, the sooner you’ll be able to let go of all the bad stuff.



THE WIDE SPECTRUM OF EXTROVERSION AND INTROVERSION


Introverts and extroverts. Carl Jung, a Swiss psychiatrist and psychoanalyst, coined those concepts in the early twentieth century. Unfortunately, we have been using the terms to categorize people ever since, and that’s a mistake. Here’s why: it is a misconception to believe that a person is either an introvert or an extrovert. Being introverted or extroverted is more of a continuous spectrum. You are not strictly one or the other, and your position on the scale may vary from day to day.
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“There is no such thing as a pure extrovert or a pure introvert. Such a man would be in the lunatic asylum.”


—Carl Jung





Most people don’t strongly self-identify as introverted or extroverted, and thus are considered ambiverts. People who are ambiverts have both introverted and extroverted tendencies. I am an ambivert myself. For example, I’m very outgoing, but I also tend to get really nervous when I have to meet someone I don’t know. I love chatting and talking over the phone, but my hands get clammy when I receive an incoming call from an unknown number. I love meeting new friends, but I hate taking the first step. I can be very social, but I enjoy being antisocial, too, as I appreciate my alone time.
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The difference between introverts and extroverts is a chemical. As you may know, our brain has the capacity to create a feel-good hormone called dopamine. We all have different levels of dopamine-fueled stimulation in our neocortex.


People who have naturally high levels of stimulation tend to be introverts—they are cautious about getting overstimulated to avoid anxiety or stress. People who have a lower level of stimulation, on the other hand, can get bored easily and will look for external impulses to raise their level of dopamine stimulation, or in human speak: to feel good. Ambiverts will experience a bit of both, depending on the situation. Sometimes you’ll long for action and excitement; other times you’ll want to block out stimuli to protect yourself and give yourself a rest. Both are fine, as long as you listen to your body and your mind!
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THE ART OF (NOT) GIVING UP ON THINGS


It’s a hard-knock life for teenagers. Do you sometimes feel like you’ve been trying so hard to achieve something, but it’s just not working out? Like you’ve poured your heart and soul into something you really want, but the many hours of hard work and effort just don’t seem to pay off? You may have made a little progress, but the result is nowhere near what you’d hoped or imagined.


I personally believe everyone has at least one point in her life where she feels like giving up—like throwing in the towel and calling it quits. I think we can often see the appeal of it depending on the situation. Keep in mind that this feeling is pretty much universal, so whoever you turn to for support in your hour of need will have no problem relating to your situation. Sometimes, a good cry on a sympathetic shoulder is all you need to get your motivation back. Unfortunately, there’s other times when—sigh—that’s just not enough to get you back on track.


I remember going through a very difficult time when I was in my senior year of college. I had to juggle schoolwork and Chrostin work, writing this book, and planning my first big Chrostin event. I had my final school project to finish and a business to run, and it wasn’t a walk in the park. Everything went so fast, and I worked long hours. One day, I got out of bed and immediately felt incredibly weak and dizzy. Like, as soon as I got up, I had to lie down again. My back and hands hurt so much, I couldn’t draw for a while. It scared the shit out of me. What if this was *dum dum dum* a burnout?


I wanted to get on top of the situation quickly, so I went to see a doctor as soon as I could. He told me I “worked too much without allowing myself a break now and then.” In order to get all my stuff done, I’d been denying myself some much needed me-time.


“Do you breathe properly?” he asked.


“Breathe?” I said.


“People often forget how important breathing is. Do you feel like you can’t catch your breath sometimes? Like you’re out of breath for no reason?”


“Sometimes. When I feel a panic attack coming on.”


“Aha. Did you know that you can prevent panic attacks by learning how to breathe correctly?”


Clearly, I didn’t know that. But I took his advice, and I’ve been feeling a lot better since that day.


It soon hit me that I had been working toward one big goal and had lost sight of the smaller milestones along the way. My ultimate goal was so far removed from what I was achieving day by day that I constantly felt like giving up. It just seemed so unrealistic, like I was never going to make it in the end. Luckily, my body warned me in time; I had to take a break.


It is important to take time for yourself sometimes—not just to rest, but also to celebrate your small successes. Don’t put off rewarding yourself until you’ve reached the end of the road, or you’ll struggle to stay motivated for the days, weeks, and maybe even months it may take you to get there. Treat yourself! Treating yourself can mean something different to each person. What do you consider a great reward? Is it a shopping trip? A dessert? A certain necklace you’ve been wanting for so long? Remember that treating yourself is purely for you, and you should not worry about money, calories, or others things in that moment. You deserve something nice every now and then.


When you’re busy, you tend to forget to celebrate the little victories and accomplishments because you’re too preoccupied with ticking off items on your to-do list. I used to be oh-so-proud to tell others that I was super busy. Busy, busy, busy. Too busy to attend that barbecue or a night out with friends. I was working toward something. I had a goal. I was focused. But was I happy? Not at all.


Nowadays, I make sure to schedule some me-time every week: a digital detox, a long hot bath, a walk, a Netflix night, a trip into the city or to the mall. I find that it’s a lot easier to maintain my motivation in the long run if I allow myself some time to relax and look back on all the minor milestones I’ve achieved. It’s so much easier to chase your dreams if you charge your batteries every now and again. You don’t see a car driving from point A to B without fuel, do you?


When you’re having a tough time and you’re tempted to give up, try to remember why you started in the first place. Make a list if you have to. Revive the motivation and enthusiasm you had in the beginning so you’ll be able to make it to the finish line.


Oh, and do you breathe properly? Read more about helpful breathing exercises in the section about social anxieties here.
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BREAKING THROUGH THAT COMFORT ZONE


Friday May 19, 2017. My friend called to ask if we could hang out and grab some dinner for her birthday. Birthday dinner? Yes, please!


“Of course! I would love to. Who’s coming?” I asked.


“Oh, just a few people. Nothing fancy,” she said.


“Do I know them?”


“Um, you know me. And everyone’s going to adore you.”


“Heh, okay. See you tonight.”


Oh no. I had this conversation at 2:00 p.m., and the dinner wouldn’t start until 7:00 p.m., giving me a solid five hours to panic. I completely freaked out because the idea of meeting new people gives me crippling anxiety. I had to find an excuse not to go. The people my friend hangs out with are cool people. Like, overly social and famous and relaxed and… hold on! What was I doing? I was overthinking this again. I needed to get a grip. I needed to pull myself together before I left my house. This was me, dreading the prospect of having to leave my comfort zone.


A comfort zone is a situation, position, or level that someone feels comfortable and confident in. Everything you do that doesn’t excite you or doesn’t give you anxiety is part of your comfort zone. Perhaps you’ve heard that stepping out of your comfort zone can be good for you. But here’s a whole list of reasons why leaving your cocoon is beneficial for you:
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1. Your comfort zone will gradually expand if you exceed your boundaries sometimes. Every little step you take out of your zone will help you feel more comfortable with unfamiliar stuff in life. It teaches you to adapt and get used to new situations.


2. You learn new things. Your brain will stimulate your dopamine levels (the stuff that makes us happy and satisfied, remember?) and encourage you to continue doing whatever it is you’re doing. We tend to look for the middle ground, where we feel a little bit anxious but not too much. When you feel less stressed and more comfortable, you’ve successfully expanded your comfort zone. Congrats!


3. You’ll grow more curious about other stuff in life and the world in general. Doing something you’ve never done before will fuel your curiosity.







So, meeting new people is not necessarily a bad thing. How much you can (or want to) extend your comfort zone at a given time is absolutely up to you, and only you. That said, there will inevitably come a time when you have to be brave and face a scary, new situation. That’s why I’ll provide some tips and tricks that helped me broaden my horizons and expand my comfort zone:




• Say, “Screw it! What have I got to lose?” and do the thing.


• Find someone to help/motivate/accompany you. Sharing an experience can lower the threshold and make a scary situation less, well, scary. For example, take a friend to a networking event. You’ll notice it’s not that bad. Go on your own the next time and think of it as a new level in expanding your comfort zone.


• Prepare yourself mentally. Preparation is key. What can you expect from the situation you’re about to put yourself in? What’s the worst-case scenario? The more scenarios you anticipate, the fewer surprises you’ll run into.


• Challenge yourself each day to do or learn something new. Smile at people when you are outside walking; don’t just stare at the ground. Order something you’ve never ordered before at a restaurant. Take a different route to school. Clean your room and throw everything out that you haven’t used in a year. Go out and start a conversation. Listen to different kinds of music. Try a new hairstyle.


Don’t know where to start? Try out this cool online tool called whatismycomfortzone.com. After a short survey about your professional life, lifestyle, and adrenaline consumption, the tool gives you some great and easy tips on how to extend your comfort zone.





STICK UP FOR YOURSELF!


At this point in my life, I think sticking up for myself comes down to being able to say no to people without seeming rude or impolite. In my experience, saying no and being rude are often treated as if they are the same thing. They are not. Especially when I was a teenager, I found it difficult to say what was on my mind. Today, I can say I’m more assertive. Yes, it took me many years of learning. No, it wasn’t easy. But I no longer feel like people can walk all over me, so it was worth the effort I made as a teen to become more confident and self-assured.
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Sticking up for yourself becomes even more difficult when the situation you’re in involves people you are close to, like your best friend, your partner, or your teacher/boss. But you need to know why speaking up is important for your future (personal) life and career. The main reason is that it’s easy for people to take advantage of you if you don’t open your mouth and speak up. And we wouldn’t want that, right?


Try to count how many times you’ve said yes this week to things you actually wanted to say no to. If you have zero times, congratulations! You can skip this section altogether and move on with your carefree life. If you’ve counted more than five, I think we should have a talk. Perhaps you don’t want to hear what comes next, but I promise it’ll make you feel better in the end.


It may seem like a good idea to make the following resolution: you’ll never again promise to do something you don’t want to—not ever. If you feel completely and totally uncomfortable with what you are asked to do, that is absolutely the right way to go. More power to ya! The reality is often more ambiguous and complex, however, and there’ll be times when you’ll feel inclined to agree to things you’d rather say no to. And that’s okay. Sometimes people will ask for something without necessarily meaning to take advantage of you. Such requests are called favors, and here are a few examples of them:




• When your best friend calls and needs you, but you don’t feel like socializing. You would appreciate it if she respected your need to be alone, but you talk to her anyway.


• When your sweetheart has a very boring family dinner coming up. Although you know it’s going to be boring and his/her family will most likely ask you the most embarrassing questions, it’s what you do for your partner in crime.


• When your best friend asks you to help him move. Everyone knows that moving involves a lot of stress, sweat, and lower-back pain. But it’s your best friend, and he will reward you by returning the favor when you need it.




Now that you know when it’s okay to say yes, here are some ways to say no when it’s really necessary:




• No.


• No, thanks.


• No way.


• No way, José. (This one’s extra funky.)


• Not for all the tea in China.


• Only when pigs fly.




All kidding aside, saying no is actually a matter of training yourself how to do it. When you say it for the first time, you’ll feel both empowered and slightly guilty. Try to find a balance between being super selfish and being utterly selfless. The more unwanted tasks you manage to eliminate, the happier you’ll be. Think of all the extra time you’ll have for the things you actually enjoy doing… and for those mildly unpleasant things for the benefit of your loved ones.


ABOUT (ACCEPTING) FLAWS


Accepting your flaws is an important step toward achieving personal success and becoming comfortable with yourself. Flaws can make you feel very aware and self-conscious of yourself. Knowing and understanding that there’s no such thing as a perfect human being is a great first step to accepting who you are, flaws and all.


I had to look up the definition of a flaw—which is a noun—and here’s what I found: any small to large human imperfection in a behavior and/or a characteristic and/or an imperfection in a subset(s). Flaws are very personal and can be everything about yourself that makes you feel weird about who you are.


Flaws can ultimately become our strengths, because they make us the unique person we are. Without our flaws, we would be perfectly complete human beings and that would make us even weirder. Also, the things you consider flaws can be a reason for someone else to like you.


In 2011, when I was almost sixteen, I met a random guy at my high school. We were the same age but were not in the same class. So, I didn’t really know him, but I always thought he was kinda cute. As we started seeing more of each other, we grew closer, and eventually he became my first boyfriend. I remember being so shy because I’d never kissed someone before. I considered my total lack of experience a shortcoming—it made me feel insecure. Luckily, he is a great guy and my “flaw” (not being an experienced kisser) was never an issue in our relationship. We were able to learn from each other, and that is the most important thing. In hindsight, I feel silly for beating myself up over my inexperience in the kissing department. It wasn’t a real flaw after all (and practicing was a highly efficient solution).


Another set of self-professed flaws we have to deal with are those that have to do with our appearance. How do you tackle those? First of all, remember that what you consider a flaw is often something another person a) has never even noticed before, until you point it out, or b) may find cute or attractive about you. Of course, you don’t have to look good for other people, but you do have to feel good for yourself.


I always used to have a bit more hair growth than the average girl. Especially on my legs, arms, and facial area. When I was younger, I did gymnastics and absolutely adored wearing the standard-issue leotards. I loved choosing a new print when I’d outgrown the previous one. That is, until one day, when this guy on my team pointed out that I had a bunch of arm hair. You know what? He was right, I did. But the way he said it made it sound as if it were a really bad thing. A dirty thing. Something to be ashamed of. Another girl from our group stood up for me, immediately replying that she “thought it was cute” and jokingly adding that “it was warmer for the winter.” Although the girl who defended me didn’t think my hairiness was a flaw, I decided it was from that day onward.


For as long as I remember, I’ve struggled with the way I look. I have a love-hate relationship with my Asian roots, because they made me look different than most people at my school. Did I feel different growing up? Yes, because people kept pointing out that I was different, for whatever reason (as if I wasn’t acutely aware of it already). As a result, my being different made me feel like less of a person at times, like I was worth less than the others. Which is completely ridiculous, I know. Your looks don’t (and won’t ever) define your qualities as a friend, an employee, a student, or a person, and they most definitely don’t determine your worth.


Here are some practical tips for turning your flaws into something great:
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• Every night, write down things that you like about yourself. List three things that you’ve done well that day and three things you like about your appearance. You’ll soon notice that there’s no connection between your achievements and how you look. But it is important that you feel good about both aspects of your person.


• Tackle your bad habits. For example, do you smoke? Bad habits are often a coping mechanism because they give you a false sense of control. Take real control and get rid of the stuff that’s bad for you!


• Find something you’re really good at. Are you musical? Then learn to play an instrument. Do you love to draw? Then go to art school or take a summer drawing class. Find your thing and develop your skills. The same goes for your looks: enhance the features you like. I guarantee that’s a way to help you embrace the ones you don’t.





SOCIAL ANXITIES AND HOW TO DEAL WITH THEM


Earlier, I told you the story of how I learned to step out of my comfort zone. When my friend asked me to join a birthday party where I didn’t know anyone except for her, my social anxiety kicked in almost immediately. My heart rate skyrocketed. My palms became sweaty. My thoughts went in overdrive.… What was wrong with me?


Social anxiety is the fear of being judged and evaluated negatively by other people, and it leads to feelings of inadequacy, inferiority, embarrassment, humiliation, and depression. And social phobia (another term for Social Anxiety Disorder) is the third-largest mental health-care problem in the world. That’s right.
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You could argue that everyone gets a bit nervous at times and in certain social contexts. But social phobia is more than just being shy. People with a true social phobia tend to experience distress in the following situations: meeting new people, making small talk, being the center of attention, going on a date, taking exams, speaking in front of a crowd, being watched or criticized, etc. They may feel extremely uncomfortable, insecure, and self-conscious when they have to walk, eat, or make a phone call in a public space. People with social anxiety can experience this so intensely that they may prefer to avoid social interaction to keep their stress level to a minimum.


The great news is that social phobia is fully treatable with effective therapy, patience, and dedication. You may want to try to control your anxiety on your own first, so here are some effective tips to help you tackle your phobia step-by-step:


1. Call yourself out on being a Negative Nancy. The problem with negative thoughts is that they’re like self-fulfilling prophecies: if you start out by thinking you’re going to screw up, you’re setting yourself up for failure from the beginning. A negative mindset won’t help you overcome anything. Try to look more realistically at social situations instead of feeding your fears. For example, if you have to do an oral presentation in front of your class, remind yourself that people probably won’t even notice that you’re nervous because they don’t care as much about the presentation as you do.


2. Shake off the thought that everyone is watching you. Everyone is not watching you. Focus on being genuine and attentive, rather than being perfect. Try to be present in the moment and listen to what is happening around you. But try not to think about what others are thinking because you can’t truly know what is inside another person’s head.


3. Change your lifestyle. Did you know that a more active lifestyle reduces stress and anxiety? Me neither! Try to drink less coffee, tea, soda, or energy drinks, as they contain a lot of caffeine and sugar. You may find such stimulants stimulating, but they can also stimulate anxiety symptoms! Drink plenty of water, go for a run or a long walk, and get enough sleep. If I don’t sleep for at least eight hours a night, I automatically feel more stressed the next day.


4. Learn to control your breath. Overbreathing (like when you’re hyperventilating) can lead to physical symptoms of anxiety, such as dizziness, increased heart rate, and muscle tension. Meditation could be a great option for learning to control your breathing.






a. Slow breathing can help you relieve anxiety and prevent a panic attack. If breathing relaxation is something new to you, it may be easiest to practice lying flat on your back with knees bent and feet flat on the floor and slightly placed apart.


b. Next, place one hand on your chest and the other on your abdomen.


c. Hold your breath and count to ten. Then, breathe out firmly and think relax to yourself.


d. Inhale slowly through your nose for three seconds. You’ll notice that your hand on your abdomen should rise while the hand on your chest is relatively still.


e. Then, exhale through your mouth for three seconds, making that whooshing sound as you breathe out. Again, think relax to yourself. Now, the hand on your abdomen should fall as you exhale.


f. After a full minute of breathing this way, hold your breath again for ten full seconds. Repeat this process for five minutes. Once you feel like you have the hang of it lying down, you can start practicing slow breathing sitting or even standing. You can even control your breath in public.







Sometimes, though, self-help isn’t enough. Make sure to check with your doctor if you feel you might benefit from professional medical guidance, like therapy or medication. If you want to learn more about social phobia, make sure to check out HelpGuide.org. You can find tons of practical tips on how to stop worrying, to release stress, to become more social, and more. Just remember: social phobia is nothing to be ashamed of. A lot of people suffer from it, but you can get the symptoms under control. If you apply the previous tips and remember how to control your breath, you will take a big step forward. Go you!
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As a teenager, I struggled a lot with how I looked—with the clothes I wanted to wear and with how I wished I looked like someone else. This chapter deals with some important questions you might have about our awesome pubescent female bodies—and will hopefully inspire you to see the beautiful person in each one of us.


DETERMINING YOUR BODY TYPE


Think about this: no two bodies on this planet are identical. Each and every one of our bodies is absolutely unique. People all over the world come in millions of different sizes and shapes. Isn’t that the most beautiful thing? But, then, why do I still feel so weird about my own shape? Why can’t I just accept the way I look and go on with my life? Appreciating the great diversity of body shapes is the first step toward accepting your own.


First of all, it’s important to understand that what you see in the media nowadays isn’t representative of what bodies really look like. Take Taylor Hill, a supermodel who is absolutely flawless wherever she appears. For her shoots, however, she’s surrounded by a large team of personal trainers, stylists, makeup artists, and other professionals. Her pictures are retouched in Photoshop to cover up blemishes and imperfections. What we see on billboards and magazine covers is not real life. Real life is the same Taylor sitting on the couch at home without makeup, maybe even watching Stranger Things just like the rest of us.






[image: image]







When it comes to understanding and accepting your body, you may want to take a look at different body types first. It’s not always your size or shape that matters: the fit of your clothes plays an equally important role in how you look and feel about yourself. Rather than shopping for trends, you can look for clothes that flatter your body type; they’ll make you feel comfortable and confident. There are plenty of beautiful clothing lines for all body types nowadays (hooray!), so you’ll definitely find some awesome pieces that fit you like a glove.


I used to be completely focused on the parts of my body that I didn’t like, but it’s important to see your body as a whole. Dare to look in the mirror and describe what you see. Try to be as objective as you possibly can. Perhaps you have fairly long legs? Or relatively short ones? Maybe you never noticed that you have awesome collar bones or a long, elegant neck or a beautiful waistline?
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