

[image: Cover]




How to Have a Happy Family Life




[image: image]


How to Have a Happy Family Life


Suzie Hayman




[image: image]


Acknowledgements


Thanks to The Old Vice, as usual – couldn’t do it without him, and to Simon Walsh, indefatigable Press and PR manager at Family Lives, for keeping me informed, keeping me amused and keeping me on my toes.




[image: image]


Meet the author


Welcome to How to Have a Happy Family Life!


I trained as a teacher, doing a Graduate Certificate in Education, and worked for the Family Planning Association and then Brook Advisory Centres as press and information officer before becoming a freelance journalist. My first column as an agony aunt was with Essentials magazine, then Woman’s Own. I’ve been a columnist for, amongst others, BBC Health Online, the Saturday Guardian and The Times and am now agony aunt for Woman magazine. I trained with Relate to become a counsellor, and with Triple P (Positive Parenting Programme) to become an accredited parenting educator. I am a spokesperson and trustee for Family Lives, the major UK parenting charity, and a trustee of The Who Cares Trust, for ‘looked after’ children. I’m one of the founding agony aunts in the Kids In The Middle alliance, lobbying for increased support for children caught up in family breakdown, and have edited the KITM website. I make frequent appearances on national and local television and radio, as a counsellor and agony aunt, and presented my own series on BBC1, Stepfamilies. This will be my twenty-ninth published book and I write features, mainly on relationships, parenting, counselling, health and sex matters, for a wide range of national magazines, newspapers and organizations including Family Lives, the NSPCC, One Parent Families, and the Family Planning Association. I am regularly asked to give expert comment in national and local media and to speak at conferences and to give seminars on a wide range of issues to do with relationships and parenting.


Suzie Hayman




[image: image]


Introduction


We often say that happiness is important. Parents may insist that they’d rather their children were happy than successful, that all that matters is for them to be content. We wish each other Happy Birthday or Happy Festivity, whether it’s Christmas or Chanukah or whatever. The Pursuit Of Happiness is seen as a human right – it’s written into the American Constitution. Yet, in our everyday behaviour we actually pay little attention to the importance of happiness, and make few concessions to pursuing it. When, in recent times, politicians and commentators have suggested it might be desirable to elevate happiness to a more important status in our lives, the general response was mockery, or accusations of the idea being akin to trying to impose a Nanny State. What appears to be of overriding importance in our society is what sort of job you have, how much you earn and what you can buy to demonstrate your status and wealth. Having a job is seen as important, but not as a way of learning, practising and indeed enjoying skills, but as a way of earning the cash to do other things, and of placing you in society. In the UK we have a culture of long hours, the longest in Europe. It’s not enough to say this is because of the recession and people’s fears of being made redundant – it started long before that happened.


Long hours at work might not be such an issue if it was because we loved our work, were effective in it and benefitted from our working time. There’s a wealth of research which shows that many people derive no pride or pleasure from their work, and that those of us working long hours find it impinges most destructively on those aspects of our life that do benefit us most – our relationships, our families and our social networks. Apparently working three hours over the standard day doubles your risk of depression. So excessive working hours are not even good for employers; they are a false economy. And they can be devastating for us and our families. When people look back at the end of their lives, whether in old age or as a result of premature terminal illness, nobody says ‘I wish I’d worked longer hours’. Most do, however, say ‘I wish I’d spent more time with my family and friends’. In fact, the sort of regrets commonly expressed at such times all hinge around more connection, more self-development, more contentment. More happiness, indeed.


In the UK we are beginning to look at whether we can measure happiness and, having arrived at some way of calculating a National Wellbeing Index, whether we can support or encourage it. Surveys in the UK and the US show that people are no happier now than in the 1950s, despite massive economic growth. In a recent survey in the UK three quarters of respondents said they rated their satisfaction with life at 7 or more out of 10. That might suggest we have little cause for concern. But almost 6 in 10 also said they felt anxious and that their work/life balance was not ideal. And we also know that trust is a major determinant of happiness in a society. The percentage of people who say ‘Most people can be trusted’ is only 30 per cent of people in the UK and US, compared to 60 per cent some 40 years ago. But in Scandinavia the level is still over 60 per cent, and these are the happiest countries too.


And what about our children – are they happy? A few years ago UNICEF produced a report on child wellbeing in the majority of economically advanced nations of the world. The report measured and compared overall child wellbeing across six dimensions: material wellbeing, health and safety, education, peer and family relationships, behaviours and risks, and young people’s own subjective sense of their own wellbeing. In total, 40 separate indicators of child wellbeing – from relative poverty and child safety, to educational achievement to drug abuse – were brought together in this overview to present a picture of the lives of children.


Child wellbeing was found to be at its highest in the Netherlands, Sweden, Denmark and Finland. The United Kingdom and the United States were in the bottom of the rankings. The report showed that there was little relationship between a country’s gross domestic product (GDP) – the measure of a country’s overall economic output – and the wellbeing of its children. Instead, the range of indicators measured healthy living and risky behaviour – the percentage of young people who eat breakfast daily, fruit daily, who exercise, who are overweight; the percentage of 15-year-olds who smoke, who have had sex, who used condoms last time they had sex, who have had a baby; of 11-, 13- and 15-year-olds who have been drunk, who use cannabis, who have been in a fight, who have been bullied. The UK ranked 21st.


The report looked at relationships with family and friends; the percentage of children who eat their main meal with their parents more than once a week, who say their parents spend time ‘just talking’ with them, who find other children and young people kind and helpful. The UK ranked 21st.


The report also looked at what young people say about their lives; how they rated their own health, whether they liked school, how happy they were on a scale of 0 to 10 and whether they felt lonely, left out, awkward. They looked at whether children had been bullied or been in a fight recently. The UK ranked 20th.


Unhappiness and conflict in families have dire effects. But it’s not just serious conflict in a family or between couples that causes harm. Anger and violent disagreements can be like explosions, forcing families apart and doing considerable and often obvious damage. But constant low-level conflict can be as harmful as cancer, eating away at the bonds between family members and destroying their own self-esteem and confidence. It’s a bit like low-level toothache or back pain; each moment may not be disastrous in itself, but taken as a whole and over a period of time, it can be overwhelming.


Families are not just a married man and woman and 2.4 dependent children. They are all shapes and sizes and all ages. There is a wide range of groups who can and should quite rightly see themselves as families. Families in which a parent lives on their own with children, or raises them in co-operation with a parent who lives elsewhere; stepfamilies; families where two adults caring for children are same sex… Families also extend across several generations, grandparents being particularly vital members.


In trying to put our finger on what does and does not contribute to happiness in our family, and nudging ourselves towards the joyful end of the spectrum, it helps to understand how we tick. Why is it that some people find it easy to get on with others, and some seem to lurch from relationship to relationship, endlessly repeating the same unhappy scenario of conflict and misery? Why is it that in one family peace and co-operation can reign while in the next parents and kids appear to always be at each other’s throats?


Whether it’s nature or nurture that mostly drives us the reality is that the way we work, and therefore the way our families work, can often be understood, predicted and plotted. We can tease out, unpack and see how and why we do what we do, and feel what we feel. And if we can understand why, we can often make changes when what is happening is less than ideal. It might go without saying that this can be vital in families, or in individual lives, with serious conflict or major unhappiness. But it can be important even when you and your family are simply ‘getting by’. In many families low-grade conflict is accepted as normal, as is low-grade stress. But both are not just uncomfortable, they are destructive and painful and ultimately immensely damaging. Understanding yourself and the ties that connect you to those around you, and the divisions that make those ties uncomfortable or distressing, can be a first step to transforming your own life and the lives of those with whom you interact.


Of course you can’t solve all relationship and family problems – we assume because we are problem-solving animals that all problems have a solution, and that sometimes simply isn’t true. But even the experience of having to say ‘Actually, there’s little we can do about that…’ is positive and protective. Often understanding what is the question, even if you don’t have a neat answer, tends to move you on. And when you know what you can’t change you can then concentrate on the issues you can.


BUT…a word on parenting advice and parenting books, before we go any further. I hope it’s both inspiring and reassuring for you to recognize that you can have the best intentions and do all you can to follow best practice, and sometimes fall off that pedestal. You can be mindful, skilful, tolerant and understanding and do your very best to parent your child in such a way as to foster their development and maximize their happiness. And every so often you’ll lose it. You’ll forget all about being the parent you wish to be and do all the things you swore you’d never do – shout, snap, be impatient, abrupt and unfair. And will it scar your children for life? It’s unlikely, as long as it is an aberration and you’re doing your best. Acquiring the skills I and other parenting advisors suggest can take time and effort, and since you’re often unravelling years of learning to do it in other ways it can feel odd and awkward. Pushed to the limit it’s understandable you may not be able to use these skills at a moment’s notice. Remind yourself that failure is another chance to learn – it’s OK to fail because that often gives us even more reason to see how the new ways really do work better. So dust yourself off, and keep on trying. Positive parenting skills take practice, but they do work.
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The couple


In this chapter you will learn:


•  Why happiness is important


•  Why focusing on the couple relationship can make a family happy


•  How and why we choose a particular partner


•  How to audit your relationship
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Starting with the couple


Families start with the couple. If you share your life with somebody else, your shared happiness is at the root of your individual contentment, self-esteem and self-confidence. It’s true that we could all probably point to people who are in a relationship and yet seem to be utterly selfish, looking after Number 1 with little appreciation or care for their partner or the other people around them. They may assert that yes, they are indeed happy. I would argue their apparent happiness is on very shaky foundations. It’s certainly not a model to envy or copy. We are interdependent – our wellbeing rests on our fostering and supporting the parallel wellbeing of those closest to us. But how often do we forget this? Research suggests that only 3 in 10 parents think their own relationship is important to their children. In a dramatic reversal, 7 in 10 children say whether their parents are happy with each other is of vital importance to them. So, if for no other reason than to add to the sum total of happiness for your children, couples need to foster, strengthen and cultivate their own relationships. And you need to do that from the very beginning of your partnership. Because, of course, there is another reason you should do it, apart from for your children. You should do it for each other, and for yourselves.
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Happiness is good for you


Why is happiness important?


[image: image]  Happy people are more likely to be in a relationship and for that relationship to be lasting. Married people live longer and are healthier than the single or divorced.



[image: image]  Happy people are healthier and feel less stressed.




[image: image]  Happy people have less conflict, in the family and in the workplace. They tend to seek solutions and be more optimistic and ‘can do’ than unhappy people.




[image: image]  Happy people are less likely to suffer frequent niggly illnesses.



[image: image]  Happy people tend to feel more energetic – they learn faster, whether at school or at work, and co-operate better with those around them.



[image: image]  Happy people are more altruistic and help those around them. This sets up a ‘ripple effect’ where people who have been helped and supported pass it on, so widening the pool of happiness.



[image: image]  Happy people tend to get the breaks – other people like them and help them out while they, being more optimistic, tend to see opportunities where less happy people might not.



[image: image]  Happiness feels good.
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Finding your other half


To cultivate your store of happiness and make your family a happy one you first need to understand how people choose a partner. How do you fall in love, with whom and why? We talk about opposites attracting, about love at first sight and often say all you need is love. But how do we understand and explain the process of mutual attraction? Sometimes we seem to take an instant dislike or at least strike up an instant hostile spark with the person we eventually settle down with – the stuff of all good movies. Sometimes, it’s an instant connection. But why do some people seem to find themselves drawn, again and again, to people with whom they have damaging, abusive relationships while others fall for the good guys?


 


FALLING IN LOVE




In some cultures a lot of store is set on the process of falling in love as the best guide to your choosing a partner. You aren’t expected nor do you expect yourself, at least initially, to think about whether they are suitable on a whole range of social, economic or personality issues. All that seems to matter is how you feel. Do they make your heart race, your palms go wet, your mouth dry? Do they sexually interest you? Are you, in short, falling in love?


[image: image]


Insight


Love has been described as a chemically induced period of insanity, and one that can only last a matter of months. In fact, love can be divided into three distinct phases, one of which is short lived, another of which can last longer and the third of which can last a lifetime.
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What are the three phases of love?






Falling in love is an overwhelming emotion – that insanity that can have you making a fool of yourself and doing things you’d never do in your right mind. When you fall in love you want to be with the person of your affections as often as possible, you think about them all the time and may talk about them to your friends and family at every excuse. When you fall in love there can be a certain amount of fantasy involved – the image you have of your love object may not be entirely accurate. Falling in love can be triggered as soon as you meet someone or come upon you over a period – usually a short period – of time. It’s very like the ‘rush’ from taking a drug, since it is a reaction to hormones rushing round your body, and not really something that is sustainable for long periods.



Being in love is the next stage, and a far more settled state of affairs as you get to know your partner as a genuine individual. The adrenaline kick of falling in love will recede and instead of the frenetic excitement you experience a quieter, more relaxed emotion. The dramatic highs may be fewer but the fear and insecurity of not knowing whether the person you love returns your emotion can also be gone. Being in love is the period when you and your partner learn about each other and about your relationship – how you both tick, how you fit together, how it works.



Loving is the final stage and it is the emotion we feel when we know a partner through and through, can see failings for what they are and still love them. The intense highs and lows of falling or even being in love can fade but what is left is a sense of commitment, of connection and interdependence – each partner both supports and leans on the other, has trust, respect and intimacy.
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LOVE AT FIRST SIGHT




The ideas of Love At First Sight and Mr/Ms Right do have some basis, and both are part of an explanation for how and why we fall in love.


Whether we realize it or not, we choose the people we fall in love with and with whom we form relationships. Falling in love, even ‘love at first sight’, is the result of complex decision-making, not a matter of haphazard chance. To all intents and purposes all you have to go on when you catch sight of someone, or are introduced to them, is their appearance. What another person looks like is important to some extent, but this doesn’t mean that we fall for appearance and appearance alone. Or, more properly, it isn’t whether they are conventionally good looking or come up to the standards of the day in being ‘hot or not’ that matters. What is going on in that first encounter is that your unconscious rather than your conscious mind is making a very quick but astonishingly thorough assessment.
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Insight


Think of the human brain as a super-computer, able to consider and examine an amazing amount of information in less time than it takes to blink. There’s a lot more to instant attraction than meets the eye. What actually happens is that we all carry within us a blueprint of the ideal partner. Think of it as a checklist, or a jigsaw in which we have half of the pieces, or half the workings of a mechanical clock.
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BLUEPRINTS




How do we come to carry this blueprint? It’s the result of our own background, our upbringing and development. All your relationships and experiences as you go through life, from birth (and actually even before that) contribute to a map of your needs, beliefs, abilities, characteristics, personality, traits and values. What you see and experience tells you who you are and what you’re worth. What you see and experience tells you who your partner should be and how they might fulfil you and fit in with you. You might think you’re attracted to Tall Dark and Handsome, or Small, Blond and Cute, and yet repeatedly fall for people almost the opposite of that. The reason you find them irresistible is because something in their looks or their behaviour calls to you. It may remind you of someone, or something, that says ‘This is familiar, this is right’ and it may do so in the most unexpected ways.


Your past experience tells you, for instance, that men with a quirky smile are safe – because your dad who was loving and kind had one. Or women who laugh outright are adorable – because your mother who was caring and attentive did that. All the way through your childhood (and on into adulthood, but childhood messages are the most important) your mind will go on building up the picture of the person you are looking for.
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Insight


Sexual stereotypes in our society insist that men and women see love in different ways. In fact it’s been said that romance is the price men pay to get sex while sex is the price women pay to get romance. Most men would have you believe that they are interested in conquest and sex and prefer to leave the slushy stuff to women. But those who deal with men on an emotional level, such as counsellors and agony aunts, believe that there are more similarities than differences between men and women. Women are just as interested in sex as men and men are just as emotionally needy as women. What both sexes want is intimacy, connection and closeness, and both sexes undoubtedly fall in love.
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THE UNCONSCIOUS CHECKLIST




When you meet or see someone, your unconscious mind spins through a checklist; it’s as if it joins the dots that paints the picture of what your life experience thinks your partner should look like. After a certain number of ticks and crosses, you may write the person off – they don’t measure up. What this feels like to you is simply indifference – you may like them or you may dislike them, but they don’t ring your bell. Or, you may feel drawn to them, powerfully or with just the glimmerings of interest. Or, as in all the best films and books, you may have quite strong negative feelings of hostility or dislike, thinking them stuck up or arrogant or too full of themselves. This in itself may be a form of sexual attraction, when part of your mind resists the feelings, or is taken by surprise at the reaction that another part is having.


What is really interesting is that you may think only surface details can be considered this way. So you wouldn’t be surprised to learn that some people have a thing about blondes with an easy smile while others go for smouldering, brooding redheads. But this blueprint can lead you to falling for less obvious characteristics, such as a tendency to cheat, a shared history of abuse or the fact that both of you lost members of your family at the same time in childhood. Such parallels in partners’ backgrounds are remarkably common and frequently are not realized by the couple until well into their relationship.


 


THE IMPORTANCE OF FAMILIARITY




When you meet someone who does tick many of your boxes there is often an intense feeling of familiarity and of their somehow fitting with you. Some of that will be the familiarity of shared experiences – of growing up in similar circumstances with similar people. This is why arranged marriages can work very well. Partly this can be a matter of expectations. Couples in a culture in which this is the norm do not anticipate, or perhaps even value, falling in love as part of the deal, but look on the marriage as being about family alliances. Their success may also be because the basis for most good relationships is that you share a lot of background and so understand each other – you’re familiar with all the things your partner is also familiar with. This is then bolstered by shared beliefs in the way relationships and family work and what you should expect. But many couples in such a situation also find themselves drawn to the partner chosen for them. This is because the chemistry that makes sexual attraction is all about recognition and acquaintance. You have in common the food you eat, the festivals you celebrate, the places you go and the things you do. That in itself triggers feelings of safety and comfort, which lead to intimacy.


Those shared experiences may not only be the obvious ones of what you both might have encountered in your families, communities, and schools. They may also be more personal and often concealed aspects of your life. You might discover you both went through some pivotal event at the same age – a loss, a realization, or an incident. There is often something there that draws you together even if you’d think it wouldn’t show, and you might have forgotten it, not thought it significant or just not got round to talking about it. You might also find your position in the family – the youngest daughter of three girls, the oldest son of two boys – pushes you towards your partner.
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Insight


Your birth order – whether you are eldest or youngest (and male or female) – has a lot to do with why brothers and sisters can turn out to have such different personalities. And it can have a significant effect on who you might choose as a partner. If you’re the youngest of three, you don’t look at life in the same way as you would if you were an only child. If you’ve got two brothers, you react differently to men and women than you would if you had just one sister.
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THE ONE PERSON FOR YOU




The feeling of familiarity and the sense of a partner somehow fitting in with you that often comes when you meet someone who ticks your boxes is where the Mr/Ms Right myth comes in. There is a problem however in thinking there will be only one person who will have this effect on you. Among all the thousands of people you will meet in a lifetime there will actually be a considerable number who would fit your blueprint. Just think about it – if you’ve a hundred points that are to be ticked or crossed, there must be many people that you meet and know who would score in some of those categories. It’s not unreasonable to expect that half a dozen people in your immediate vicinity can rack up a high enough score to hit the jackpot, even though each of them gets ticks and crosses in totally different boxes. We tend to get considerable confusion, for instance, where different people score highly in totally different if not opposing ways. For instance, one may make your pulse race but lose points on some issues – not having similar political views for instance, or being thoughtless about your feelings. Another produces a warm glow, because they are kindness and thoughtfulness personified, but feel boring and too predictable to you. Which do you choose?
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Insight


The problem with the Mr/Ms Right myth is that it encourages us to misinterpret our reactions to other people. Falling in love, establishing a relationship, marrying and having kids does not render you immune to the charms of new people. We tend to assume that if we’ve fallen in love, we must have found the one and only person we can pair up with. We also think that as soon as a relationship is established, it acts as a sort of vaccination against sexual or romantic attraction. You feel that no-one will notice you henceforth and you certainly won’t notice anyone else. This, of course, is far from the truth. But when someone in a relationship finds themselves aroused by another man or woman, the myth of Mr/Ms Right leads them to believe that what has actually happened is that they got it wrong the first time. Their established partner must be Mr/Ms Wrong, the love they felt must be an illusion and they should be with the new attraction.
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Essential points to consider






[image: image]  Families start with a couple, and the happiness of that couple is the foundation of family contentment



[image: image]  Love at first sight is a lot more complex than it sounds



[image: image]  The blueprint or map that describes your perfect partner is built up mainly from experiences in childhood



[image: image]  There is no Mr or Ms Right – hundreds of people could probably tick the same number of boxes. It’s all down to which one you find first – and whether having made your choice you’re prepared to work at your relationship with that one or throw away the investment.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCE




Partners and people who attract us do so because they fulfil a need, or needs, that often go unrecognized in our conscious minds. Sometimes, the need is to make right something that might have gone wrong in our childhood. Events and relationships in childhood are vitally important. I’ve talked about it setting up that blueprint, that checklist or map, for what you will find essential in a partner. What happens to you as a child is like having a script written for you, for later life. If your parents were loving and supportive, were there when you needed them but gave you plenty of encouragement to stand on your own two feet, you are likely to grow up with a script that tells you you’re a worthwhile person who deserves to love and be loved, and can be competent and capable. You will find yourself being attracted to partners who resemble the best in your parents. And this may not only be in their behaviour, their quirks of personality but also in their appearance. Some researchers suggest that your ideal person is someone who actually strongly resembles yourself. It is noticeable how often couples look as if they could be related. And, indeed, how, more often than can be accounted for by chance, couples names start with the same letter – John and Jane, Peter and Paula.


 


LOOKING FOR A HAPPIER ENDING




When parents are not able to give you the care you need, and are physically or emotionally absent for all or some of your childhood, the script will be different. You’ll still look for a partner who resembles a parent, but with the hope that the story will end on a happier note, with them able to love and care for you and to ‘be there’ for you. But this so often backfires on you. You’ll be choosing someone like the parent who let you down, who is like them and you hope will therefore stand in for them and do it correctly this time. You’ll be hoping to rewrite the script but with a happy ending. But, after all, you will in essence be choosing someone like your parent and that will include their inability to fulfil your need. The original didn’t do it the first time; the substitute is unlikely to be able to do it the second (or third or fourth) time. And, since not having an adequate model to copy, you yourself may well have no real idea of how to satisfy the same needs in the other person; you may find yourself repeating the same mistakes your parents made with you. This is why relationships, even between couples who love each other, so often encounter problems. And why, if they break up, you can find other, later, relationships going exactly the same way as first ones. Many of our needs remain unchanged over the years, so a new partner may well resemble old ones, both in appearance and in their character and behaviour. They may seem different, and in some ways act differently, but unless you can come to an understanding of what you are really looking for in your partners, you may in essence go on dating, living with or even marrying the same person time after time, and finding dissatisfaction each time.


 


MARITAL FIT




Counsellors call the way we and our partners slot together ‘marital fit’. You can see it in terms of a jigsaw or the cogs of an old-fashioned clockwork watch. Your other half is the person whose pieces fit in with yours, who matches. That doesn’t mean a person whose tastes are exactly the same as yours. On the contrary, it often means finding the person who fills in your gaps. Love is often more successful when you do have a lot in common, come from similar backgrounds and therefore have similar references. And it does seem as if familiarity is a big draw – the familiarity of shared backgrounds or shared issues. But on an emotional level we often need people who match but don’t accord. This is why ‘wallflowers’ so often link up with ‘party animals’. One side of the partnership may have stage fright and be terrified of the thought of being the centre of attention. They fall for a partner who will do it for them – who will dance on tables, be the life and soul, for both of them. In turn, Party Animal chooses Shrinking Violet for their stability, calmness and quietness, to be the still centre of the relationship.


 


REWRITING THE SCRIPT




It also explains why some men and women keep falling in love with people who use and abuse them. Abusive relationships are all about the need to rewrite that script. If a child grows up in a family where there is physical or emotional violence or even where there is an apparently loving but emotionally demanding parent, it will affect how they make their own loving relationships later in life. Sometimes what happens is that they are left with a deep sense of being unworthy. They will seek out partners who behave in much the same way as did the abusive or missing parent. They will expect nothing better from their partner because their experience has convinced them that they are worth nothing more. Sometimes the same pattern will happen but it’s because the man or woman will convince themselves that this time they can make a difference. You will find men and women who seek out unfaithful, unloving or even brutal partners, or partners with addictive behaviours such as dependency on drink, drugs or gambling. Each time at the root of their love is the conviction that they can change their partner and what they are doing. Whether they can or not, and it’s usually futile, it wouldn’t make any difference because the person whose behaviour they really want to change is beyond their reach – that is, their parent, in their past. Even if they were able to make it right in the present by having their partner become as loving and caring as they want, there would still be a sense of loss. The real success, to have gone back in time and made the parent clean up their act, is impossible. The third way that people may react in trying to rewrite their own experience of an abusive relationship in childhood is to become abusive themselves.


 


PASSING ON BAD FEELINGS




Both men and women can visit exactly the same abuse that they suffered at the hands of their carers upon their own partners or children. The reason for this is quite complex. You would think that if you had suffered pain and humiliation the last thing you would want to do is act that way to someone else. In fact, copying what has happened to you is a recognized coping mechanism. A child who has been hurt will feel a tremendous weight of pain, humiliation and powerlessness. The need will be to get rid of those feelings and one way of doing so is to pass them on to someone else. It’s a bit like taking all your negative feelings, wrapping them in a parcel and dumping them in someone else’s lap. If you can make someone else feel hurt, humiliated and powerless, you yourself can feel satisfied, strong and in control. The exact reverse, in other words, of the negative feelings you once had. This is why the abused can become abusers and why those who have been smacked and hit in childhood often become the strongest exponents of such behaviour.
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Insight


Children always love their parents no matter what their parents do to them – you can’t help it. It’s hard-wired into you and it comes with the territory. When a parent does something that makes a child feel bad two things happen. One is that the child convinces themselves that it must have happened because they did something wrong and must be at fault, which is where the conviction of unworthiness comes from. The other is that the child is driven to forgive the parent and the best forgiveness is to imitate.
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We defend behaviour such as smacking and do it ourselves not really because we think it’s right or like it or even think it’s an efficient way of behaving. Most parents can see right in front of them that smacking, for instance, does not make children better behaved but increases resentment, anger and pain, and often leads to even worse behaviour. We feel driven to repeat it however in order to forgive our parents for having done it to us. Every child wants the world to make sense and to be stable. To have to accept that our parents or carers had lost the plot and were wrong in what they did is a bit like having to accept we lived on shifting sands. It simply feels so risky we’d rather believe that it was we who were wrong and deserved what happened, however awful.


 


CHOOSING PRIORITIES




One common human behaviour pattern that really does work against your having a happy relationship is the belief, held especially by women, that you have to be perfect – perfect partner, perfect householder, perfect employee. The truth is that you can’t do it all. Often in relationships and in family life you have to get your priorities right. On one level it may give you satisfaction to know you’re the person who does everything for your family and your partner – cooks, cleans, plays, earns and pays, and does it all faultlessly. But sometimes you have make decisions that allow you to fulfil the one, most important central thing – to be happy and help your family to be happy. That may mean letting go on some issues – letting the dust bunnies grow under the bed – so you can spend time on others, blowing bubbles and running around in the park with your loved ones. It’s all about working out the costs and the benefits. For instance, you may feel you have a moral duty to be the person who cleans in your house. The cost may be that it takes two, three or four hours of your time every week to do so. You and your partner could each work an extra hour each week to earn enough to pay a cleaner (thereby benefitting the finances of that cleaner) and free yourself for two hours of quality time spent with your family. Or, you could make it a game that everyone does a bit, with the reward of time spent together. Or, you could decide to let the dust gather (writer Quentin Crisp said ‘There was no need to do any housework at all. After the first four years the dirt doesn’t get any worse.’). Whatever your choice the important thing is to make it a choice, recognizing the downsides and upsides of whatever you decide. And once you acknowledge that, you can often look for innovative ways of achieving your aims.


 


TWELVE TIPS FOR A GOOD RELATIONSHIP


  1    Recognize that the buck stops with you – make it personal and take responsibility. Ban the phrases ‘It’s not my fault’, ‘Someone should do something’ and ‘What can I do about it?’.


  2    The only measure of your happiness and your life should be yourself – don’t compare yourself or those close to you to other people. So what if they seem to be getting by, or thriving, or having to do it another way? What is right for them may not be right for you.
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