
[image: Image Missing]



About the author


[image: Image Missing]


Amy Morin is a licensed clinical social worker, instructor at Northeastern University, and psychotherapist. She is the author of the international bestseller 13 Things Mentally Strong People Don’t Do, as well as 13 Things Mentally Strong Parents Don’t Do. A regular contributor to Forbes, Inc., and Psychology Today, she gave one of the most viewed TEDx talks of all time and was named the ‘self-help guru of the moment’ by the Guardian. She lives in Marathon, Florida. 13 Things Mentally Strong Women Don’t Do is her third book.
  





Also by Amy Morin


13 Things Mentally Strong People Don’t Do


13 Things Mentally Strong Parents Don’t Do




[image: Image Missing]


[image: Image Missing]

www.yellowkitebooks.co.uk




First published in the United States in 2019 by HarperCollins


First published in Great Britain in 2019 by Yellow Kite


An imprint of Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Amy Morin 2019


The right of Amy Morin to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


This book contains advice and information relating to health care. It should be used to supplement rather than replace the advice of your doctor or another trained health professional. If you know or suspect you have a health problem, it is recommended that you seek your physician’s advice before embarking on any medical program or treatment. All efforts have been made to assure the accuracy of the information contained in this book as of the date of publication. This publisher and the author disclaim liability for any medical outcomes that may occur as a result of applying the methods suggested in this book.


All rights reserved. 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


eBook ISBN 978 1 529 35994 7


Trade Paperback ISBN 978 1 529 35696 0


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.yellowkitebooks.co.uk




To all the women who strive to become a little stronger today than they were yesterday




INTRODUCTION


I grew up driving an ATV and catching night crawlers to use as fishing bait. I never liked dolls. I wasn’t interested in makeup. And I hated to shop.


But my skinned knees, messy hair, and dirty fingernails made for a wonderful childhood. My parents convinced me I could do whatever boys did—and I certainly tried. Whether it was racing the boys at recess or arm wrestling them into submission, I was able to keep up most of the time. But I wasn’t trying to prove anything. I was just having fun.


The first time I recall encountering the word “sexist” was when I was in the seventh grade. My algebra teacher always asked a sports-related bonus question that had nothing to do with math. But if you got the answer correct, he added five points to your test grade. It was frustrating that five points hinged on knowing who ran the most yards in Sunday’s football game or who scored the most points in last year’s NBA playoffs. But no one complained.


One day, I was sick and had to stay home from school. I missed an algebra test, so I had to stay after school the following day to make it up. The bonus question was about a Major League Baseball player. Fortunately, I loved baseball, and I knew the answer. My teacher handed the graded test back to me the next day at the beginning of class. Written across the top of the page in red ink were the words “0 bonus points. You only got this right because one of your friends told you the question ahead of time.”


I was horrified that my teacher thought I cheated, but I didn’t say anything to him. I didn’t know what to say. So I brought the test home and showed my dad.


My dad promptly wrote a note back to my teacher: “Amy owns more than 10,000 baseball cards and she watches baseball games on TV with me every week. But because she got your bonus answer correct, you accused her of cheating. She knew the answer fair and square. But what’s not fair is that you ask sports-related questions that have nothing to do with math. Clearly, you are trying to give the boys an advantage since most 13-year-old girls aren’t following professional sports that closely.”


I gave the note to my teacher the next day and quickly took my seat. When he was done reading it, he announced to the class, “I can’t give you bonus questions anymore because someone’s father thinks I’m sexist.” That was the last time my teacher ever gave us a bonus question, and that was the first time I really thought about sexism.


It occurred to me that he didn’t assume my friends told me any of the math questions ahead of time—just the sports question. And he assumed I couldn’t possibly know the answer to an obscure baseball question unless I cheated. I can’t help but wonder if he would have made that same assumption if I was a boy.


That happened twenty-five years ago, and I’d like to think teachers aren’t still giving boys an unfair advantage in the classroom. But research shows it’s still happening, and we’ll talk more about those specifics later on.


I’d also like to think students and parents wouldn’t be so tolerant of something like that these days. Back then, no one said anything—and neither did their parents. We tolerated it. Had my teacher not accused me of cheating, I don’t know if my father would have raised the issue.


My ideas about sexism have certainly shifted since the seventh grade, and thankfully so have our culture’s. Still, women continue to face unique challenges in today’s world. I’ve seen it in my therapy office as well as in my own life.


My Interest in Mental Strength Is Personal


When I landed my first job as a therapist, I was excited to help people overcome the challenges they faced. I was armed with a master’s degree and knowledge I’d gleaned from my textbooks, college lectures, and internships. During my first year as a therapist, however, my mother passed away suddenly and unexpectedly. My quest to learn about mental strength became personal.


I started studying everyone who came into my therapy office on a deeper level. I realized that some people were more likely to get better than others. They bounced back faster, they were hopeful about the future, and no matter what problems they faced, they persisted. I wanted to know what specifically made these people tick.


Then, in a cruel twist of fate, on the three-year anniversary of my mother’s death, my twenty-six-year-old husband, Lincoln, died of a heart attack. Being a twenty-six-year-old widow was a surreal experience. The grief was overwhelming at times, but I knew that allowing myself to experience painful emotions was part of the healing process.


By then, I was armed with new knowledge about mental strength. I had discovered that people who persevered in life didn’t just have healthy habits—they were also intentional about avoiding the unhealthy habits that would keep them stuck.


I was starting to see clear patterns in the people I worked with. Those who were intent on reaching their greatest potential refused to indulge in counterproductive bad habits. The key to their progress wasn’t just what they did. It was more what they didn’t do.


I applied what I’d learned to my own life as I worked through my grief. It took several years for my heart to heal. I was fortunate enough to find love again, when I met Steve. But shortly after we got married, Steve’s dad was diagnosed with terminal cancer. I found myself thinking things like “This isn’t fair. Why do I have to keep losing my loved ones?”


But I knew that allowing myself to indulge in self-pity was one of those bad habits that would drain my mental strength at a time when I needed it the most. So I wrote a letter to myself reminding me of all of those bad habits that could keep me stuck in a place of misery. When I was done, I had a list of thirteen things mentally strong people don’t do. I read over the list many times in the following days, and the reminders of what not to do gave me some solace. I decided if I found that list helpful, maybe others would too. So I published it online, hoping my message on mental strength might resonate with someone else.


Within a matter of days, the article went viral. It was read by more than fifty million people. Before I knew it, media outlets like Forbes and CNN were asking me about my list. My article didn’t explain the context of the list, however, so everyone assumed I’d written it because I’d mastered everything on it. But the truth was, I still needed a reminder to avoid those thirteen things.


I was grateful to have the chance to write the book 13 Things Mentally Strong People Don’t Do, to explain the story behind the viral article. And when readers kept asking me how to teach kids to be mentally strong, I was thrilled to be able to write 13 Things Mentally Strong Parents Don’t Do.


Since I began talking about mental strength, I’ve fielded many questions from women, especially in light of the #MeToo revelations. And while the principles of mental strength are the same for everyone, women experience different cultural pressures than men. Consequently, there are some specific bad habits that we’re more likely to engage in, struggle with, and experience, compared to our male counterparts.


The 3 Components of Mental Strength


Mental strength is a lot like physical strength. When it comes to growing stronger and becoming better, good habits are important. But your good habits will only get you so far in life if you’re performing bad habits right alongside them.


If I wanted to grow physically strong, I might lift weights. But if I really wanted to see some muscle definition, I’d need to give up eating too much junk food. Otherwise, my workouts wouldn’t be all that effective. The same can be said for your mental muscles. You need good habits, like gratitude, to grow stronger. But if you really want to see results, you also have to give up bad habits, like comparing yourself with other people.


It’s important to note that having a mental illness doesn’t mean you’re weak. Just like someone with diabetes could choose to become physically strong, someone with depression can choose to become mentally strong. An illness can make building muscle more complicated, but it’s still possible.


You aren’t either mentally strong or mentally weak. Everyone possesses mental strength to a certain degree. And no matter how strong you are, there’s always room for improvement.


It’s important to keep working your mental muscles too. If you grow lax about building strength, your mental muscles will atrophy.


There are three parts to mental strength:




[image: Image Missing] Thoughts—It’s important to develop a realistic inner monologue. Thinking overly negative thoughts like “I’ll never succeed” will drag you down. But you also don’t want to think in an overly positive way. Saying things like “This will be easy” could cause you to enter a situation unprepared.


[image: Image Missing] Feelings—While it’s healthy to experience a wide range of emotions, you don’t have to let your feelings control you. If you wake up in a grumpy mood, you can take steps to feel better. When you’re angry, knowing how to calm yourself down can prevent you from doing something you regret. The more mental strength you build, the more aware you’ll become of your emotions and how those emotions affect your choices.


[image: Image Missing] Behavior—No matter what circumstance you find yourself in, it’s important to take positive action. Whether you go to the gym when you’re tired or you speak up in a meeting when you’re filled with self-doubt, your choices can change your life. Even if you can’t solve a problem, you can always choose to make your life or someone else’s life better.





All three aspects of mental strength are interrelated. If you think, “I don’t have anything valuable to say,” you’ll feel awkward about speaking up. That, in turn, will likely affect your behavior, as you’ll probably stay silent. Consequently, your belief that you don’t have anything to add to the conversation will be reinforced.


We all get caught up in negative patterns like this in our lives. Building mental strength disrupts those unhealthy cycles and helps you develop better habits so you can live a more fulfilling life.


Why the Focus Is on Women


I wanted to write a book for women that portrays strength in an accurate light. While many people refer to Navy SEALs as the epitome of mental toughness, women, who tend to be more nurturing and place more value on relationships, can also exemplify mental strength. You don’t have to suppress your emotions, deny your pain, or push yourself to your physical limits to be strong.


Studies show women find that mental strength plays an important role in their lives. In 2015 and 2016, Kellogg surveyed six thousand women across the globe about inner strength. Here are a few of their findings:




[image: Image Missing] 92 percent of women said inner strength is important in today’s world.


[image: Image Missing] 90 percent of women consider inner strength to be the key to success.


[image: Image Missing] 71 percent of women feel that with more strength they could reach their full potential.


[image: Image Missing] 82 percent of women wished they possessed greater reserves of inner strength.





Clearly, women want to be mentally stronger, but many aren’t sure how to build their mental muscles.


I wrote this book for women with two goals in mind:




1. Empower women to build their mental muscles so they can become the strongest and best versions of themselves.


2. Encourage women to create a ripple effect that will inspire others to become mentally stronger.





I’ve interviewed women from across the country, and in this book, I’ll share their stories, challenges, and strategies. I’ll also share case studies from my therapy office that show what happens when women give up the bad habits that rob them of mental strength.


The following thirteen chapters aren’t meant to be a checklist of things you either do or don’t do. We all engage in these unhealthy practices at one time or another—especially when we encounter adversity.


There have probably been times in your life when you felt strong, powerful, and unstoppable—but those instances may feel few and far between. You’ve probably also caught glimpses of how strong you could be, like in those moments when you almost make a brave move. Wouldn’t it be nice to draw upon your inner strength all the time so you can reach your greatest potential? This book is meant to help you do just that.


I’m not going to tell you that you need to be doing more grueling activities to live a better life (there are too many messages out there already insisting you should be doing more to improve yourself). Instead, I’ll explain how to give up the bad habits that are draining you of the strength you’ve already tried so hard to build. I’ll teach you how to work smarter, not just harder, so you can become the best version of yourself.






1


They Don’t Compare Themselves to Other People




Every flower blooms at a different pace.


—SUZY KASSEM





Cara began therapy because she felt like she wasn’t as happy as she should be. She was a twenty-eight-year-old nurse, and she loved her job in the pediatric unit of a hospital. She had been with her boyfriend for almost a year, and she felt confident that he was “the one.” She had a great relationship with her parents and her older brother and she had plenty of friends.


She was doing well financially, thanks to the house she inherited when her grandmother passed away. Without rent or a mortgage, she’d paid off her student loans early.


Despite having everything she wanted, she felt dissatisfied—and that caused her to feel guilty and ungrateful. She worried that her displeasure was a slap in the face to her parents, who had sacrificed so much to give her the tools she needed to build a great life.


“I know most people would give anything to have my life. So I just don’t understand why I’m not over-the-moon happy,” she said.


We spent several weeks talking about her discontent and the discrepancy between the way she felt and the way she thought she should feel. She was convinced her friends were happier than she was, and she thought she must be doing something wrong.


When she talked to a friend who was married with two children, Cara questioned whether her own life was progressing as fast as it should be. When she spent time with another friend who worked out all the time, Cara felt like “an out-of-shape hippo.”


“Part of me thinks I should make friends with miserable people so I can feel better about myself,” she joked. And while that was an option, it wasn’t likely to help much.


As long as she thought she should be happier, she wasn’t going to enjoy her life. To stop feeling that way, she needed to stop comparing her happiness level with the level of happiness she presumed her friends had achieved.


She had to put the focus back on her own goals if she wanted to feel content. Turning life into a happiness competition was backfiring.


My work with Cara focused on reframing her thoughts. When she thought things like “My friend has a better life than I do,” she would remind herself, “My friend has a different life than I do, but it’s not better or worse. Just different.”


Cara also had to accept that her friends might be happier than she was sometimes. But life is full of ups and downs and thinking she was in a competition to be the happiest was never going to give her a sense of inner peace.


As Cara became more aware of her emotions and as she practiced reframing her thoughts, she recognized that she didn’t need to be as happy as her friends in order to live a great life. During one of her last sessions, Cara said, “Rather than measure happiness against my friends’ zest for life, I’m practicing being happy for them when they share their passions and excitement. It helps me feel more content about my own life.”


Do You Compare Yourself to Others?


We all compare ourselves to others sometimes. After all, how do you know if you’re good at basketball or terrible at math unless you have someone to stack yourself up against? And while comparisons can help you identify some of your strengths and weaknesses, measuring your worth against others is detrimental to your sense of self. Do any of the following points ring true to you?




[image: Image Missing] I think other people are happier, more attractive, and have better lives.


[image: Image Missing] I treat life like it’s a competition and I view the people around me as competitors.


[image: Image Missing] I feel envious when other people succeed.


[image: Image Missing] I spend a lot of time thinking about whether others are financially better off than me.


[image: Image Missing] When I meet new women, I immediately begin assessing how I stack up against them.


[image: Image Missing] I feel best about myself when I feel more attractive than the women around me.


[image: Image Missing] When I scroll through social media, I often size up other women to see if they look happier, thinner, or more fortunate than I do.


[image: Image Missing] I find myself trying to keep up with my friends because I think they are living better lives than I am.


[image: Image Missing] I fear being the dumbest, poorest, or least attractive person in the room.


[image: Image Missing] I feel insignificant or insecure when I meet women with impressive job titles.





Why We Do It


Cara had grown up with her closest friends. When they were young, they shared their dreams for the future and they talked about all the different things they could achieve as they aged. But after they graduated from college, they had to pick their own path. As they embarked on different journeys, Cara questioned whether she had taken the “best” path. During one of her appointments she said, “We all just want to be happy, right? So if someone else is happier than you are, it must mean they’ve got life better figured out.”


Cara’s belief that there was one best route to happiness had to be addressed. Deep down, she believed that she was competing against those around her for the best life. She thought being happier than her friends meant she was winning. And when she felt like her pals were happier than she was, she felt like a loser.


It’s easy to get caught up in the comparison trap like Cara did. Social media has made it easier than ever to look around and size yourself up against other people. And for many women, comparisons have become a hard habit to break.


THERE’S CULTURAL PRESSURE TO BE BETTER


Imagine you’re a student in a class. You take a test and the professor reveals you earned a C. Take a minute to imagine how you’d feel about that C. Now, imagine you learned that everyone else in the class failed. How would you feel about that C now?


Or what if you learned everyone else in the class actually got As and your C was the lowest grade? Would that change how you feel about your grade? If you’re like most people, your feelings about your grade would be at least partially influenced by how others performed.


Most of us do this same thing in everyday life—we look around to see how other people are doing. And to an extent that makes sense. How do you know if you’re smart unless you compare yourself to others? Or how do you know if you’re a good golfer, a bad bowler, or a great cook? Without someone to compare yourself against, it’s impossible to tell.


The same can be said for money. Are you rich or poor? Well, that depends, right? Compare yourself to people across the globe, and you’re probably wealthy. Measure your net worth against pro athletes or celebrities, and you might feel poor.


Looking to other people gives us information about ourselves. We learn a lot about our talents, strengths, and weaknesses by understanding how we stack up against others.


One of the sneaky ways companies try to convince women to invest in their beauty products is by showing beautiful women who seem happier, healthier, and wealthier. They want you to compare yourself to their models and actresses and feel as though you fall short. They promise that if you buy their products, you’ll enjoy a better life.


There’s a lot of pressure for women to be beautiful. Media images and beauty products emphasize the importance of a woman’s appearance. The beauty industry created what Renee Engeln, a psychology professor at Northwestern University, calls “beauty sickness.” In her book Beauty Sick, she says, “A nonstop barrage of marketing tells us that all we need to do to release that more beautiful version of us is spend money. The right mascara could change your life, we’re told. The right wrinkle cream could stop time. A ten-pound weight loss could fundamentally change the nature of your romantic relationships and erase every neurosis.”


Engeln asked over two hundred college women to write down all the thoughts they had while looking at magazine advertisements from women’s magazines. Some images featured products only, such as an ad for lip gloss, while others included models. Over 80 percent of the women looking at the images that featured models made at least one social comparison. Here are some of the comments women made:




[image: Image Missing] I think I would be happy if my thighs were that thin.


[image: Image Missing] God, she’s pretty. Why can’t I be that pretty?


[image: Image Missing] I wish I had a perfect flat stomach like hers.





She worked with researcher assistants to code all the thoughts the women in the study listed and she learned that those with the highest levels of body dissatisfaction made the most social comparisons. She concluded, “When you’re already feeling vulnerable about how you look, your tendency is to constantly seek out more information about your appearance.”


SOCIAL MEDIA DRIVES COMPARISONS


Instagram is filled with fitness gurus with six-pack abs. Facebook ads trumpet business experts who seem to have it all. And Pinterest touts the crafty wizards who make party hosting, house decorating, and baking look easy. So it’s hard not to look at these other women and think, “Why can’t I be like that?”


Maria is one of the women I interviewed for this book. She said, “I’m so glad we didn’t have social media when I was a kid. I watch my fifteen-year-old daughter spend hours trying to capture the perfect selfie to put on Instagram. When I ask her why she spends so much time on one picture she says, ‘I want people to think I look pretty. But I’m not as pretty as most girls, so it takes a long time to find a picture that makes me look better than I do in real life.’”


Of course, it’s not just young women who draw social comparisons on social media. I spoke to a thirty-eight-year-old woman who said, “I’m constantly looking at my Facebook friends’ pictures, and I think I’m secretly trying to find flaws, like gray hairs or wrinkles. Rather than looking at their pictures and being happy that they’re enjoying their vacation or a night out, I’m just looking at them to see if they look better than I do.”


Men aren’t necessarily immune to drawing social comparisons on social media, but women spend more time on social media sites. Women are also more likely to use social media that relies heavily on images, such as Facebook, Pinterest, and Instagram, while men are more likely to use Twitter and LinkedIn.


Social media can warp your perspective on other people. A 2012 study found that the more time people spent on Facebook, the more likely they were to conclude that other people had better and happier lives than they did.


A 2015 study found that a woman’s mood and body image are likely to decline after just ten minutes spent browsing Facebook, where ten million new photographs are uploaded every day. Looking at social media images was linked to lower levels of body satisfaction, because participants were comparing their face, hair, and skin.


Why It’s Bad


Cara took for granted that she knew everything about her friends, because they’d known each other for a long time. She assumed their lives were as rosy as they appeared to be on Facebook.


So one week I asked her whether she’d told her friends that she was coming to therapy. She admitted she hadn’t. I asked her if she posted on social media about how she thought everyone else was happier than she was. Again, she admitted she hadn’t made that public either. It led to an interesting conversation about how her friends may be struggling with similar issues, and they just hadn’t told her about it—and they certainly hadn’t shared their personal problems on social media.


That helped Cara see she was putting her attention in the wrong place. Rather than focus on what she wanted to achieve, she’d become distracted by her friends’ success. Her preoccupation with her friends’ presumed level of happiness created unnecessary turmoil and angst.


Comparisons aren’t necessarily based on fact, and they can be never-ending. There will always be someone who is doing better than you or has more than you do. Wasting your energy comparing yourself to others won’t motivate you to do better. Instead, it’ll drag you down and hold you back.


WOMEN FEEL BAD, MEN GAIN INSPIRATION


There are two types of social comparisons: upward and downward. Upward social comparison is when you look at people who seem superior—wealthier, healthier, or happier. You might compare your body to that of a fitness model, or you might compare your home to the mansion down the street.


Looking at people who seem more fortunate than you wreaks havoc on your psychological well-being. It can lead you to believe you are less worthy, less capable, less attractive, and less likable than others. Studies show that upward social comparisons fuel depression and envy.


On the other hand, downward social comparisons involve looking at people who are less fortunate. Perhaps you think about your friend who is heavier than you are to feel better about your body. Or maybe you drive past a neighborhood that looks a little shabby and revel in the fact that you have a nicer place.


You might think comparing yourself to the less fortunate is good for you. After all, won’t it make you feel grateful for what you have? Not likely. Studies show downward social comparisons may boost your self-image momentarily, but in the long term, looking down on others fuels worry and sympathy, which will cause you to feel worse.


Ultimately, it doesn’t matter whether you’re measuring yourself against those who have their acts together or you’re comparing yourself to individuals who are less fortunate. Either way, you’ll limit the amount of mental strength you’re able to build.


While men aren’t immune to comparing themselves to others, studies show that women compare their appearance to others more readily than men do. And women are more likely to make upward comparisons that worsen their body image.


A 2012 study conducted by researchers at Marquette University examined who men and women were most likely to compare themselves to. Through a series of questions, researchers discovered that women are more likely to compare their faces and bodies to idyllic-looking women. And they are more likely to think they’ll never be able to achieve similar results. The researchers suspected this stems from the emphasis society places on beauty for women.


Men, on the other hand, were more likely to compare their bodies to their future selves. So rather than wish they could look like a more attractive man, they’re more likely to imagine how they could achieve similar results. Unlike women, who feel they’ll never be able to look like an idyllic woman, men are more likely to be hopeful that they have the power to improve their appearance.


So, when a man looks at a picture of a muscular man or a man with an ideal physique, he’s likely to feel inspired. He might think more about working out or changing his diet so that he could look similar someday. When a woman views images of attractive women, she’s more likely to feel bad about herself because she won’t think she has any hope of achieving similar results.


In addition, the research is clear that the more comparisons women make, the worse they feel about their bodies. And the worse they feel about themselves, the more likely they are to compare themselves. It’s a vicious self-perpetuating cycle.


But you probably didn’t need a study to tell you that. When was the last time you looked at celebrities in a magazine or workout gurus on social media and thought, “Wow, I’m good-looking!”?


YOU’RE ONLY GETTING A SMALL
 SNAPSHOT OF SOMEONE’S LIFE


By 1996, Mindy McCready had reached a level of fame most singers only dream about. Her debut album, Ten Thousand Angels, sold more than two million copies and contained four chart-topping singles.


In addition to her skyrocketing music career, her personal life seemed perfect too. She was engaged to Dean Cain—the actor who played Superman on the hit TV show Lois & Clark: The New Adventures of Superman. They were a beautiful couple who appeared to have it all.


But within a few years, her life spiraled downward. The relationship with Dean Cain ended and her music career fizzled. She began making headlines for all the wrong reasons: DUI, prescription drug fraud, and driving with a suspended license. Then, in 2005, her boyfriend, Billy McKnight, beat her so brutally that he was charged with attempted murder.


McCready and McKnight later reunited long enough for her to become pregnant with her first child. But the relationship didn’t last and McCready attempted suicide several times.


She later began a relationship with David Wilson and became pregnant with her second son. Her struggle with substance abuse continued and her relationship with Wilson was an on-again, off-again romance.


Then, in 2013, Wilson was found dead from a presumed self-inflicted gunshot wound. McCready’s children were placed in foster care because of her substance abuse issues, and a judge ordered her to be committed to a treatment facility.


When she was served paperwork that proposed her sons be sent to live with her estranged mother, McCready couldn’t take any more. She stepped out onto her porch and shot herself. She was only thirty-seven.


I can’t help but wonder how many women compared themselves to McCready at one point or another. She was beautiful, talented, and famous. For quite a long time, she was living an enviable life.


I have no idea whether she was a tormented soul from the start or a series of tough circumstances sparked her downward spiral, but I do know most of us would never want to trade lives with her now, knowing everything she went through.


Mindy McCready isn’t the only story of someone who appeared to have it all on the outside yet seemed to be secretly crumbling on the inside. I suspect there are lots of people out there who have wished they could “be funny like Robin Williams,” or “sing like Kurt Cobain.” It’s easy to think someone has a great life from the outside, but you never know what sort of battle they’re fighting on the inside. It’s not fair to compare the way your life really is to the way you perceive someone else’s life to be.


What to Do Instead


Cara was an intelligent woman who recognized that comparing herself to other people wasn’t helpful. Yet at the same time, she said, “I just can’t help it. I look at what my friends are doing and I begin to question what I’m doing—even little things like how I’m spending my Friday night or what I’m making for dinner.”


Since many of Cara’s social comparisons stemmed from social media, she agreed to take a break from it for a week to see what would happen. When she came to a therapy appointment after her one-week fast from Facebook, she said, “I noticed I wasn’t so worried about what everyone else was doing when I wasn’t on social media.”


She didn’t want to give up social media altogether, but she did agree to monitor her use. Simply becoming more aware of the way social media affected her mood and her thoughts helped her to become more proactive in reducing her social comparisons.


Cara recognized that her attitude began to shift, and she said, “Just like there’s plenty of sunshine for everyone—and one person soaking up sun on the beach doesn’t affect how much sun you get—there’s plenty of happiness to go around.”


There are three main things you can do to stop falling into the comparison trap:




1. Reduce the likelihood that you’ll compare yourself to others.


2. Address the exaggerated and unfair comparisons you make by changing your thinking.


3. Deal with the discomfort that you experience when other people have more than you.





CREATE A RICH-ENOUGH LIFE THAT YOU WON’T CARE WHAT OTHERS ARE DOING


A 2017 study published in Body Image found that women are less likely to be affected by social comparisons when they have something on their mind. Every participant in the study was a woman who had acknowledged that looking at media images caused her to feel bad about herself. When the women were given a task to do as they viewed images of idyllic women, however, their mood and body image were not affected by the pictures.


Prior to looking at images, the women were asked to rate their mood and their satisfaction with their appearance. Then they were divided into three groups: group one was asked to memorize a complex eight-digit number while viewing images of attractive models; group two was asked to memorize a simple number as they viewed attractive models; and group three viewed pictures that didn’t depict people.


After viewing the pictures, the women were asked to rate their mood and their attractiveness again. Researchers found that the women who were preoccupied trying to memorize a complex number were not affected by the images they saw. Their moods remained stable and they rated their attractiveness the same.


The women who only had a simple number to remember didn’t fare as well. After looking at the pictures, their moods declined and they rated themselves as less attractive than before.


So what can we glean from this study? When you have a lot going on in your own life, you’ll be less affected by the lives of those around you. That’s not to say you should fill your life with busyness and distractions, but it does mean that creating a rich, full life could prevent you from wasting your time worrying about whether someone else is doing better.


When you’re comparing yourself to other women—whether you’re scrolling through social media to look at fitness images or you’re looking around at the women in front of you to size up how they’re dressed—catch yourself. Think about better things you could be doing with your time, such as getting to know people on a deeper level, reading a book, learning a new skill, or practicing a hobby. Remind yourself that you can take steps to create a life so rich that you won’t be distracted by others’ perceived good fortune.


ACKNOWLEDGE THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN THE INSIDE AND THE OUTSIDE


Imagine you’re creating a collage on a shoebox. The outside of the box reflects how other people see you. Perhaps you’d add pictures of some of your favorite hobbies, activities, or interests. Or maybe you’d depict yourself smiling, happy, and hardworking.


Now picture yourself decorating the inside of the shoebox to reflect how you feel on the inside. Perhaps you’d show your secret fears, hidden insecurities, and darkest thoughts. Maybe you’d depict some of those negative tapes that play over and over in your mind.


Take a second to imagine how the outside of the box would look different from the inside. Would people be surprised to learn about the things on the inside of the box? If you’re like most people, there’s a good chance that even your closest loved ones would be stunned by what’s in your box.


You might even decide to do the exercise with a real box. Add magazine photos to your box so you’ll have a physical representation of the difference between how you feel on the inside and how others see you on the outside.


I’ve done this exercise with many people in my therapy office over the years. And almost everyone feels as though their loved ones don’t really know the depths of their suffering.


Keep that in mind when you’re tempted to compare yourself to other people. You only see the outside of their shoebox. You have no idea what the inside of their shoebox actually looks like.


Social media has come to represent a new way for people to display the outside of their shoebox. Most people only share their greatest moments, happiest memories, and biggest achievements with the world. It’s become easy to think we know someone’s insides based on what we see on the outside.


The fitness guru you idolize may spend all of her time working out and not have time to spend with friends and family. Or the woman with a really adventurous spirit might not have a stable family life. Keep that in mind the next time you’re tempted to compare how you perceive someone from the outside to your own feelings or traits.


PAY ATTENTION TO THOSE LITTLE JUDGMENTAL WORDS THAT MAKE A BIG DIFFERENCE


Factual comparisons are automatic. You can’t help but notice when someone is thinner, taller, or has longer hair than you. The judgments you make about those facts are optional, however. And it’s those judgments that have the power to cause you to feel bad.


I’m five foot four. When I meet someone who is six foot four, I can’t help but notice that person is taller than I am. I notice that fact automatically, and I don’t have much control over it.


But I do have control over the judgments I form about the fact that I’m shorter. Thinking “No one ever takes me seriously because I’m so short” is a choice. Making that inference will affect my mood and my behavior.


Facts don’t make you feel bad. The conclusions you draw from those facts, however, could cause you to feel bad. Your goal doesn’t have to be to prevent all comparisons. Instead, make it a goal to become less affected by the comparisons you make.


Here are some words to be on the lookout for:




[image: Image Missing] “Should” and “shouldn’t.” I should be earning more money. I shouldn’t dress like such a slob. “Should” outlines the difference between reality and your expectations. Practice accepting what it is, rather than insisting things be different.


[image: Image Missing] “I wish.” I wish I had as many friends as she does. I wish my husband treated me like her husband treats her. Be careful what you “wish” for, and practice acknowledging the good things you have going on in your own life already.


[image: Image Missing] Words that end in “-er.” My friend is richer. My boss is prettier. My sister is smarter. Be aware when you’re drawing clear comparisons, and ask yourself whether it’s a fact or an opinion.





So rather than sort people into categories like “better or worse” or “good or bad,” try sorting your thoughts into “facts and opinions.” When you say, “She drives a more expensive car than I do,” you might be stating a fact. But saying, “Everyone likes her car better. My car is an embarrassment,” is stating an opinion. Simply acknowledging to yourself the difference between facts and opinions can serve as a good reminder that the judgments you form about those comparisons are simply your opinion.


THINK OF PEOPLE AS OPINION HOLDERS, NOT COMPETITORS


My former client Brandi began therapy because she was feeling overwhelmed. She had managed her demanding job and busy social life well until one of her coworkers embraced minimalism. This coworker had sold many of her possessions, downsized her home, and traded in her car for a bicycle. Upon seeing what her coworker had done, Brandi said, “Ever since I saw my coworker make changes in her life, I can’t stop thinking about what my life could be like if I got rid of my stuff. I wish I could have fewer things that tie me down.”


It was the first time I’d ever heard anyone express envy toward someone who had less than they did. I asked her what stopped her from becoming a minimalist, and she said, “I wouldn’t even know where to start.”


I suggested that, rather than envy her coworker from afar, Brandi talk to her coworker about her journey to minimalism. By asking questions about what her coworker learned or what she enjoyed giving up, Brandi could learn more about what it means to be a minimalist.


Brandi agreed to strike up a conversation and after talking to her coworker, she said, “It actually doesn’t sound like that much fun. She does laundry all the time because she doesn’t have a lot of clothes. She has to go to the grocery store every day because she has to carry groceries in her backpack while riding her bike. I wouldn’t want to get rid of all of my sentimental items either. I think I’d regret it later.”


Brandi was only able to come to that conclusion once she began seeing her coworker as an opinion holder, not a competitor. They weren’t in a race to see who could own fewer items or who could feel the freest. Instead, they had different ideas about how to live their best lives.


Thinking of other people as your competition puts you at odds with them. You’ll begin to view everyone as a rival, and you’ll constantly ask yourself if you’re better than those around you.


Changing that mind-set could help your self-worth (as well as your relationships). If someone has something you want, view them as a role model, not your competition.


A 2018 study published in Computers in Human Behavior found that people who think “This person has a view on an issue that I am dealing with” enjoy better mental health than those who think “This person is better able to achieve the task than I am.” Researchers found that viewing others as opinion holders fosters optimism and inspiration, as opposed to depression and envy.


When you look at other people as having a different opinion, as opposed to being better than you, you’ll learn from them. With this mind-set, you can learn something from everyone.


So rather than allow yourself to go down the rabbit hole of thinking someone is luckier, better, or happier, ask yourself the following questions:




[image: Image Missing] What information does this person have that could be helpful to me?


[image: Image Missing] What can I learn from this person?


[image: Image Missing] What opinions, ideas, or areas of expertise does this person have that are different from my own?
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Career


When it comes to your career, it’s easy to think you should be making as much money as your friend or that you should be advancing as fast as your coworker. But your career path is yours and yours alone. Every industry, company, and team is different. And it doesn’t often make sense to compare your experience at your place of work to someone else’s.


You don’t have 100 percent control over your career. You can’t control whether your boss gives you a promotion. You can’t make people sign up for your services. You can’t prevent an economic downturn. So, when you’re making a comparison about your and someone else’s career and saying things like “She got the job because she’s better than I am,” that might not be an accurate statement.


This doesn’t mean you have to tolerate discrimination in the workplace, however. Take the gender pay gap, for instance. Many people say women earn less because they take more time off when they have a baby or they work fewer hours because they’re the primary caregivers for children or elderly family members. But studies have found that somewhere between 5 and 7 percent of income disparity between men and women may be due to discrimination.


If you’re making less than a male coworker who has less experience, inquire about the discrepancy. You might learn there’s a legitimate reason why your coworker earns more. But if you suspect women are being paid less than men due to gender discrimination, advocate for equal pay.


Family


Remember when your mom would hand your sibling a brownie that looked bigger than yours? You might recall saying, “That’s not fair!” after you saw such injustice. Comparing what you were given to what other family members had is a normal part of childhood. Comparisons don’t necessarily end when we grow up, however. In fact, they can get worse as we grow older.


Maybe your sister got better grades and now earns more money than you do. Or perhaps your grandmother always reminds you that your cousin is the most successful person in the whole family.


If you have family members who still say things like “Well, your sister was able to find a job right after college,” gently remind them that you’re two different people. Just because you share DNA and a history together doesn’t mean you’re comparing apples to apples. Each individual has a unique set of skills, talents, and life experiences. And, even more so, make it clear that you aren’t in a competition with anyone—including your siblings.


You also might be tempted to compare your family to other families. Perhaps you hear about another family’s vacation and think, “I wish our family could get along well enough to have a great vacation like that.” Or maybe you see another family’s holiday photos on social media and you wish your family’s celebrations were warm and fuzzy too.


But just like each individual is unique, each family unit is different too. Invest your energy into treasuring the relationships you have rather than wasting time wishing your family could be more like someone else’s family.


Social Life


A twenty-four-year-old woman named Beth responded to my request to interview women for this book. When I spoke to her she said, “All my friends are coming forward in the #MeToo movement, and they’re sharing their stories. They’re braver than I am. I was molested when I was a kid. I haven’t told anyone. My friends don’t even know what happened.”


Beth had felt a lot of shame over the years because of what happened to her. Now she felt even more shame because she didn’t want to come forward like her friends did. I urged her to seek therapy to talk about everything she’d endured and her concerns that she wasn’t brave enough. Comparing herself to her friends could have serious implications for her mental health, because her choice to stay silent didn’t mean she was a coward (we’ll talk more about that in chapter 11). She just had a different journey than they did and it was up to her to decide what was best for her.


Your friends have a big impact on the way you see yourself. It’s important to keep things in proper perspective and recognize that your friends’ choices, successes, or failures shouldn’t be used to measure how you feel about yourself.


In my therapy office, I often see people who surround themselves with friends who reaffirm their beliefs. Someone who feels bad about herself may choose friends who are doing better in life, so her beliefs about being a loser are somewhat reaffirmed. On the other hand, I sometimes see people who choose friends who are struggling because it helps them feel better about themselves.


Carefully consider why you choose to surround yourself with certain people. Do you choose a variety of friends? Or do you pick certain types of friends?


Whether you look to your social circle to determine who has the most fun, or you compare your friend’s marriage to your romantic relationships, comparisons hurt your friendships. It’s impossible to enjoy your friend’s company when all you can think about is the fact that she’s more fortunate or more attractive than you are.


[image: Image Missing]


Refusing to Compare Yourself to Others Makes You Stronger


My entire tenth-grade geometry class was struggling to find the surface area of cylinders and the volume of pyramids. After most of us bombed a test, one of my friends asked the teacher, “Can you just grade on a curve?” My teacher said, “No. When I was a kid, my math teacher graded on a curve. So rather than do my best, I only had to do better than everyone else.” Getting the highest grade in the class wasn’t a challenge for her.


She made a good point. Striving to be better than other people is different than striving to do your personal best. When you compare yourself to someone else, you might be satisfied as soon as you think you’re “winning.” But you might sell yourself short.


Take Katie Ledecky, for instance. She’s the greatest swimmer in the world—perhaps the best athlete in the world. She’s set eleven world records.


If she’d compared herself to the other swimmers, she may have been content as soon as she knew she could win. But Ledecky is constantly trying to improve herself, even when she beats her competitors by ten seconds or more. Her goal isn’t just to win—she strives to do her personal best.


If she’d focused on her competition, she may have ended up copying the other swimmers. For example, most of the other swimmers pace themselves early on. But Ledecky does the opposite. In an interview with the Washington Post, she said, “I’m always afraid I’ll get to the end and have too much left. I’m trying to manage myself so I don’t kill myself [at the start]. It’s about finding a balance. And it’s about having the confidence to know you’ve done the work so you can get in there and race the whole 800 or 1,500.” Clearly, being a trailblazer has paid off for her.


Life isn’t a competition. Trying to outshine everyone will drain your mental strength. When you give up comparing yourself to other people you’ll be free to focus on your best effort. You won’t feel threatened that other people are somehow going to beat you.


Strive to become your best self, rather than better than someone else. Decide that the only person you should compare yourself to is the person you were yesterday.


Troubleshooting and Common Traps


A common trap is thinking that your comparisons drive you to become better. Your secret comparisons, however, aren’t the same as healthy competition. Competition is only healthy when everyone is aware that they’re playing the game. Weight-loss challenges, for example, work well when everyone is competing for a specific goal. Learning that your coworker lost a pound more than you might push you to do better next week, but that’s very different than secretly envying your coworker’s physique from afar.


When you compare yourself to other people inside your own head, no one else is playing with you. You’re trying to keep score against people who aren’t competing against you.


The other downside to competitions is that they don’t last forever. And once the competition phase is over, most people’s motivation rapidly declines.


Another common trap is trying to escape the discomfort you might feel when someone seems superior. You might avoid talking to a friend who lands a great job, or you might skip going to the gym when your sister successfully loses all of her baby weight, because working out reminds you that you aren’t as thin as you’d like to be. But avoiding your discomfort doesn’t make it go away. In fact, your jealousy, sadness, or anger can grow worse if left unattended.


When you feel uncomfortable, acknowledge it. Take a deep breath and admit that you’re feeling bad. Depending on the situation, you might even come clean with the person you’re comparing yourself to. Saying “I am happy for you, but your success also reminds me of how much work I need to do” could clear the air.




WHAT’S HELPFUL





[image: Image Missing] Recognizing when you’re comparing yourself to others


[image: Image Missing] Reframing your comparison language


[image: Image Missing] Accepting your discomfort


[image: Image Missing] Separating factual thoughts from judgments


[image: Image Missing] Competing against yourself




WHAT’S NOT HELPFUL





[image: Image Missing] Using words like “should,” “wish,” or “better”


[image: Image Missing] Using downward comparisons to temporarily boost your mood


[image: Image Missing] Viewing everyone as your competition


[image: Image Missing] Using social media to compare your life to the lives of other women
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They Don’t Insist on Perfection




It’s important to be willing to make mistakes. The worst thing that can happen is you become memorable.


—SARA BLAKELY





Shelby was a thirty-five-year-old woman who began therapy because she was experiencing anxiety. She’d been a stay-at-home mother for the past eight years, but once both of her children started school, she reentered the workforce.


At first, she was happy to be back at work. She liked her job, and she felt good about the money she was earning. “It felt great to be able to get out of the house and to be able to help contribute to the household again,” she said.


But within a few months, things changed. She felt overwhelmed and stressed out. “I feel like being a stay-at-home mom for all those years turned me into a wimp,” she said.


Shelby wanted to impress her employer, so she arrived at work early. She stayed up late packing lunches, doing laundry, and cleaning the house after the kids were asleep. Then, when she was done with all that, she dove into the unfinished paperwork from her job.


When she called my office to set up her initial appointment, the receptionist asked her what concern she wanted to address in therapy. Shelby said, “I don’t think I was cut out to be a working mom.”


Shelby spent several sessions talking about the reasons she shouldn’t be a working mom. She said things like “I’m grouchy more often” and “I’m not making home-cooked meals for my family. My house isn’t as clean as I want it to be, and it stresses me out.”


She explained that her mother had always been a stay-at-home mom. She said, “I don’t think my mom ever slept. She kept our home spotless. She made homemade bread for our sandwiches. And I never once heard her complain.”


I also learned that Shelby had been a star athlete and a stellar student as a child. “I went to college on a tennis scholarship and I had a 4.0 GPA in school,” she said.


Shelby’s parents had always showered her with praise for being athletically and academically gifted. They were proud of her accomplishments, and it was important to her to please them.


School and sports came relatively easy to her. When she got married and had children, she excelled at being a stay-at-home mom. But now that she had reentered the workforce, she discovered there weren’t enough hours in the day to be a perfect mother, perfect wife, and perfect employee.


For the first time in her life, she felt like she couldn’t fix it. When she wanted to do better in school, she just studied longer. When she wanted to do better on the tennis court, she practiced harder. That wasn’t an option now, because there weren’t any more hours left in the day to become a better mother, a better wife, and a better employee.


Rather than cut herself some slack, however, Shelby was trying to double down. She was anxious because she wasn’t able to squeeze thirty hours’ worth of work into a twenty-four-hour day. She thought falling short of her goals and feeling exhausted reflected a lack of mental strength.


Shelby was hoping I could offer some relief. “Isn’t there a pill I can take that will help?” she asked.


“What exactly would you hope a pill could do for you?” I replied.


“Well, I’m not sure if I’d rather have some sort of antianxiety medication that would calm me down, or a pill that would pump me up so I could get more done in less time,” she said.


But there wasn’t a magic pill to fix Shelby’s stress. Instead, the key to feeling better was learning to give herself a break.


As a working mom, trying to accomplish all the things she was able to do as a stay-at-home mom came at a price—it cost her sleep and time with her family, and it was taking a toll on her psychological well-being.


Shelby’s treatment involved several strategies: changing the way she evaluated herself, reducing her workload, and incorporating self-care practices into her life. Shelby handed some of the household chores to her family. The kids packed their lunches and did the dishes. Her husband became more involved in helping too. And Shelby changed her constant inner dialogue that told her she needed to be perfect.


Shelby had to accept that she had to lower her expectations of herself, not raise her performance. Cutting herself some slack wasn’t easy, but once she gave herself permission to do less, she began to feel better.


Do You Insist on Perfection?


Some perfectionists have unrealistic expectations for themselves, while others strive to reach idealistic standards established by other people. Either way, striving for perfection isn’t healthy. Do any of these statements sound like you?




[image: Image Missing] When I look in the mirror, I notice all the things I’d like to change about myself.


[image: Image Missing] When I’m working on a goal, I focus on the results more than the journey to success.


[image: Image Missing] If I try something new and I’m not good at it, I give up.


[image: Image Missing] Criticism feels like a personal attack—even when it’s constructive feedback.


[image: Image Missing] When I’m finished with a project, I notice the small imperfections more than the things I like about it.


[image: Image Missing] I procrastinate sometimes because I fear my work won’t be perfect.


[image: Image Missing] I struggle to call a project complete because I think I could always improve it somehow.


[image: Image Missing] I don’t like people to see my home when things are out of place.


[image: Image Missing] I spend a lot of time thinking about how to improve my appearance.


[image: Image Missing] I experience anxiety when I feel like I’m not in complete control.





Why We Do It


Shelby revealed that she felt best about herself when other people told her she was doing a good job. She said, “No one ever says you’re doing great work when you’re in the middle of the pack. You have to be the best to really stand out.”


But she also recognized that praise for being the best wasn’t satisfying. In fact, it was a double-edged sword.
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