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Praise for A Manual for Being Human



‘Finally! A book which takes psychological wellbeing across the lifespan out of the therapy room and into the mainstream. Dr Soph’s warm, reassuring and frank style will have you understanding yourself, your actions and your relationships without a hefty therapy price tag.’

Dr Karen Gurney, author of Mind the Gap

‘Dr Soph breaks down therapy in a way we can consume and learn from. A powerful voice for people to learn about their mental health… I wish I’d had this book years ago!’

Poppy Jamie, author of Happy Not Perfect

‘Dr Soph is the therapist and best friend that the world deserves. The world of therapy and professional help is still so inaccessible to so many people and this book is a crucial and life changing one that should be placed in everyone’s mental health toolkit. A Manual for Being Human is an amazing read and a gift to the world. I can’t wait to give it to every single person I know!’

Scarlett Curtis, Sunday Times bestselling author of Feminists Don't Wear Pink (and other lies)

‘A truly wonderful, warm and wise one-stop shop for any inquisitive human. Packed full of prompts, practical tips and pep talks that will guide you through any situation.’

Emma Gannon, Sunday Times Business bestselling author of The Multi-Hyphen Method

‘Absolutely brilliant. A gold mine of coping skills to get us through life. I will be keeping copies in my therapy room and my own home. Do not skip this one.’

Dr Julie Smith, clinical psychologist

‘Through her book, Dr Soph manages to not only help us understand ourselves better but shares the therapeutic tools we can put in place to make life a little easier too. Insightful and robust and yet also, warm and personal, this book will stay with me for years.’

Lucy Sheridan, author of The Comparison Cure

‘Psychology at its most accessible and usable! Sophie takes us on a journey through our lives to make sense of how we think, feel and behave then helps us build a strong path to go forward and live our future lives well.’

Dr Emma Hepburn, author of A Toolkit for Modern Life: 53 Ways to Look After Your Mind
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This book is for the human-curious, psychology-curious and therapy-curious – it is for humans unable to access therapy and also those who are paying for long-term support.

I wrote this for people who are looking for an answer to how they are feeling. For those who are interested in understanding themselves more fully and for those who are hurting and have no place to turn to make sense of their experience. I am writing it for the thousands of people who speak to me each day on Instagram, the brave souls that reach across the electronic divide sharing how lost they feel, at sea without a framework to underpin and explain their experience.






What caused people distress was not so much their own mistakes, inadequacies and illnesses as the powers and influences that bore down upon themfrom the world beyond their skin.

—DAVID SMAIL








Introduction: Why People Are Struggling

Hi, I’m Dr Soph.

You can call me Soph or Sophie.

I’m a clinical psychologist.

A few years ago, I was working in a London hospital, in a brain injury outreach team for adults. One day I was driving away from an appointment with a new patient and I realised something. I realised that over the previous eight years, across all the services I had worked in, I had witnessed the same thing in all of my new patients: people in extreme distress who had sat on a waiting list for a long time (sometimes for over a year) and had never been given the fundamental psychological ideas that are considered common and obvious among psychologists.

I realised I was spending the first few sessions with every person I saw destigmatising their experiences and giving them the same basic information.

If this information had been accessible much earlier on, it would have eased some of their anxiety and pain while they were on the waiting list.

I thought about what I’d heard on the news that morning about rising numbers of people seeking help, the overwhelmed mental health services trying to manage, and concerns that the mental health of the population of the UK, and the world as a whole, was in decline.

I also thought about the questions I was hearing among my friends, my family and the people who contact me each day on Instagram: Why do I feel so bad? How did I get here? How do I move forward? Who should I listen to? How can I afford to help myself when therapy and other forms of support are so expensive? I too have asked these questions. That’s actually why I trained as a psychologist.

And then I suddenly understood.

There is a damn good reason why people are struggling. We are not raised to understand ourselves.

We are not taught to understand our emotions or who we are at a young age. Instead, we are raised to fear them and experience shame whenever any kind of distress arises. Rather than being taught simple and effective coping strategies, we are usually taught to put on a brave face; told to ‘be good’, ‘snap out of it’, or that ‘it’s no big deal’.

Instead of being encouraged to embrace all of who we are, including imperfections and weaknesses, we are expected to create a personal brand to show to the outside world at all times. We hide how we truly feel, even from ourselves.

This means we are totally ill equipped to manage the stresses of life and what it means to live inside our emotion-filled bodies.

Without knowing how to understand ourselves, the odds are stacked against us. When distress inevitably comes knocking at our door we have no useful ways to respond. We pretend everything is fine. We keep busy, burying ourselves in work. We use sex, alcohol, drugs or Netflix as fun but temporary distractions. Distractions that don’t solve the problems or help us move forward. Distractions that just delay the inevitable for a little while, until the next wave of distress hits.

We then blame ourselves for the way we feel, which makes us feel worse, and the cycle continues.

I think we have been set up to struggle.

Well, not anymore! On that day of realisation, I pulled my car into a layby, grabbed a pen from my bag and wrote a list of all the things I’d cover off in most initial sessions with clients. This book is the result of those notes and the answer to the questions I hear every day.

I’m going to share with you the information usually kept behind therapy room doors, in the ivory towers of academic buildings and in dusty old textbooks.

If you have ever asked the same questions my clients, friends, family and I have asked, this book will help you answer them and will give you the information you need to understand the very core of who you are and how you came to be, well… you.

What you will find in this book

This book is a manual for the human experience. It is not a dry and dull psychology compendium (don’t worry, I read those for you). It’s a book filled with psychological ideas from a mix of traditions, including my own theories and tips that you can put to use immediately. It starts with our earliest experiences and moves through to adult life.

For example, do you want to understand how your childhood affects who you are today? How it affects your relationship with yourself and others? Do you wonder why there are experiences from that time that you feel you should be over but don’t quite seem to be able to let go of? If so, you’ll find the explanation here. Do you wonder how social media, marketing and the advertorial content you consume each day affects your emotional wellbeing? Do you want to know what your emotions actually are, where they come from and how to manage them when they threaten to overwhelm you? I will give you useful advice for how to have a healthier relationship with these facets of life. Do you want to believe in yourself and your ability to be content with who you are? If the answer is yes, then it’s all in here.

This book will show you how your environment shaped you. How society may actually be the thing that needs to change and not you. It will give you a foundation to understand your whole life experience and emotions, and the skills to get you onto the path of healing, whatever that word means to you.

When people come to therapy, they always ask me different versions of the same three questions: how did I get here? What’s keeping me here? And how do I move forward? This book is therefore structured to help you answer those questions in exactly that order.

Part One: How You Got Here

This first section of the book will help you understand how you developed to be who you are. It will also help you identify problems arising from your past experiences and current life events that we know cause distress. This part starts the moment you come into the world.


Part Two: What’s Keeping You Here

This next section will help you identify what you are doing right now – the very normal patterns, bad habits and negative cycles that may be keeping you stuck and holding you back in your life.

Part Three: How You Can Move Forward: Your New Toolbox with Go-To Techniques

The final section in the book offers scientifically backed techniques that you can put to use immediately. You will find some quick tips littered throughout the book, but the majority of them are in Part Three.

This book is not a quick fix

It isn’t for times of crisis and it’s not to be used in place of speaking to your local mental health service. It also isn’t a diagnostic tool or even a book about specific diagnoses. This book will convey the foundation of the human experience. It will offer you an insight into yourself through the mind of a therapist and will give you the tools you need to understand yourself and to heal from whatever it is that has been causing you pain and keeping you stuck.

This book isn’t just about healing yourself; it is about getting to know yourself intimately so that you can get the most out of your life. It is also about creating community and joining voices with others so that we can stand up against the structures and life events that undermine our ability to be human.


How to use this book

Within these pages, you will find theories that resonate with you, and others that don’t so much.

To help you personalise your experience I have filled each chapter with questions for you to answer as you go along. They are the kinds of questions I would be asking if you were in a therapy session with me. They are the kinds of questions I ask myself when I’m trying to understand why I feel or have behaved in a certain way. They will give you a chance to really investigate your lived experience.

Equip yourself with a pen, highlighter or other tool that will help you mark out the sections of the book that mean something to you. If you mark up this book with your own notes you’ll be able to return to the bits that speak to you. The longer you stick with an idea the more likely it is to sink in. So, don’t be afraid to make a real mess as you go along. Grab a notebook too. The answers to the questions in this book may not come to you in a flash. They may emerge slowly, and a notebook is a great way to capture your thoughts.

I have interspersed the chapters with recommendations of related books that I love, just in case you find yourself hungry for more information on a topic.

Also, look after yourself as you read through. Take your time. It may bring up emotions that you don’t expect, as it is a deep dive into your past and present. If certain topics or questions bring up upsetting thoughts or feelings, I recommend putting the book down for a moment, or longer, and trying a breathing exercise (see Chapter 12) or another self-soothing strategy from Part Three. Come back to reading whenever you feel ready, as it will always be there for you.

This book comes with a trigger warning

In these pages we will touch upon serious issues, such as bullying, prejudice, death. At the top of each chapter I will let you know what, if any, sensitive themes are going to be discussed and then you can choose how to proceed.

Please remember, if you are struggling with something, if it ever becomes intense, speak to someone. Consult your GP or your local mental health team, and know that there are 24-hour crisis lines available, and you are not alone.

Trigger warning over, are you ready to begin?

Let’s begin.

Dr Soph xx






Part One How You Got Here


Emotions, relationships and negative self-beliefs – the three main topics that bring people to therapy. One might think that, because of this, I should start this book telling you what emotions are, how best to approach relationships and how to get positive about yourself.

However, the way each of us struggles in each of these areas is deeply personal. For example, how we feel our emotions is down to our genetic make-up, how stable our early life experiences were, how we were taught about emotions and soothed when young, and what stresses and strains we live through.

If you want to truly understand who you are, and why you may struggle, we need to start right at the beginning.

Before we learn how to manage these deeply human experiences, we will go on a journey through life, discussing the two biggest influences that shape who we are and what each of us struggle with: the environment we grew up in and the life events we have experienced.

The first part of this book will take you on a tour of these two influences. The first four chapters cover the aspects of our environment known to be responsible for shaping our biology, brain development, emotions, beliefs and behaviours. These are our early home environment, our school years, the media and marketing around us, and structural inequality. The fifth chapter focuses specifically on the life events that distress and derail us.

If you want a comprehensive understanding of how you grew into who you are today, and which moments of life may have left you feeling sad, anxious or like you aren’t good enough, I recommend working through each chapter one at a time.

It is important however to know that…

We do not come into the world a blank slate.

Siblings are not the same even if they grow up in the same place. As the cognitive psychologist Stephen Pinker says, if a little sarcastically, it’s the reason that your pet and your child will not both learn language irrespective of how much time you devote to teaching them and nurturing them in the same environment.

The wheels of who we are are set in motion before we’re born. DNA reportedly accounts for 20–60 per cent of temperament – how sociable, emotional, energetic, distractible and tenacious we are. However, full-term babies are born when their brains are a third of their adult size, and brain development isn’t complete until our mid-twenties. Similar to the way architects adapt blueprints to fit the terrain they build upon, you and your brain developed and adapted to your specific surroundings.

It wasn’t just your family that shaped you; it was all of your early experiences. School, friendships, the media you consumed, the society and culture you grew up in, and the life events you experienced, all played a part.

You might have evolved to be shy. This could be for a million reasons. Perhaps you were predetermined to be that way. Or perhaps you were taught that shyness was ‘becoming’ (was the right behaviour for who you are). Or perhaps no one taught you how to socialise, making it feel scary. Equally, you could be shy only on occasion, like when you meet someone dreamy that makes your heart beat faster and your mind go blank.

You might have a short fuse for many reasons too. It could be down to your DNA. Or because you grew up in a high-stress environment that taught you to be on high alert at all times (for an angry caregiver or a sudden change at home). Or because you weren’t taught how to manage your emotions, meaning they bubble over on occasion.

Equally, it might have nothing to do with your past. Maybe you have a lot on your plate and have reached the limits of what you can cope with. Suddenly the smallest thing is enough to set you off.

I can’t tell you which parts of you were predetermined. I can, however, share the main factors I know shape people, starting from the moment they take their first breath.

With this in mind, I invite you to read this book, and to hold the information lightly. Do not assume it explains everything. Or that everything you do has a deep psychological meaning.

There will be things you do that are indeed linked to your upbringing, and things you do that you simply enjoy, or that come to you on the spur of the moment.






1. Caregivers, Siblings and our Family Environment


* Warning: look after yourself while reading this. If you start to feel overwhelmed, take a break, breathe, and come back when you feel more centred. There is no shame in any of this.

We are not survival of the fittest. We are survival of the nurtured.

—LOUIS COZOLINO



When you emerged into the world, you cried out. Not bloody surprising! You came out of your warm, cosy, food-packed womb and into the blindingly bright, noisy and cold world. Suddenly you were vulnerable and in an alien environment, reliant on others for your safety. You cried firstly to get the mucus out of your lungs, and secondly to make your caregivers notice you.

You needed a human to keep you alive. But you needed them for more than food and shelter. You needed them for connection and to soothe your overly active fear system that was constantly triggered by this unknown world. You also needed them to help teach you about the world, and to help your nervous system (the brain structures that respond to stress) develop.

The attachment – the bond – you formed with your earliest caregivers helped shape your brain development and your nervous system, gave you your first understanding of emotions, and provided the blueprints of relationships that you use to make sense of others right now.

Even though you can’t remember that time, as first memories tend to date back to three and a half years old, whatever happened then is likely still affecting you now – affecting how strongly you feel your emotions, whether you understand them, how you understand and interact with other humans, and who you choose to date and befriend (but we won’t get to this part till Chapter 10).

Safe, soothed, seen and secure

A baby’s primary goal is to stay close to their caregiver. Throughout this book I use the term ‘caregiver’, instead of parent or parents, as not everyone is raised by their birth parents. Caregiver includes anyone who is the responsible adult and guardian of the child.

Good news: while babies may not be able to do much, they are not passive receivers of care from the people around them. They are primed to initiate it. Think of those facial expressions and endearing little moves babies do – they are, in a good way, manipulating you into being there for them.

They learn to adapt as quickly as they possibly can to their environment, crying out and responding to the reaction of their caregiver. Adapting to ensure that whatever happens they will not be left alone. The rest is up to the caregiver.

Daniel Siegal, Clinical Professor of Psychiatry at UCLA School of Medicine, says babies and children need to be safe, soothed, seen and secure.


When it comes to development humans need attention the way plants need sunlight



Safe

Babies and children need to grow up in a safe-place and have caregivers that are not dangerous.

Grow up in safety and your first experiences teach you that the world can be a safe-place. People too. It also teaches your developing brain that it doesn’t have to be on high alert for threat.

Grow up in amongst danger, violence or neglect, and your brain will adapt to help you survive. It may keep you in a state of anxiety and hypervigilance (hyperawareness for any potential future threat that may arise). It may keep you pumped with adrenaline so you are ready to run from danger, to fight against it, or it may numb you out so that if you can’t escape threat you can endure it.

Soothed

Even in a safe environment, all novel experiences can be scary to a baby. Their first experiences of light, hunger, pain, cold or loud noises are threatening because they are unknown. When anything feels dangerous, they cry and kick out. If an adult comes to soothe them, they (eventually) relax. This is co-regulation, the wonderful ability to use another person’s calm nervous system to soothe our own, and the reason hugging the people we care about, even as an adult, can make a real difference to our emotional state.

The next time the same experience arises, they feel less scared; they have learned they are not in danger and, importantly, should potential danger arise again, other people will be there for them.

Seen

Babies and children need an adult to see their distress, and not only soothe them but make sense of it for them.

You can imagine this process as a caregiver acting as a mother bird. You know how birds catch worms, chew them up and then regurgitate them into baby birds’ mouths in a pre-digested and manageable fashion? That’s what our caregivers are meant to do with our emotions and experiences across our childhood. They make sense of our internal worlds for us by explaining what is happening in and around us.

Through this we learn what causes us distress, what certain sensations mean and what we can do to soothe or meet our needs in the future. For example:

‘Aw, you’re crying because you must be cold. Don’t worry, Mummy’s here. I have a blanket and a hug to warm you up.’

The baby learns: this feeling is ‘cold’. Blankets and other people can warm you. It may feel scary, but I’m not in danger. If I cry someone will help me. Next time this happens I don’t need to be as afraid.

‘You scraped your knee, it hurts right now but it’ll heal. Let’s put a plaster on it together and do something nice to help you feel better.’

The child learns: this feeling is ‘hurt’. It happened because I have a cut. It’s temporary and it will heal. I’m not in danger. Next time it happens I don’t need to be as afraid; I can understand it and know what to do.

‘You’re frustrated because I told you that you couldn’t have the sweets you wanted. It’s okay to be frustrated. Do you want to run around the garden to let the emotion out? Or come for a cuddle?’

The child learns: this feeling is ‘frustration’. It happens when I don’t get what I want. It’s okay to feel this. I have options to manage this.

We also needed our caregivers to make sense of how they behaved towards us, for example: ‘I was cross. I’m sorry. I had a busy day and didn’t mean to snap. It’s not your fault.’

The child learns: when adults snap it is because they are angry. This can happen when they’re busy. Adults can apologise when things go wrong and they have ways to manage their emotions, which I can try. And importantly, it was not my fault.

The more children experience this, the more they understand themselves and, over time, learn to self-soothe. They also become more adept at understanding others, recognising the tell-tale signs of certain emotions on people’s faces.

Sometimes I meet clients who struggle with their emotions, as they were simply never taught how to understand them, and therefore don’t have the words for their experiences.

It’s never too late to learn, however.


Making sense of how you feel

Quick tip 1: if you struggle with understanding how you feel, start keeping a journal. When you feel any kind of emotional change (stress, anger, numbness) write down the sensations you feel in your body: ‘My chest is tight.’ ‘I feel teary.’ ‘I feel nothing.’ Write down the emotion labels that might explain these feelings, and also note what is happening in your life – ‘I had an argument.’ ‘Someone spoke over me.’ Over time you will start to see patterns. You will start to make sense of when and why you feel certain ways, including what helps you to feel better. Chapter 14 will give you clear details on journalling. Chapter 6 will help you understand your emotions more deeply.

Quick tip 2: if you struggle with understanding other people, what they may be thinking or feeling, mirror their movements. Copy their gestures, their posture, pull the facial expressions they pull. This will trigger your mirror neurons and may give you a taste of how they feel. Mirror neurons are brain cells that mirror other people’s experiences, making it feel like their experience is happening to you too. Have you ever winced when you saw someone stub their toe, flinching as though it happened to you? If so, your mirror neurons did that to you. Subtly copying someone’s gestures will also signal to the person you are with that you are attuned to their experiences.



    
        Whenever an adult makes sense of a child’s emotional experience for them, explaining what emotion they may be feeling and why, they give that child a gift: the language they will need to understand themselves and their internal experiences, that will help them for the rest of their lives.

    

    
Secure

Babies and children need consistency.

We needed to know that we could rely upon our connection with our caregivers – that they would be there when we needed them and would be in tune with our needs.

Our caregivers didn’t need to do any of this perfectly.

Making mistakes and getting cross are deeply human experiences, and although, as children, we might not fully realise it, our caregivers are humans too. What mattered in those moments was that our caregivers took time to make sense of what happened, to then soothe us and heal the rupture.

In fact, seeing our caregivers get it wrong from time to time, and seeing them manage this and talk us through it, showed us that messing up is inevitable, survivable, human, and that we can learn from our mistakes.

If you felt safe, soothed, seen and secure as a baby, as you got slightly older you acquired your very own and first coping skill: an internalised image of your caregiver. Whenever you felt distressed you conjured up their image and, assuming this person was consistent and nurturing, suddenly you felt soothed.

Slowly, over time, you were able to move away from your caregiver. They became your ‘secure base’, a safe-place from which you could explore the world and learn about more than just what happens when you were in their arms.

You can see this exploratory behaviour in all young children. They look to their caregiver and then slowly move away (maybe to another part of the room, or towards another child). When they reach a certain point, they will suddenly return to them. Kids do this, getting further away each time, knowing their caregiver will be there to soothe them when they get back.

The primary people in your life taught you whether you were safe in the world, whether other humans were safe, how keenly you needed to look out for threat, how anxious you needed to be, how to understand your own experiences, whether you made sense, and whether you could explore by yourself. They gave you the skills to manage all of this.

Attachment Styles

If you had the experience described above, bloody marvellous! A caregiver(s) continuously attuned to your needs causes people to develop what therapists call a secure attachment style.

As an adult, this means you are likely to feel safe and relaxed around others. It means you will feel safe to share your emotional experiences and understand how to self-soothe. This means you feel secure in relationships and worthy of the love and support of others. You are likely to find dating and friendships manageable.

About 50 per cent of people have this attachment style. You can think of it as a kind of calm and centred version of relationship programming. Unfortunately, we didn’t all have caregivers attuned to our every need.

There are many reasons why adults may not be in tune with a baby or child’s needs. They may be actively cruel and intentionally harmful. Or they may be trying their best, love their kids to the ends of the earth, but still can’t quite be there in the way that makes us feel secure. Maybe, for example, they are managing their own mental or physical health; maybe they’re repeating the way they themselves were raised, or maybe they have to work 24/7 to put food on the table, which keeps them away for extended periods.

Whatever the reasons, some of us learned early on that adults couldn’t be there for us consistently, that they weren’t always reliable. More than that, we may have learned that connection with others can feel dangerous and that the world is emotionally fraught because of this.

People who learn this have an insecure attachment style and can feel anxious or shut down when in the presence of new people or anyone who might reject or dismiss them.

Is this you? If so, don’t worry – it’s me too. I am outing myself now so that if you fall into this category, you’ll know you’re not alone. You are a person who had to adapt to manage the distress caused by growing up in such an environment. You are a person who found ways to survive this and stay close to the people you needed in order to stay alive. Amazing work!

The two most common styles of insecure attachment are: avoidant (23 per cent of the population) and anxious (20 per cent). There is another insecure attachment style: disorganised (2 per cent of population), which often arises if neither the anxious nor the avoidant style worked to keep you close to, and also safe from, your caregiver, and you couldn’t pinpoint a consistent way to keep yourself emotionally safe. If this is you, you may notice that as an adult the drive to be close is matched by an overwhelming feeling of panic when people do get close. As this is much less common, it is not discussed here. If you want more information on the disorganised attachment style, I recommend reading Why Love Matters: How Affection Shapes a Baby’s Brain by Sue Gerhardt.

Avoidant attachment: feeling like a cat

An avoidant attachment style usually arises if one or more of your caregivers are predictably unavailable to meet your needs.

You may have an avoidant attachment style if you learned as a young child that no one came if you cried out. Or if, as you got older, you felt consistently rejected or dismissed any time you showed emotion or a need for closeness and comfort. Maybe you were told you were ‘just tired’, or that you needed to ‘get over it’ when you said you were struggling.

If this happened to you, you would have experienced high levels of childhood anxiety because the secure connection you needed – to dampen down the threat activity in your brain – wasn’t there.

But you were smart; you adapted in order to survive and stay close to the human you needed in your life. You were given the message that your emotions would not be attended to, so you learned to minimise or – ‘even better’ (I say this ironically as, while this helped us fundamentally as kids, this is something that can really mess with us as adults) – get rid of any display of emotion, feeling or need for emotional support and closeness. To do this, any time an emotion, or a need for closeness, arose, your brain tried to squash it.

You will also have found other ways to deactivate your attachment system. For example, you may have been careful to spend time in the vicinity of your caregiver without initiating any contact for fear of them rejecting you. You may have focused on logic over emotion, distancing yourself from your feelings at the same time as becoming self-reliant, fixing your issues by yourself without the support of others.

Unfortunately, these strategies only numbed the conscious expression of the anxiety you felt. You still had all that distress going on inside of you.

Adults with an avoidant attachment style usually feel extremely self-reliant or ‘pseudo-independent’. I say ‘pseudo’ because the self-reliance isn’t really because of a desire to be alone – it’s because of a fear that others won’t be able to meet their needs, and this feels so overwhelming that they shut all that down and keep people at arm’s length.

If this is you, you may seek out friendships and connections but feel overwhelmed when someone needs you or gets too close. You may feel a little like a cat – a creature that interacts on its own terms, leaning in when you want to, but needing to retreat and take time out on your own the moment you feel overwhelmed. You may feel your best around people who are calm and give you space to live how you want and need to.

You may notice that you sometimes feel a little superior to others, seeing another’s ‘neediness’ and emotionality as something unnecessary and something you are relieved you don’t have. This isn’t because you’re arrogant or overly confident. Quite the opposite. This is your mind’s attempt at keeping you safe and your self-esteem up. It protects you from your (maybe unconscious) fear that you may not be someone another person is able to, or would want to, be there for.

Can you see how the adaptations a child makes in order to stay safe might affect how they are as adults?


Learning my attachment style was one of the ‘ah ha’ moments of my psychological journey. Suddenly my extreme self-reliance and other relationship behaviours made sense.



Anxious attachment style: feeling like a puppy

An anxious attachment style develops if one or more of your caregivers was unpredictable in meeting your needs, sometimes getting it just right and other times totally missing the mark.

You may have developed an anxious attachment style if your caregiver listened attentively to you, and effectively met your needs one moment, but then the next moment, for example, unexpectedly emotionally or physically disappeared, leaving you wondering what their behaviour meant (do they care? Or not?). Or they became over-protective, making you feel like the world and whatever you were worried about was extremely dangerous. Or they required you to behave in ways that suited their needs, e.g. ‘I threw this birthday party for you, so please act well and make me look good’ or ‘I’m struggling right now, soothe me, I know you want to see your friends but I need you more’.

Like the avoidant person, the person with an anxious attachment style learns that other people can’t be trusted to consistently meet their needs. If this was you then, unlike the person with an avoidant attachment style, who focused on logic and shutting down, you adapted in a different way.

You couldn’t use logic to know when your caregivers would be consistently present, so you learned that the best way to continue the connection you needed with your caregivers was to stay as close to them as possible, continuously initiating interaction, as you knew at some point this would work; they would respond in the way you needed them to. They became the centre of your focus, which may have led to you being described as a clingy child. This is not a negative. It was your very smart way of staying connected.

You may also have found that sometimes, when your caregivers did meet your needs – offering the listening ear, or the kind words and actions you needed – you were already so overwhelmed that their actions didn’t soothe you. You desperately craved them, but the brief interactions weren’t enough, which meant it was hard to feel genuinely calm and safe, as you were sure they would disappear again or change what they needed from you at any moment.


Those of us described as needy, aloof or shut down often have, at heart, the exact same desire and fear: the desire for deep human connection and the fear that no human could, or would, want to be truly there for us. We just differ in the way we try to keep ourselves safe in the world.



As an adult, you may have high hopes for other people. You may put them on a pedestal, seeing the best in them, and sometimes the worst in you, as your early experiences may have affected your self-esteem. You may sometimes feel let down by others, as you have them in your mind often and think about doing kind things for them, yet notice this behaviour isn’t always reciprocated. If this is you, it can be helpful to remember that people with different attachment styles may show they care in other ways. If someone doesn’t always hold you in mind, it isn’t a sign that they don’t care.

You will feel at your best when surrounded by people who genuinely show you consistent care and support: people who are available for you. You may notice that when you are around people like this, you feel centred and calm, rather than anxious or preoccupied with them. The standoffish people in your life may bring back those earliest feelings and ways of connecting.

In Chapter 10, I will tell you how these styles show up in our adult lives, how they can affect our relationships, particularly while dating, and how you can make your attachment style more secure.


Working out your attachment style

Quick tip: If you don’t already know your attachment style, go online and take an ‘attachment style quiz’.



Siblings

It isn’t only our caregivers who affect the first few years of our lives. If you had siblings, these relationships also shaped who you are.

Siblings can be a gift for our development. They offer you company, a place to learn sharing, compromise, secret keeping, and lots of opportunity to practise conflict and resolution.

Seriously, did you know that siblings aged two to four years old get into a fight on average every nine and a half minutes? I believe it. My brother used to shout, ‘Pinch back-of-the-legs time!’ and then chase me around the house. Thank you, David!

The birth order of siblings has also been shown to have an effect on emotional development. The first-born child has the direct attention of their caregivers when they come into the world. Then another comes along, replacing them, which can be a serious fall from grace, as they now have to share their caregivers and get given more responsibility. First children often receive praise for being responsible and for supporting their sibling(s), meaning they often grow up to be the serious and more mature one of the family, enjoying leadership roles in work, feeling comfortable when in charge.

The next child then gets the direct attention until… another comes along.

Many middle children report receiving less attention than they would have liked. They are not the first child, who is listened to or given responsibility due to their age, and are not the youngest, who usually requires the most attention. The middle child often adapts to this by developing relationships outside the family. They are often good at socialising, and also often become the peacekeeper of the family, a loyal negotiator who is good at compromise and able to communicate with the older and the younger people in the family. If this was you, does it resonate?

By the third child, the caregivers have usually relaxed a little. Either because they are exhausted or because they now believe children are more robust than they had previously dared imagine.

The youngest child therefore tends to get away with more as the rules slacken. This sometimes causes resentment amongst the other siblings – ‘It’s not fair! It was way stricter when I was your age!’ To manage this, the youngest often uses charm and humour to disarm their older siblings and stay part of the gang. The youngest is therefore usually seen as the cheeky risk-taker, the lucky one, and this can carry on into adult life.

Irrespective of where you were in the pecking order, it’s important to remember that siblings constantly vie for the attention of their parents. They lock onto what they’re good at, and they strut it around in front of their parents like peacocks. This is why siblings often take on roles, e.g. he is the smart one, she is the sporty one, they are the funny one.

If your caregivers gave more praise for certain activities – such as being academic over being creative or vice versa; being a rule-follower over a spontaneous child who did things their own way or vice versa – then you may have fought to be best at that activity. Or if you felt that your caregivers showed any kind of favouritism over one or all of your siblings, you may have felt a little ‘less than’ or on the outside of the group. Sad times.

I have worked with many people who have felt on the outside of every group they’re in as adults, and that they will always be left out, not favoured by the most popular person in the group. For many of them, their first experience of this happening was with their siblings, where they felt their parent loved the others more. They started to see themselves as outsiders when they were children, then, during times of stress as adults, they felt that way again.

Not so fun fact: my clients are right. Research shows that caregivers do often feel closer to one of their children, and that feeling you are not the favourite, or that someone else is, can affect our self-esteem all the way into our fifties.

However, even when children grow up they do not always guess accurately which sibling is preferred in the family. Indeed, research has found that adult children were only correct in predicting who their mother favoured less than half of the time (44.6 per cent to be exact) and guessed correctly who their mother was most proud of only 39 per cent of the time!

And this is the case with so much of our childhood experience – it isn’t just what happened to us that affects us, it’s how we made sense of it, but sometimes the way we interpreted our experiences wasn’t quite correct.


Questions for you: did you grow up with siblings? What did they bring to your life? Which aspects of your behaviour could you say stem from them being in your life? Where were you in the order of the siblings? How did you adapt to that? What role did you take on in the family? Was it one of the ways I mention above or another way? Are you an only child? How was that for you? How does talking about it make you feel?



I will do anything to keep you close

I hope I have got this message across: babies and children are smart. They are constantly adapting to keep the relationship with their caregivers alive. The behaviours we adapt in those early years often become the foundation of who we are and how we act as adults. And there are further adaptations some of us made in order to do this. For example, children who fear abandonment, punishment, or that they are not accepted, may start to people-please. They may ignore their own wants and wishes, put other people’s needs first, and say yes to everything requested of them, in hope that if they get it all right, they will be accepted, loved and safe.

Other children may manage this experience by becoming a perfectionist (you can be both a perfectionist and a people pleaser), hoping that if they do everything correctly, they will be seen as enough. Adopting either of these behaviours can give a child a sense of control in an uncertain world.

Children who are not listened to, or who have found that neither people-pleasing or perfection helps in any way, may learn that the only way they get the attention they need is by getting angry and/or shouting louder, escalating their behaviours until they have broken enough rules that someone comes to stop them. This is something caregivers rarely understand. If this was you, you may have been labelled as ‘bad’, named as angry or difficult when actually you just knew (unconsciously) that it could be better to have an angry interaction than no interaction at all. When children adapt like this, these behaviours usually follow them into adult life.

I had an adult client who was extremely sociable, considered the ‘life and soul’ of her circle of friends and any party she attended. She swore like a trooper and was known and loved for her crass and unorthodox ways. When calm, she felt deeply connected, loved, and able to be her wild, unfiltered self at all times. During times of stress, however, she noticed feeling ‘paranoid’ (her words), sure that her friends would suddenly turn their back on her. She started second-guessing what they might be thinking. ‘I know they say they are having a good time, and that the food I cooked was delicious, but what if they are just saying that and don’t mean it?’, ‘Is that smile they just gave me genuine or is it fake?’, Do they really want to be here or are they just humouring me?’. These fears also came with a strong need to people-please and act perfectly.

Swearing gone, ‘Please’, ‘thank you’, ‘sorry’ suddenly became her most uttered words.

What my client was going through made sense. She had grown up with caregivers whose moods were highly changeable – some moments she was the golden child who could do no wrong; other times, she was ignored, or shouted at, used as the scapegoat for any mishaps in the house, pulled up for any imperfect behaviours on her part. To manage this, she developed a superpower in terms of predicting when their moods may suddenly swing, adapting her behaviour to try to please them in order to get them back into a good mood. Now, when stressed, she slipped back into this early way of managing stress and started overpredicting threats. For an easier life she needed to update her coping strategies to ones that fit her current life, with mindfulness and self-compassion at the core.


We spend most of our lives repeating the patterns we adopted when young. The ones we adopted to keep ourselves safe and to stay close to the adult(s) that raised us.



Before you start assuming that all of your behaviours that arise during times of stress relate to childhood, I need you to hold in mind that children don’t only adapt for these reasons. Some kids are natural people pleasers, some natural perfectionists, and some natural rebels. Some were praised any time they showed these qualities and, like we all do when someone tells us we did something right, they simply engaged in those behaviours more. Also, some were told that certain behaviours were expected of them. For example, a friend of mine who is first-generation British Asian was told from a young age that only perfection would be enough for them to be seen as equal to the white children in the UK.

If you identify with any of the labels discussed here, don’t assume there’s something dark or mysterious underlying these behaviours. It may just be that you are this way or that you were told this was important. What matters is how strongly you feel the need to engage in these behaviours as an adult, and to what extent, if any, they affect your life.

If your perfectionism is useful, and not so strong that it leads you to burnout, then no problem. If your people-pleasing simply means you have stronger relationships, also wonderful. If shouting louder helps you in a job where everyone fights to be heard, brilliant!

However, if these behaviours are getting in the way of your relationships, or leading you to exhaustion, you may need to consider letting go of them. I realise this can feel scary, especially if you believe you need these long-held behaviours to prevent abandonment and ensure love. So, don’t suddenly try dropping your long-held behaviours. Simply note where and why they may have started, recognise that they helped you adapt to the world you grew up in, and then gradually introduce a new skill from Part Three of this book. Chapter 8 (coping skills that make things worse) will talk you through perfectionism and people-pleasing in more detail, so you can truly feel safe to let the old ways go.

With this in mind, can you think of any behaviours you might have adopted during the first few years of your life? Do any of the above labels resonate with you, or did you become:


	
The mediator in your family, sitting between arguing caregivers, trying to defuse their arguments.

	
The protector – the person who shielded your siblings or other family members from family arguments or harm.

	
The funny one – clowning around, as making people laugh ensured connection or diffused tension.

	
The enabler – the person who had to support a caregiver who used substances.

	
The golden child – this one sounds great, as it means you are the ‘hero’ of the family, with a deep sense of responsibility, but, if you mess up, it’s a disaster.



Or were you expected, as a child, to act as the parent? Sometimes children have to take on adult roles earlier than they are able. For example, when they become the caregiver of a family member. They may have to cook, clean, take care of their siblings, get themselves and their siblings to medical appointments and school, or be the one to support their caregiver through times of emotional distress.

If this was you, you may notice that you find play hard as an adult, as you missed this important childhood phase. You may notice you expect yourself to always know how to complete a task, even when you don’t exactly know what is expected, as when you were a child you had to put on a brave face and make it work.

Okay, phew, we are nearly done with talking about the first few years of life. How are you doing? Have I poured an ocean into your cup or are you still with me? I have only one more thing to share with you, and then I recommend you put the book down and take a few minutes to move your body.

Goodies and baddies

In the first few years of life children cannot hold the idea of good and bad in mind at the same time. ‘Good mummy’, ‘bad sister’, ‘good dog’, ‘bad floor’ (that scraped my knee): everything had to be one or the other. Think of the fairy tales you heard or watched as a kid. Remember the goodies and the baddies?

Children believe their caregiver is a ‘goodie’. If a caregiver misses their needs, children often interpret it as being their fault, that they are the ‘baddie’. They don’t have the nuanced reasoning to understand that sometimes caregivers miss their needs because they’re stressed or have to make ends meet, or because they have an avoidant or anxious attachment style.

Even children who are harshly treated, even physically, by their caregivers usually continue to love them, but they can stop loving themselves, sometimes believing they must deserve everything they get – if this is you, I promise that you did not deserve this. You deserved better. You are good and worthy of love.

If you are a parent reading this, thinking, Oh God, what if my child thinks they are bad? What can I do? Don’t worry. The solution is simple. Try to teach your children that they are loved, that they are not responsible for the difficult times (such as divorce) and continuously show them that things are rarely ever simplistically ‘good’ or ‘bad’. For instance:

‘Sweets can be good for your mood, and sharing them can be fun to do with friends, but sweets can also be bad for your teeth. They are both.’

‘The dog sometimes wees inside, doesn’t he? Weeing inside is bad, isn’t it? But he does so many lovely things and lets us cuddle him, we think he’s good, don’t we?’

Teach them that while an action they engage in may be bad, it doesn’t mean they are bad.


Questions for you: who were the main people in your home life as a child? Did you stay with one set of caregivers or more? Was the first year of your life calm-ish, do you think? (I realise this is very difficult to know unless you grew up in a war zone, or know that during this time there was violence or neglect at home.) How about the following years? What did you learn about emotions when you were growing up? Were they acceptable? Were they soothed? How were they soothed? Did you feel like part of something? Wanted? Or did you feel on the outside and like you might have to change to fit in? In what ways did you adapt? What attachment style might you have developed? Did you people-please or use any other strategy to gain the love and support you hoped for in your family? What meaning did you take away from those years about who you are? What were the best things about you? What things were praised? Who was your greatest source of support or inspiration? Who or what made you feel seen and safe?



The new rules

I believe that one of the reasons many of us struggle in life is because we haven’t been given the right information to help us understand ourselves and to know that we are okay. Therefore, at the end of each chapter, I will present you with a set of new ideas to take on board. Here’s your first set:


	
You are a unique mix of your DNA and life experience. Who you are today, how sensitive you are to stress, how easily you understand your emotions, what you expect from other people and how you act around other people is in part determined by your DNA, and in part determined by the environment you grew up in.

	
Our human drives are survival and connection. Love and acceptance. Even those of us who seem not to want love and acceptance publicly. Even those of us who seem disconnected, prioritising work over connection, control and status and perfection over relationships, often reached this point as we were taught this was how to gain approval or the pinnacle of social acceptance.

	
We needed love but we also needed boundaries. Children need care, they need space to make mistakes and they need someone to show them where the limits of acceptable behaviour lie. Children feel safe when they know there are rules and limits and that someone is in charge.

	
As a kid you likely worked extremely hard to gain the attention you needed and deserved. There will have been behaviours that you took on as a kid that kept you safe and some of these will be still be observable today. You can be extremely proud of yourself for the ways you adapted back then, even if they are ways you don’t necessarily value now.

	
You were deserving and worthy as a child and you did not need to prove this. You are deserving and worthy today too.

	
It is possible that two seemingly opposite things can be true at the same time. For example, it is possible that your caregivers were trying their best but still missed your needs. It is possible that you feel hurt by the experiences you went through as a child and that you also still love and respect your caregivers. It is possible for you to feel angry and devastated, in fact, and still care about them.

	
We all have stories that we tell about ourselves. I call them stories, as they are beliefs rather than facts, and the stories were shaped early in childhood. For example: ‘I’m not enough, otherwise they would love me more.’ ‘I will be enough if I can be perfect.’ ‘If I show someone I care, they won’t be there for me.’ These stories are carried with us through our lives. We’ll dig more deeply into your beliefs soon but, for now, if any of these examples resonate with you, start looking for the exceptions now. For example: who shows you love and care right now? Was there a time you didn’t act perfectly and it was okay?

	
If you can’t remember much of your childhood, don’t assume something is wrong. Our earliest memories are extremely fragile and are easily lost due to their age. Even if we keep our earliest memories, we may lose the ability to date them correctly. The way we make sense of what you went through (and go through today) is more important than what actually happened to you.

	
You are an adult now. One of the most important things we can all remember is that, whatever happened in our childhood, we get to choose what happens in our future. Even though what happened then may still affect us, we now no longer need our caregiver’s approval at all times in order to stay safe in the world. We don’t need them to teach us how to self-soothe. We can do it ourselves – how satisfying is that!

	
Children know something adults sometimes miss. That is the joy of curiosity and awe. Can you go outside right now and look at your surroundings as if for the first time? Look for the patches of light and shadow. Look for patterns in the scenery – the leaves or the trees. Focus on the big picture then zoom into the smallest thing you can see. Really get involved. Look for anything you haven’t noticed before. Can you hear birds? Stand at the bottom of a skyscraper or a tree and look up. I like to do an ‘awe walk’ each day, looking for things I haven’t seen before, getting involved in nature, seeing the world as if through a child’s eyes. Maybe you will like it too.



A Note to You

Hello!

Chapter 1 is done. How do you feel?

I would like you to do something for me. Take a moment to think about someone from your childhood who made you feel good about yourself. Someone that was there for you. It could be a person. It could be a pet. Your god. It could be a character in a book or in a film. It could be an imaginary friend or a place you escaped to that brought you peace during times of chaos or fear.

Bring that person to mind. Think about how they made your life a little better. What did they teach you? Did they show you that some people could be kind, reliable, fun, supportive? Did they teach you places that can be calm and safe? Did they teach you to cook, fish, read, cry or do any of the things you still do today? How did you feel in their presence?

Psychologists are obsessed with problems. But… we are not just shaped by bad experiences. The person/being you brought to mind just now influenced who you are today. In fact, every small positive interaction you have affects who you are and how you feel.

We are shaped by everyone we come across, especially those who make us feel seen, heard and accepted. So, if this book or any other psychology-related text you read ever starts to feel a little heavy, remember this.

Dr Soph xx






2. The School Years


*Warning: this chapter includes a reference to suicide so as with all chapters please look after yourself while reading.

All children are artists. The problem is how to remain an artist once he grows up.

—PABLO PICASSO



Education is an incredible thing. It has been shown to disrupt the cycle of poverty, enable people to gain paid work and improve life expectancy. It gives young people structure, routine and an opportunity to meet others, so they learn how to advocate for themselves and gain experiences and skills outside of what we would naturally come across in our day-to-day lives.

The learning environment is usually the first place we are shaped by influences and kids outside of our immediate family – in my case, a new set of people who hadn’t heard of, and didn’t want to play, ‘pinch back-of-the-legs time’. Phew!

As a self-confessed nerd, I think schools and teachers are nothing short of miraculous. However, as this is a book to help you figure out and overcome the challenges of life, I will focus on some of the problems we may have faced during that time that can still affect us now.

When we start school, playtime and engagement with others suddenly has structure. It isn’t solely about curiosity and joy. It isn’t about imagining a million and one impossible possibilities before lunch or making mud pies (my preschool activities). School is about performance, accuracy and speed.

You get given tests and grades and are maybe told where you rank compared to others in the class, the year, the country. You are told to fight your way to the top.

Rather than being taught how to manage your emotions and relationships – our most common stumbling blocks as adults – we are usually taught that there is a hierarchy in school subjects. For example, languages and maths are often seen as boring but ‘real’ and ‘important’ topics, while dance and drama are seen as fun, creative pastimes, but not ‘serious’ subjects.

The focus on speed, performance and vocational learning is because free education was shaped for the Industrial Revolution of the late eighteenth century, and set up to teach young people, as fast as possible, the skills they would need to get into industry and make the country money. Taking your time, learning through error, creativity and joy did not help industry so, to put it simply, they weren’t valued.

I tell you this not to undermine schools. I say it because so many people I meet feel they’re not productive enough, that they haven’t made enough out of their lives academically. While this message can come from our families – and, as I will show you later on, the media too – school is often the first proper introduction kids have to the capitalist idea that they will spend the rest of their life being measured by their productivity. Deeper than that, it may be the first time they learn to conflate their worth (and the worth of others) with their productivity.

Your grades do not tell you who you are

How do you feel about your academic ability? Your answer may link to how you were talked about in school.

Our grades and reports are supposedly a reflection of who we are, and what we’re able to do. However, there are a number of factors that influence how we fare in school. For example, we do our best when:


	Our school feels safe, is accepting and nurturing of our personal culture, and meets our physical needs (e.g. feeds us).

	Our classes are interesting, structured and meet us where we are at, providing us enough of a challenge to keep us motivated but not so much of a challenge that we become overwhelmed.

	Our teachers are motivated, use multiple teaching methods to keep us engaged, and make us feel like they care about and believe in us.

	We can see ourselves, and people who are like us, reflected in and thriving in the books we are given and the teaching staff who support us.

	Our caregivers are supportive, involved and take an interest in our schoolwork and lives.

	Our home lives are calm and safe.

	Our peers make us feel accepted.



There are so many factors that affect how we fare in school but, more often than not, we are tested as if these things don’t exist or matter.

If you were seen to do well in school and were interested in the ‘right’ subjects, you may have had letters sent home praising your achievements. There may have been gushing praise, and suggestions of a bright and shining career ahead of you. Your self-esteem and self-belief may have been boosted as a result. I hope you had this.

However, I have worked with lots of young people who were described at school as ‘disinterested’, ‘disobedient’ and/or ‘not very bright’ because they didn’t get high grades or good reports, and because they were fidgeting or distracted in class.

These labels followed them everywhere but ignored important facts that explained what the teachers saw because, as you are about to see, sometimes the behaviour we see on the surface does not explain what’s happening beneath.

Some kids couldn’t concentrate in class as their skills lay elsewhere; for example, they could act beautifully but maths simply didn’t make sense to them. They’d be anxious and fidgety if they were called upon to answer a question in front of their classmates.

Others needed to fidget their body in order to focus their mind – an experience sometimes but not always associated with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) – and as this wasn’t allowed or understood by teachers it was interpreted as bad behaviour.

Others had home or school lives that were extremely distressing – perhaps due to loss of family members, poverty and food insecurity, abuse at home, bullying in school and many other reasons. All of which meant they were understandably distracted in the classroom.

These kids all needed different kinds of support but started to believe the stories they were told: ‘I’m not bright’, ‘I’m stupid’, ‘I can’t achieve’, ‘Something is wrong with me’.

When people in positions of power tell stories about us (our parents, teachers, bosses, the people we respect and fear), we tend to believe them. We start seeing information that confirms the story is true and ignore anything that contradicts it. Particularly when we’re young, as this is the time we are learning about ourselves and when we trust the opinions of adults.

Stress isn’t a bad thing, in small doses

I am not saying that tests, competition and feedback are bad. They can be very useful driving forces that help us learn.

You may have noticed that when you feel under pressure, there is a small window of opportunity, a moment when your performance actually improves. This is a biological fact. There’s a sweet spot where adrenaline and cortisol enhance our abilities, especially our ability to focus and perform.

In the previous chapter I told you that the way we respond to stress depends on whether our caregivers were in tune with our emotional needs. It also depends on being exposed to manageable amounts of stress, which we learn to tolerate and overcome. This teaches us resilience.

Once we surpass that perfect level of stress, our abilities diminish rapidly. It’s as if we hit a red zone. A mist descends and our ability to think clearly and act efficiently goes totally out of the window. Once we are in this state, the smallest thing can make us give up or react with anger or tears. I’m sure you can think of a time when this has happened in your adult life – a time when your stress levels suddenly got too high and something small happened which made you snap.

If you felt like you were under high pressure in school because your family would only accept straight As, you may have had the empowering belief that your family believed in you… coupled with a potentially paralysing fear of what would happen if you failed.

If you were being heavily monitored, as you had been in detention many times before and the next time would ‘your last’, you may have been desperate to prove that this time you would and could do better, but noticed that your best attempts at being ‘good’ were scuppered by how anxious you felt when you tried to apply yourself.

If you were told to be ‘more like the other kids’ (for example, young people with autism may be put under pressure to ‘behave’ as if they do not have autism), you may have noticed the stress levels of trying to be different from who you were naturally.

If you now feel you aren’t academic, or ‘good’ at things, it may not have anything to do with your ability. It may be that you were interested in or skilled in the areas that didn’t fit what the school system valued, or that you were (mis)judged as being ‘not very bright’ when actually you had wonderful talents that happened to be in areas not prioritised by the school.

While we were learning about the World Wars, the Kings and Queens of England, how to solve quadratic equations, how we fared against our classmates, and what our academic strengths were (or equally weren’t), we were also learning about something else: who we were.


Questions for you: what was school like for you? Can you remember some of your school reports? Some of the things the adults or teachers told you about how you measured up against your school peers and your siblings? What was the general feeling you got about your abilities at that time? Were you ever singled out by teachers for your ability or seeming lack of ability? Did you feel under pressure to perform? Was it helpful? Who supported you? How do the answers to these questions link to how you see yourself now?




Quick tip 1: you are not defined by your school grades or any grade or how quickly you can perform any task. You can be proud of your natural talents even if they were not valued in school. Are there any activities you were put off doing in school because they weren’t valued? Maybe art? Drama? When you think about these subjects, do they give you a thrill? If so, could you try them again?

Quick tip 2: making mistakes is the fastest way to grow. If you get something wrong, focus on what can be learned from this to help you in your next attempt. As very young kids, play was the place we learned about the world, making mistakes without consequence. Could you bring a little play back into your life? Choose a hobby or something you’re already doing that you would be happy to see solely as for fun. Allow yourself to drop the idea you need to do well at it, see what happens when you allow yourself to make mistakes. Also, fun fact: mistakes lead to the best opportunities for learning, and sometimes the mistakes we make change the world. For example, Post-it notes, penicillin, X-rays and the microwave were all discovered following a mistake made by their now famous creators. You can’t make decisions without ever making a mistake.



    
        One of my friends works as fast as Jack Flash getting things finished and done in a jiffy. The other works as slow as a snail, taking her time, meandering towards the finish line. I love them both equally. Why? Because these things don’t matter when it comes to who is a person worthy of love, time and respect.

    

    Who am I?

Adolescence brings physical changes such as growth spurts, weight gain, hair growth, breasts, periods, balls dropping, acne, voices breaking and wet dreams. It also causes emotional changes such as mood swings.

Adolescence starts when you hit puberty, typically between the ages of nine and seventeen, and ends in your mid-twenties, when your brain structures, such as your pre-frontal cortex (the part we use to focus our attention, make complex decisions, put ourselves in other people’s shoes and inhibit our impulses) have finished developing. It used to be widely accepted that teenage impulsiveness was due to the underdevelopment of this part of the brain. However, research shows this isn’t the full picture.


The adolescent brain

Have you noticed that adolescents suddenly seem bored by the people and activities they used to find fun? Moping around the house, talking little to their family, coming alive the moment a new friend calls the house, or when they are invited to do something new or that seems downright terrifying to an adult?

This isn’t because they are immature or ‘HATE YOU’, as so many teenagers have shouted to their caregivers. It is because baseline levels of dopamine (the brain chemical that makes you feel good and want to repeat an action) drops during adolescence but spikes any time you engage in a novel activity, meaning adolescents may only feel truly alive and excited in the face of something new.

Also, have you noticed that some adolescents may walk straight into danger: take alcohol into school, shoplift, break curfew, throw themselves down a hill on a skateboard – no helmet, no brakes, eyes wide open – and not flinch?

Adolescents can understand risk. They can also at times (like all humans) overestimate the danger of certain actions – ‘My friends hate me, my life is over’, ‘Oh my God, I nearly died’.
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