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Praise for Relationshift

“Blaney has written a must-read primer for understanding how relationships make us into the people we are, and how we can shape our future selves by deliberately selecting the people in our lives and cultivating our relationships with them.”

—Ramez Naam, award-winning author of Nexus

“If you are looking for a self-improvement book, consider the topic of improving your life by improving your relationships. Relationshift is packed with practical advice and is one of the most unique and interesting books I’ve come across this year.”

—James J. Talerico, Jr., CMC (R), Nationally Recognized Small Business Expert

“I found this book, and the examples Justin used, to be intriguing, recognizable and relatable in a way that gave me new perspective on how I want to approach my best life and support those around me to do the same.”

—Samantha Buhr, Director, Strategic Consulting Programs at University of Washington

“Interesting and inspiring. This book could transform your life”

—John E. Anderson, Chapter President of Pacific Northwest Institute of Management Consultants and President of Be Cause Business Resources, Inc.

“It’s amazing how different a life can be when a person gets a good grip on the “steering wheel.” You can’t make the bumps in the road go away, but you sure can choose how to navigate through them. Justin’s book does a great job making the concepts of a “deliberate life” come alive. This is a must-have personal play book.”

—Frank E. Coker, CMC

“As this book so wonderfully explains, understanding relationships unlocks life’s grandest possibilities. Life is a game worth playing and this is a great playbook with winning strategies and tactics. Justin has done an outstanding job on how we became who we are and how to use this knowledge to change into who we want to become.”

—Henry DeVries, columnist for Forbes.com and bestselling author of How to Close a Deal Like Warren Buffett

“Relationships have a critical impact on your work and professional life. Blaney offers solid strategies to open up your thinking, uncover positive mentors, and build a network that propels you to greater success and more life satisfaction.”

—Robin Ryan, author of 60 Seconds & You’re Hired and Soaring on Your Strengths

“Justin Blaney and Relationshift explore a simple idea—that we become like the people we spend time with—in surprisingly helpful ways that I feel I can use every day to improve my personal and professional life. Without a doubt, this is a unique self-improvement book that weaves the author’s personal journey with the stories of other living and historic examples and visual illustrations to make the concepts come to life. Many would benefit from practicing these principals more often.”

—David Carroll, VP at Banner Bank, Business Coach and Co-Founder of Cantillon

“A single relationship can transform your life. We know this to be accurate, but Blaney’s characterizations and systemic view of our relationships give us the intention to lean into the best paths for each of us individually and affiliate with the tribes that will provide us with meaningful connections that give our lives purpose. And the higher you climb, the more possibilities you can see, so you need to know the right people for your pillars of purpose, and you don’t end up viewing from the wrong mountain! This book helps you reflect on who you are becoming by who surrounds you. The mentors that shaped my life did so by accident, yet I am still thankful to them every day. This book gives that journey intention and influence to help lean your path in the desired direction.”

—Kris Fuehr, Founder and SMB Advocate, Paulson Exchange

“I have relied on relationships for my entire career to build my business. Even with decades of experience, Relationshift surprised me with practical strategies for taking my networking to the next level. Justin Blaney argues effectively that there is far more value in our relationships than most of us imagine or make use of. By tapping into that power, we can achieve almost anything. This book could be helpful to anyone: whether you’re debating a career change, looking to quit a bad habit, aiming to get into better physical or mental shape, or desiring to achieve your highest potential in any area of life. I highly recommend Relationshift.”

—Doug Hall, Founder, Resources for CEOs

“It’s not what you know, but who you know”. This adage has proven itself time and time again. Justin Blaney’s new book, Relationshift, builds upon that strategy and improves it with fresh tactics. The Relationshift principles are illustrated with examples of famous people overcoming challenges by using this powerful technique. Lessons taken from Justin’s own life experiences solidify the idea. After describing how and why Relationshift works, he reveals ways to integrate it into your own routines for attracting success. No matter your chosen career or desires, this book can move you closer toward your goals. It can also cause a powerful paradigm shift in your life. It’s an enjoyable read with valuable insights!

—E. Doyle Edgerton, Jr., President, Kinetic Data Systems, Inc.
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INTRODUCTION

I was born on a sunny November morning in Los Angeles, the youngest son of a drug-dealing con man. That might sound like a strange childhood, but to me, it was normal. I built a tree house with my dad, performed in talent shows, and went to the fair like countless other children—with a few differences. For instance, when the tree house was finished, Dad showed me how the high vantage point made it easier to spot police or rival drug dealers with plenty of time to run out the back gate. For my first-grade talent show, my father encouraged me to try my hand at magic. He must have figured this was the perfect opportunity to teach his son a bit of the family trade.

“When it’s time to choose an assistant,” he said, arm around my shoulder, “pick the prettiest girl in the audience. You want everyone watching her instead of you. It’s a lot easier to fool people who are distracted.”

Dad used a bit of the same misdirection for our first visit to the county fair. We didn’t go in the front gate like all the other families. We waited until it was Take Your Child to Work Day. Dad dressed as a maintenance worker and, with a fake name badge, snuck us in the employee entrance.

I wouldn’t realize how much these experiences had shaped me until I was much older. As far as I knew, suckers were born to be conned, and corners were made to be cut.

[image: ]

When I was seven, my mom woke me, my brother, and my sister in the middle of the night. She handed me two duffel bags, already packed with my clothes, toothbrush, and Nintendo games.

“We’re going on an adventure,” she said.

Turns out we were only going across town to live with her sister. Earlier that night, Mom had discovered Dad with another woman. He confessed to cheating for years, and she had had enough. Except for the time he gave me a stolen wallet for my tenth birthday, I wouldn’t see my father again until I was well into adulthood.

I can’t say that I thought much about whether I wanted to be like or unlike my dad. As with most people, life just sort of happened to me. I made my choices, usually to the best of my ability at the time. Some decisions resulted as I intended; others, not so much. I didn’t consider where these choices came from or why I thought about them the way I did. Looking back, I can see myself making many of the same mistakes again and again without realizing the habits I’d fallen into. More than thirty years passed before I began to discover just how much my relationship with my dad had affected me.

When a child shares similarities with their parent, people say, “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.” But what causes apples to fall nearer or farther from the tree? Why do we become like our parents in some ways but not in others? And what of other relationships—with teachers, politicians, religious authorities, or favorite podcasters? Some people encourage us to chase after life with their good example. Others inspire us to pursue a better life because they’ve made a mess of theirs, and we don’t want to end up anything like them. Still others can lull us into complacency, foster hate in our hearts, or draw us into a life marked by bad choices, sadness, or apathy. Every interaction with another human has the potential to shape us, for better or worse.

This book is built on a very simple idea: we become like the people we hang around with. Not just our parents but every person we are exposed to has the potential to change us. And although, at some level, we all understand the power of what one might call peer pressure, this commonly understood force for change is far more potent than most of us realize. With practice, we can use this force to our advantage to transform ourselves faster, more dramatically, and with less effort. We can use this understanding of how relationships work to grow rich, reduce anxiety, conquer bad habits, learn a language, get into better shape, enjoy a more fulfilling sex life—even expand what we believe to be possible. I call this process of tapping the power of human connection relationshift. Nearly anything you want to change can be accomplished by better understanding how relationships pull us in one direction or another.

What’s in This Book?

Relationshift explores how we are shaped into who we are and how we can make the most of relationships to control who we are becoming. Since the moment we were born, we have been playing a game—and make no mistake, this game is not fair. The range of advantage to disadvantage into which we are born is vast. However, regardless of our birth circumstances, we have far more control over our lives than we might imagine. Many of life’s rules can be bent. Some can be broken. But how?

The answer is straightforward. When we want more from life, to change and grow, to improve the possibilities for ourselves or others, we change through relationships.

I became who I am today because of my relationship—or lack thereof—with my dad and countless other people who came and went through my life. Connections bring us opportunities, but they also spark something far more fundamental: relationships change us. They make us who we are, and we can leverage them to become nearly anything we want to be.


“Rules should always be bent, if not broken. It’s the only way to have any fun.”

Alyson Noël



Understanding this unlocks life’s grandest possibilities. If life is a game, this book offers shortcuts to level up easier and faster. Over the last five years, I have been on a mission to better understand the ideas I’ll present here—to examine how we became who we are and how to use this knowledge to change into who we want to become.

After reading this book, you should have a deeper understanding of how you became the person you are today. You will see more clearly your path to a more exciting future. You will gain tools to shape who you are becoming, to take greater control of your life, to turn your path whichever way you most desire. And you will better understand how to connect with people who can help you become the best version of yourself.

In the coming pages, we will explore many stories to see these principles in action. We will learn about British explorer Gertrude Bell, a remarkable woman who was instrumental in establishing the nation of Iraq; Frederick Douglass, the abolitionist hero who escaped slavery and went on to become the first African American to be nominated vice president of the United States; a young man who gave up his kingdom to start a religion; a trio of brothers who were separated from one another for nearly twenty years as part of a secret and illegal scientific study; a twenty-two-year-old video blogger who drew eleven thousand fans to a spontaneous meetup at a mall in Dubai; and the Jewish diamond-trading empire in New York City.

These stories are my foundation for exploring the concepts necessary to understand and apply relationshift. Each chapter builds upon the last in a specific order. You may feel some sections don’t apply to you or that you already know the material. However, as I elaborate in the coming pages, sometimes we don’t know what we think we do (I’ve been guilty of this on countless occasions). Other times, we understand an idea up to a point, believing this is all there is, only to discover a much deeper level of understanding is possible. In light of this, I highly recommend keeping an open mind until you read the complete story. You may find this leads to breakthroughs in your life in areas you didn’t even realize needed a breakthrough.

What’s in Each Section

Part one is a survey of the essentials of relationshift. We will dive straight into what you need to know to employ these principles to pursue whatever changes you might want to see in yourself or your life.


Chapter one explores how you became who you are today. Before you can get directions to someplace new, you must understand your starting point. This chapter covers topics like nature versus nurture, how our past choices affect our current options, and the problem with second-guessing past decisions.

Chapter two shows you relationshift in action. We will discuss how to build a tribe of mentors, peers, and protégés who together can help us become whatever we want. We will review strategies for recruiting mentors, influencers, and other high-caliber people to be a part of our journey. This section also includes a survey of social capital—a scientific research area that considers the value of relationships and how to get more from them, and a topic essential to making the most of relationshift in our lives.

Chapter three examines high-impact relationships such as romantic partners, parents, teachers, faith leaders, and bosses. We will attempt to understand how each of these critical relationships uniquely affects us and how to maximize the benefits we can receive from them while minimizing any potential for negative relationshift.

Chapter four surveys ten specific paths that you may be interested in pursuing, such as how to get a better job, achieve fitness goals, or become famous. I’ll give you hands-on advice for these goals, and by taking it all together, you will better understand how to pursue almost any desired change, no matter how unique or audacious.



Part two takes a new direction, one imperative to getting the most out of this book. Whereas part one covers how to use relationshift for change, part two will help you better choose what kind of person you want to become. Because we all have points we overlook and are motivated in ways we don’t always consciously understand, this section is a guide to the critical elements of unlocking your maximum level of happiness, contentment, and fulfillment. It will enable you to release the instincts and motivations that could be making you miserable without you even realizing it so you can become freer to embrace a life that is filled with purpose as your most enlightened self defines it.


Chapter five dives into our evolutionary instincts, those that have been handed down from our ancestors over generations. We will look at how these instincts came to be and how they affect us today. Many of these drivers were helpful in getting our species to where it is today but no longer serve us. We must understand where our inner thoughts and subconscious motivations came from, and how they affect us, if we want to maximize our ability to write our own rules and better construct a life that suits our goals.

Chapter six continues by analyzing what we can do to overcome the outdated instincts covered in chapter five. We will learn how these ideas are passed between people and generations. You will learn tools for overcoming blind spots and bias to uncover entirely new possibilities that you can’t yet perceive. Perhaps most importantly, we will discuss how you can distinguish between good and bad advice, truth and untruth, and wisdom that can help you achieve your goals versus input that will only distract you or empty your wallet.

Chapter seven helps you better define your purpose for living as you let go of any instincts and motivations that have been holding you back. Building on the works of more than twenty experts on the topic, we will consider how our purpose can be split up into various aspects of our life—spiritual, physical, emotional, and occupational—and how better understanding these directions can help us make use of the principles of relationshift to guide our relationships.



Following the conclusion, we will discuss several common objections, questions, and ethical concerns about the concepts of relationshift. Through it all, we will find the common threads that help us apply these ideas to our life in the most straightforward and practical terms.

The Curated Psyche: Learning to Emulate Traits You Want to Embody

All my life, people who know me have suggested that I might be on the autism spectrum. As a child, I didn’t always understand other people, and they often seemed to misinterpret my feelings or behavior. I was unable to convey my emotions or meaning accurately through nonverbal communication and would easily become hyperfocused on whatever caught my attention. Rather than playing with other children, I’d spend hours creating complicated mosaics of blocks that would stretch across the living room and down the hallway. When assigned the homework in second grade of drawing a boat, I spent the entire weekend barely eating because I was engrossed in creating a fifty-foot-long battleship that required an entire roll of white butcher paper to complete. It was so heavy, my mom had to help carry it to school. Through childhood into my mid-thirties, I never really had many friends—acquaintances and colleagues, sure, but no one close enough that they might, say, invite me to their birthday party or wedding.

I’ve never been officially diagnosed with autism, but all my life I’ve felt there was an anchor of some kind tied to my ability to relate to people—some mental block preventing me from ever truly understanding many of the basics of human interaction. Like why no one ever seemed to be able to tell if I was joking or being serious. I’m not disturbed by the possibility that I might have autism because I like who I am and I’ve learned to have a happy, friend-filled life. Also, this book wouldn’t exist if I hadn’t struggled with many of these aspects of existence.

From the youngest age, I had to learn to relate to people. Of course, everyone has to learn these lessons to some degree. The difference with me was I often didn’t understand the principles I was trying to adopt. Sometimes, it feels like I’m memorizing the lyrics of a song in another language without ever really understanding what the words mean. I do certain things in specific ways because I’ve learned that’s how people are supposed to act, but these actions might never really make sense to me.

I’ve had countless opportunities to practice observing and adopting what I see other people do. A while back, I went out for drinks with a new acquaintance I’d met briefly at a party. Halfway into our conversation she blurted, “You’re so much more serious than I thought you would be.” I was surprised because I thought we’d been having a lighthearted and fun conversation. This incongruence between how she saw me and how I felt bothered me, so I spent the next few days observing people having conversations. I noticed that when someone is talking, the listeners often smile a little. I assume this is an instinctual attempt to show the speaker that they are being heard and what they’re saying is interesting. I then started to pay attention to whether or not I did the same. As you might expect, I realized that my face felt very neutral to me but appeared to others to be bored, tired, or stoic. So now I try to remember to smile more often when other people are talking. It’s not entirely natural for me yet, but the more I think about people doing this and the more I practice it, the more it becomes second nature to me.

This example of emulation is like a quick-start guide to relationshift. You can use it every day to begin adopting changes in your attitudes, beliefs, skills, and abilities. In fact, you could consider that these people are relationshifting you into a version of yourself you prefer to the person you are today.

Think about a trait you might want to be a stronger part of who you are. Who do you know that embodies this trait best? The next time you get the chance to practice it, channel in your own thoughts and actions the way this person lives out the characteristic. You don’t have to copy them completely. Just think about how they might act in the situation you’re in or about to enter. Then do your version of it, whatever that means to you.

For example, when I want to be more confident, I recall a good friend of mine who has the most unshakable confidence of anyone I know. Thinking about this person and how they might handle the situation I am facing helps me embody more confidence. When I want to give a toast at dinner, I think about a mentor of mine who always gives the most captivating toasts. Then I emulate his vocal pace, how he works vivid stories in, and so on. When I give one of my team members a performance review, I think about a boss I once had who always did the best reviews. Picturing the person and recalling how they manifest the trait I want to have more of myself helps me make these traits my own.

This takes a lot of practice, so don’t worry if it feels unnatural or ineffective at first. In time, you can learn to authentically embody almost any trait you like by blending and curating the positive aspects you see in others. This is just one example of how people in your life can relationshift you into a more ideal version of yourself. We’ll be covering much more on the topic over the remainder of this book, of course—yet the simple concept of emulating the way you’ve seen others embody a trait you want more of in your own life is perhaps the best way to begin to make use of relationshift without reading another page. Give it a try for yourself!
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If you take one lesson away from this book, I hope you remember this: you are able to consciously curate your personality and life situation by being more intentional about who you spend time with and how you approach these relationships. But who should you choose to be part of your community? Why choose one person over another? And what if you’re not even sure what you might want to change about yourself? These are just some of the questions we’ll explore over the coming pages.

Most importantly, anyone can make use of relationshift to improve their life. You don’t need to have been born rich, smart, or free. You may have just lost your job, gone through a divorce, or filed for bankruptcy. You don’t need to have a network of powerful people to help you, or even any friends at all. You don’t even need ambition or direction. All you need to do is turn the page and begin.




PART I

How You Became You and How to Change

“Show me a successful individual and I’ll show you someone who had real positive influences in his or her life. I don’t care what you do for a living—if you do it well I’m sure there was someone cheering you on or showing the way. A mentor.”

Denzel Washington




CHAPTER 1

Becoming You

“Who and what we surround ourselves with is who and what we become. In the midst of good people, it is easy to be good. In the midst of bad people, it is easy to be bad.”

—Karen Marie Moning

After completing high school in 1979, Edward “Eddy” Galland enrolled at Sullivan Community College in New York. But, with just one year complete, Eddy told his friends he wasn’t returning in the fall. His friends were therefore ecstatic to find he had changed his mind when he appeared on campus the following September.

The only problem was that Eddy didn’t seem to remember any of them. He was shocked to have students shout, “Welcome back!” and even more surprised when a young woman he didn’t know ran up and kissed him. But what surprised him most was that everyone insisted on calling him Eddy.

His name, in fact, was Robert Shafran. The situation became clear when someone asked if he was adopted. Eddy and Bobby discovered they were twins adopted by different families. They had been living less than one hundred miles apart for nineteen years without ever realizing someone else shared their DNA. When they reunited, they quickly became media favorites, appearing in newspapers and on television talk shows. Everyone was happy to hear the story of how the twins found each other—no one more so than David Kellman.

David was reading the paper one morning when he saw a seemingly impossible photo: two stocky men with bushy brown hair laughing as they posed for the camera. They looked so much like David that he might as well have been looking in a mirror. To everyone’s surprise, David was the third identical brother of the trio. The triplets had been born to a teenage mother in 1961—a prom night mistake. She gave them over to an adoption agency called Louise Wise Services. In turn, this agency placed the three children in different homes, neglecting to inform any of the families of the connection.

The first time all three brothers met each other, they immediately felt as if they had been best friends for life. They discovered similarities: all three brothers smoked the same brand of cigarettes, enjoyed wrestling, and had the same taste in women.

Eventually, the brothers and their families confronted the executives of Louise Wise Services to discover why the agency separated the children. The director told the families that placing three children in one home would be too difficult. But this answer didn’t satisfy anyone. The parents recalled how the boys would bang their heads against their cribs and cry inconsolably in the first few weeks after adoption—clear signs of acute separation anxiety. The families were outraged and felt certain there was more to the story. They were right.

In the second half of the nineteenth century, an author and part-time scientist named Francis Galton became interested in the idea that one could study twins to determine which traits are the result of genetics and which are determined by nurturing. Identical twins, after all, have the same genetics. Galton argued that similarities between twins could be attributed to heredity, while their differences should be the result of outside influences. His findings, however, were largely dismissed due to a flaw in the method.1 One hundred years later, Dr. Peter Neubauer came up with an idea to fix Galton’s twin study. Similarities between twins raised by different parents could more accurately be attributed to genetics. The biggest problem with this idea was finding a large sample of identical twins raised by different parents—importantly, twins raised by parents who didn’t realize they were part of a study.2

Finding such a situation in the wild would be enormously improbable. If Neubauer was going to have any hope of completing the study in the way he envisioned, he would have to create the circumstances artificially. Louise Wise Services agreed to work with Neubauer and his assistants, who placed an unknown number of twins and triplets with different families. The adopting parents knew only that their children would be interviewed by a researcher twice per year to determine how the adoption process was affecting the child. No one was told that identical siblings were being separated and studied. Eddy, Bobby, and David became unwitting parts of this research.

Everything seemed to be going great for the triplets, until even more disturbing details of the experiment unraveled. As the brothers shared details of their lives, they realized that all three had struggled with mental health. Eddy and David had both been admitted to psychiatric hospitals as teenagers. Bobby was on probation after a series of tragic decisions related to a robbery that had ended in a woman being murdered. They compared notes with other twins who had been used in the study. It ended up that Neubauer wasn’t just interested in comparing genetics and childhood development generally. The research team specifically selected twins and triplets who had been born to parents with mental health difficulties. Furthermore, they placed the twins and triplets with parents of various socioeconomic backgrounds—working, middle, and upper class. Neubauer studied how genes and the socioeconomic situation in which children are raised affect the passing of mental health challenges from parent to child.

The brothers’ difficulties with mental health continued as they grew older, especially for Eddy. David and Bobby grew closer while Eddy felt more and more like an outsider and showed increasing signs of bipolar disorder. He struggled in private more each year, until, in 1995, he took his own life.

We will never know if Eddy would still be alive today if Neubauer hadn’t selected him as a study subject. No doubt his life would have been different if one set of parents had raised the three brothers, and if they knew about their mother’s struggle with her mental health.

It is difficult to draw accurate conclusions from a single case such as the story of Eddy, Bobby, and David. Peter Neubauer died in 2008. The study’s results will be locked in a vault at Yale University until 2065—which might sound like an Indiana Jones plot point if it weren’t so tragic. Louise Wise Services went bankrupt. Living researchers involved in the research claim to know little of the results or refuse to answer questions. TV producers turned the story of the brothers into a documentary titled Three Identical Strangers. This public exposure has increased pressure for the researchers to release their records, but as I write this, they haven’t done so.
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If you’re like most people, there are aspects of yourself or your life that you might like to change. You may wish for a fatter wallet, a better sex life, or freedom from addiction. But regardless of what you want to improve about yourself, you must start by understanding who you are now and how you became that way. To skip this step would be like getting directions to someplace without knowing your starting point. In other words, you will be far better equipped to move from point A to point B if you fully understand what it means to be at point A and how you got there in the first place.

To help you explore who you are today, we will survey a number of theories that explain how we came to believe what we do, starting with a discussion on the ways natural and nurturing forces work together to form much of our physical and mental state. Then we will unpack how a third force—our previous choices—affects us in ways over which our current self has little control. Last, I’ll share a case study of these principles in action by telling a story from my personal journey.

Nature vs. Nurture

The twin study method pioneered by theorists like Galton and Neubauer seeks to understand how much of our selves would remain if we had been raised differently. In the case of Eddy, Bobby, and David, the brothers would have had different lives if they had been raised together. But how different? Researchers frame the answer to the question of the origin of our worldview as a battle between nature and nurture, which can be depicted as the two overlapping sides of a Venn diagram.

What kind of person would you be if you had lived from birth to this day in complete isolation from all human contact? What if you hadn’t had access to books, movies, paintings, music, and oral traditions? You might find yourself grunting and making cave drawings instead of sending text messages or driving a car. Even the DNA of a genius like Leonardo da Vinci would do little good for a person with no one to learn from. Quite a few Maya Angelous and Sonia Sotomayors have likely come and gone from our planet without history taking notice because they happened to be born in the wrong time and place.
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Imagining how different we might be under such dramatic circumstances isn’t challenging, but what if you had lived during the Crusades? Would you have supported the slaughter of millions of people so Christians could take Jerusalem from the Muslims who lived there? Your answer likely depends on whether you had been born Christian, Muslim, or any number of other possibilities at the time. If you had lived in Japan during World War II, would you have cheered or mourned the destruction of Pearl Harbor? Or, if you lived in Germany, would you have supported or opposed Nazism?

Most people agree that the time and place of our birth affect who we become, but this line of thinking becomes very uncomfortable for many when they carry it through to the logical conclusion. If you had been born into different circumstances, you might have found yourself crossing nervously to the opposite side of the street upon seeing this alternate version of you approaching. This other you might hate the people you love. You might even find yourself and your variant on opposite sides of a religious war, one in which you both label the other as evil. It’s difficult to accept that a version of you born in a different year and location might see you as a depraved soul. And while time and place affect who we become, the real contrast between all these circumstances is the people in them, and how they would influence you. All of these examples of how we might be different had we been raised in different circumstances highlight aspects of ourselves that are possible to change through relationshift.

The Blank Book

To understand the impact of relationshift further, imagine that each of us is born a blank book. We are a finite resource and each life contains a certain number of pages. As we move through life, we loan these empty sheets to those in our proximity: the people we associate with, listen to, or sleep with; the people whose manifestos we read and whose music we listen to; the actors and writers of the movies we watch; and the politicians we support.

As we moved through early adolescence, the adults in our life controlled access to our book. In these pages, our mom or dad or our friends, siblings, and teachers wrote. So also did our abusers, crushes, bullies, mentors, and spiritual advisers. Over time, most people take control of their lives by granting or limiting access to their pages. If they choose, a fifteen-year-old can take their book away from their guardians and give it to whoever they like. However, what we do with our pages as we take control of them is affected by what exists in our book. Children who are treated well by their parents are unlikely to take many pages away, even after realizing they can.

Inversely, children who hate their mothers or fathers already might have given their pages to other influences before the parents even realize it. Whoever has possession of our pages may write whatever they wish, as long as we allow them. And so life continues this way until we meet Death, who signs her name on our final, incomplete page.

In some cases, the people who write on our pages may leave an unintentional story behind. Your parents might attempt to write about love in your pages by telling you how to find a suitable partner and how to treat them with respect. But if they act hatefully toward each other, the story they write will be very different from what they intend—perhaps that relationships can be dangerous to your mental health. If your dad is kind to your mom, he is writing in your book about how we expect husbands to treat their wives in a loving relationship. Or, if we hate him because he wrote abuse into our pages, then we might read what he wrote about his love of our mother as hypocrisy or as a mask of a false perfection to cover up a secret black heart.

Most of us simply allow whoever happens to have acquired our pages over time to write whatever they wish, whether good or bad. When certain people write awful things therein, we can find it difficult and uncomfortable to reclaim our pages from them. This is the case with negative peer pressure, but it’s also what enables many abusive relationships. Great courage is required to wrest our book from these hurtful people’s hands and give it to someone who will write kinder things in our pages. Sadly, because of what is in our book, many of us cannot do this difficult task independently—and so, tragically, we are stuck. Too many of our pages are in the hands of people who are using them for ill—and worse, the abusive people writing these terrible things are experts at making sure their victim’s book remains entirely in their control.


“Keep away from people who try to belittle your ambitions. Small people always do that, but the really great make you feel that you, too, can become great.”

Mark Twain



The impact people have on us is reflected in what they write in our pages. Whether we are aware of this process doesn’t change the fact that we are being shifted by those around us, in one direction or another. Making the most of relationshift means that we can better control who we are becoming by growing more aware of what we allow to be written in our pages and adjusting who has access to them, according to who we desire to become.


A Note on How to Regain Agency Over One’s Pages in Difficult Situations

If someone in your life is in this situation, you may find that your best chance of helping them is to do the best you can with the limited number of pages you can access. Focus on gaining more access to their book over time and writing good things there, words of strength and truth. And if you are personally stuck in this situation, seek whatever help is necessary to give you the edge you need to sever others’ control over your pages and reclaim your book. If you have no friends, family, or mentors to lean on, look elsewhere. Books, nonprofits, and hotlines—even mental health influencers—may be able to help when we have no one else. Make a positive move, no matter how small, whether that’s seeking the help of a nonprofit or calling a free hotline to speak to a trained professional. Once you have done this, make another small positive change, then another, until you find yourself gaining momentum toward a healthier situation.



Pause to reflect

•Who has authored the most impactful pages of your book?

•What passages in your book have formed the most foundational elements of your life and personality?

•Are there passages in your book that are holding you back or hurting you? What can you do to minimize the impact of these pages going forward?

•What are you writing in the pages of those who have allowed you to write in their book?

•Can you grow in your positive impact by changing what you’re writing in the books of others?

Relationships and Human Evolution

We gape in awe at all that we humans accomplished. Space flight. The Large Hadron collider. We may not have self-driving cars yet, but you can be damn proud that we at least have self-driving vacuum cleaners. We’ve been so successful as a species that we’re on the verge of destroying our habitat and everything in it—something of a mark against our superiority, but that’s another book. We especially love to credit our superior intelligence as the reason we’ve been able to overcome our weaknesses and move from being cave dwellers in the middle of the food chain to the most dominant life form in the known universe. But that’s not the only reason. A primary factor in our success as a species is that we have refined the art of relationships.

Go far back in time, to when humans didn’t yet have language skills. We had not quite become the preeminent species that we are now. Before we discovered fire or invented the first weapons that allowed us to kill at a safer distance, our survival was far from assured. At least ten varieties of humans didn’t make it to modernity. We survived because we had one surprisingly simple edge over other animals at the time: being the world’s best communicators.

Humans are not unique in their ability to communicate. Initially, we were just a little better at it than our fellow earthlings, but this small edge made it possible to practice and develop our skills. Soon we gained more advanced abilities for sharing detailed information. This enabled us to invent systems to maximize these abilities, such as a symbol schema that makes possible the sharing of unlimited volumes of information to billions of people instantly, with excellent accuracy.

As our ability to coordinate more extensive groups of people improved, our small tribes began to grow into villages, towns, and then cities. We learned to travel farther to trade goods and information. What we picked up from the people we met, we taught to our children. Over many thousands of years, we slowly discovered or invented every aspect of our modern world, from political systems and religion to ever more efficient technology and even the ability to extend our lives with science. With each year that passes, we use our advantage to widen the gap between us and the world from which we evolved. Yet we are largely the same biologically as we were one hundred thousand years ago. So our dominance as a species was born not from our natural intelligence alone but because we used the small edge we possessed to influence and learn from each other.

The difference between modern civilization and the circumstances of the first humans was enabled largely by our ability to influence each other in complex ways. Relationships between humans are responsible for our transformation from an animal barely more advanced than a chimpanzee to what we are today—capable of building a Wi-Fi-enabled toilet that, upon verbal command, will shoot water at your bum. How far we’ve come!

Peer Pressure in Action

Since your first breath, people have been nurturing you to think a particular way. This programming process, or “domestication,” as many put it, is uncomfortably similar to how we train animals. If you return home to find that your cat has peed on your pumps, you might put on a big frowny face and say things like, “Bad Fluffy! These are Mommy’s shoes. You’re supposed to pee on this copy of the New York Post.” In fact, over thousands of years, humans selectively bred and trained many animals to fit better within human society.

We succeeded in making animals act more like humans, but we didn’t stop there. Pruning plants is another form of nurturing. We do this to make them healthier, produce more fruit, and shape their growth. We even domesticate fields to optimize them for farming. As long as humans have been humans, we have been engaging in this same process with pretty much anything we can get our hands on, including each other. Though we may not call it by this name, we are always trying to relationshift each other.

For many millennia, being cast out of our tribe was a death sentence. So we evolved to crave the feel-good chemicals that get pumped through our brain when we feel accepted. This is why we so often go to great lengths to fit in. Studies have shown how enormously powerful this desire is. In one, researchers showed a group of actors and one study participant three lines of various lengths, then asked them to identify the longest. The actors all confidently choose the wrong answer. The study participant, who went last, chose the same wrong answer as the actors 75 percent of the time. (So the next time someone asks you if you would follow your friends off a cliff, you can answer with a relatively high level of confidence, “Three times out of four, yes!”) In another study, researchers quizzed volunteers on various preferences for cuisine, hobbies, politics, family planning, and so on. The participants were later observed in a speed-dating scenario. Researchers found that many volunteers changed their preferences to match the person they were speaking with. This is peer pressure in action.

We also limit access to certain peers to control what people believe. Many cults and religions teach adherents that they should be careful about spending time with those who do not have the same belief system. That’s one reason why religious schools and universities exist: to ensure younger generations aren’t drawn away through exposure to different views. Many religions and cults forbid partnering with or marrying nonbelievers. Some cults go as far as physically isolating their followers in camps and compounds far from any urban area. This is a critical factor in ensuring members maintain their views.

Remember when your mom didn’t want you hanging around those kids—the ones who smoked cigarettes, wore too much makeup, or had a key to their parents’ porn cabinet. She knew the power of relationships—how likely you were to pick up the habits, characteristics, language, and life direction of whoever you spent time with. Entrepreneur and author Jim Rohn famously posits, “You’re the average of the five people you spend the most time with.” The idea is so ubiquitous now that almost anyone could have said it—even your mom.


“Tell me with whom you associate, and I will tell you who you are.”

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe



Fortunately, we don’t pick up just the bad habits of our friends. Their healthy traits inspire us, too. Research shows that our peers can make us more ambitious, creative, intelligent, and hardworking. Having athletic friends can help us lose weight—a little bitterness goes a long way—and spending time with strong-willed people can help us gain self-control. Academics have shown that the practice of investing in our network is the number one way to increase our financial success. Our peers even influence our physical appearance. The clothes we wear, whether we have tattoos and piercings, the way we style our hair, the makeup we may or may not put on, and our weight are all influenced over time by the people brushing their teeth next to us each morning, those we meet for lunch, and the cranky uncle we argue with during holiday dinners.

Humans use many tools to teach each other how we feel people ought to behave. Oral tradition, discipline, politics, judicial systems, mentoring, storytelling, pop culture, music, art, and religion are just a few. Some of our codes are agreed upon across a political entity as laws
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