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Introduction

I have worked as a psychotherapist for many years, and I have always thought it was a shame that psychotherapists tend to mostly talk about theories among themselves, behind closed doors. I feel so enthusiastic about how helpful these principles can be to people. From all the dilemmas and questions I get sent, I build up a picture of what people want to know about how to live their lives, and attempt to come up with some answers. So, my mission has been to bring these concepts and ideas into the wider world, and in my writing, I aim to share that wisdom in easily digestible chunks in the hope that more people can benefit from it.

This book is a culmination of many of the answers to questions that people have come to me with over the years, from my work as a therapist and an advice columnist, from talks and events, and from everyday interactions. I love your questions, because from your questions I learn where people have gaps. Although each person is unique, and the questions I get asked are usually very specific, I find that there are patterns and commonalities in those gaps and we can apply some generalised wisdom and techniques to them. Each question has taught me something and, maybe, I have occasionally helped you to have your own ‘aha’ moments too.

As children, we all develop belief systems and adaptations that help us cope in our early environment. Often we might not even be aware that we are operating out of these systems, making decisions and treating people according to these initial ways of seeing the world. As we grow older, meet new people and experience more of the world, these belief systems and responses might no longer serve us in the way they did when we were young, and instead keep us stuck in old patterns of thought and behaviour. What I hope this book will do is help you understand your own early adaptations and belief systems, and be more aware of where they are serving you and where they may need updating. Think of self-awareness as knowing where you are on a map: if you don’t know your starting point you won’t be able to figure out how to get to where you want to go. It’s important that we learn how we react to the world, how we get angry, how we make assumptions about other people and how we talk to ourselves, because until we know what we are doing and how we’re doing it, we won’t know what we need to change.

When people first come to therapy, quite often they just want to talk about other people. What I tell them is that we can’t do anything about other people, but we do have the power to control ourselves. Many of us don’t understand we have that power: we can change how we react and how we respond. We can change our priorities, our belief systems, our habitual responses. Change takes time and new habits take a while to build up. But we can experiment with change, knowing that we have so much more power over our life than we realise. In particular, we have power over our own mind and where we want it to go. Even when we are at our most powerless, we still have the ability to choose how we think, how we organise our body and how we relate to others. When I talk of organising the body I mean being aware of where in our body we are holding tension or where we may be collapsed. For example, if you take your awareness to your jaw, are the muscles lax or tense? If you move your awareness to your breath, are you breathing deeply or shallower?

Sometimes we might ask ourselves the wrong questions. We are forever asking, ‘Why?’ because we are meaning-making creatures and we crave narrative. ‘Why did so-and-so break up with me?’ ‘Why is my child misbehaving?’ ‘Why do I feel so unhappy?’ The emotional charge is all wrapped up in why – because we love stories and we love explanations. But asking yourself why is never usually very useful; the solution is normally in the how. What I’m interested in is how you are making yourself feel the way you’re feeling: how you love, argue, change and find contentment. That’s why this book is structured in four ‘How’ sections. These are separated out and we may think of them as individual issues, but they are all interconnected.

Being a psychotherapist has taught me that people grow in their own way and in their own time, in an environment where they can be themselves and where they are allowed to experiment with who they can be – as opposed to someone, or themselves, telling them who they should be. So my approach is along these lines. My definition of good advice is having someone put into words something that you have always known but haven’t articulated yet. No one is always right. I’m not always right. And if you come across someone who thinks they are, there should be an alarm bell ringing for you, because the always-righters somehow have to make us into the always-wrongers – and that is not a nice place to be.

If I had to give you one piece of starting advice, it would be from that doyenne of self-help, Dr Susan Jeffers, who said: ‘You are good enough exactly as you are, and who you are is a powerful and loving human being who is learning and growing every step of the way.’ In other words, you are acceptable just as you are, right now. When things work for us, we might not know how they are working for us, and it can be helpful to know that too. We can give ourselves such a hard time. This is not unusual. Every week I’m told ‘I’m no good at relationships’, ‘I’m a terrible friend’, ‘I’m not a clever person’, ‘I’m too shy’ … you get the picture. We don’t need to judge ourselves like this. Yes, we have all made mistakes, but we are not our mistakes. We learn from them so we can go on to make new mistakes. We have a fantasy of what we want and need, and when we achieve our dream, the reality possibly teaches us it was a mistake. So we correct that mistake and learn from it, and then we go on to make another decision, it works for a while and then, after a time, we need to make another adjustment. It’s not over until it’s over and, until then, we can keep hoping, keep trying and keep experimenting. When we find ourselves making a finite judgement about ourselves, when we put on that metaphorical black cap and bang the gavel and condemn ourselves, we don’t do ourselves, or other people, any favours. Suspending judgement is nearly always a good idea. We all have a lot in common. We are all vulnerable human beings having to learn that there is more strength in owning our vulnerability than in clinging to a superficial mask of false strength.

Finally, I hope you’ll read this book in order to enjoy it. It may sound trivial but to enjoy yourself in life should be something we prioritise. If, as well as enjoying it, it resonates and you think ‘YES’ and things fall into place, even just a little, then that’s great. Obviously that’s what I hope I’ll achieve in this book. But your experience will tell you whether I’ve been successful or not.




1. How We Love

Building strong and meaningful connections with others and self

In Western society, we’ve come to believe that it’s important to be independent. Stories of supposedly self-made entrepreneurs and stereotypes of the ‘modern independent woman’ are everywhere. But I believe we are never truly independent: we rely on other people for just about every aspect of our life, from harvesting our food and getting it into the shops, to supplying us with running water and building the houses we inhabit. It’s a false construct to believe there is such a thing as complete independence. And just as we need other people to supply us with drinking water, we also need other people for company – even if some of us have tried to train ourselves out of this need.

As humans, unlike some other animals, we are not developed when we are born. We develop in relationship with our earliest caregivers – our sense of self, our identity, our needs and personality traits are shaped based on how we were cared for. The psychoanalyst and paediatrician Donald Winnicott said: ‘There’s no such thing as a baby, there’s only a baby and a mother.’ This makes us into creatures that need connection all our lives to feel like we are part of the wider world. Usually, that connection is with people, but we can also connect with ideas, places and objects.

When I think back to my past psychotherapy clients, whatever their presenting problem was, I found that the root of their issue was nearly always grounded in their relationships: how their past relationships had affected their belief systems, or their relationship with themselves, or how they were stuck in their relationships with others. I decided to begin this book with how we connect with others because it is the most important part of our lives. As people are dying, they will tell you that the most significant thing that remains in their life are their relationships, and these are usually relationships to other people.

Because we’re complicated and all come from slightly different cultures – and by that I include general habits, family dynamics, languages, ways of doing things – relationships can be tricky. We all have different belief systems and ways of cooperating with each other. Finding a way through so that your relationships work for you and for the people around you might be essential, but it certainly isn’t straightforward. That’s what I hope this chapter will help you with.

Why we crave connection

Feeling connected to others is a part of being human. We need connection not only to other people but also to ideas, objects and our environment. We want to feel a part of something – whether that comes from meaningful conversations, small talk at the bus stop, reading a book or watching something on the television. This is partly why we are addicted to our phones: they give us a sense of connection that releases low levels of dopamine (the ‘feel-good’ hormone).

However, if the only type of connection we have is via a screen, there is a chance we may begin to feel depressed, as we need more active ways of connecting, where there is mutual impact between us and another person. If we are under-connected our mental health suffers. We want people in our lives who make us feel good, and we need people who support our current view of ourselves to confirm our identity. Connection matters because the people in our life are like mirrors in which we see ourselves. How others respond to us works as a sort of system of checks and balances for our mental health.

That said, there is also a danger in being over-connected. To explain this, there is a useful analogy that describes the human body being covered in hooks. If we have no hooks out, then no one else can connect with us and we can’t connect with anyone, leading us to feel isolated and alone. But if all our hooks are out, then we’re connected to everyone and everything all of the time, and those individual connections stop having meaning or significance. We’re jumping from person to person, idea to idea, and struggle to hold on to one in a meaningful way. Make a connection with everything and you’ll discover that eventually you’re not making a connection with anything. We’ve all met someone who is scattered and their attention is all over the place, who is difficult to follow or engage with properly, because you always feel like you don’t have their full focus. This is what is known as manic behaviour. It’s fine to be manic sometimes – and for many it can be a route to creativity – but it’s an unsustainable state to be in long term.

As with many things, there is a balance to be found. If we have a few hooks out – not all of them, but some – we can hook into who we care about and what we’re interested in, and we can make sense of it. We can use our spare time to do what we find satisfying, be open to new people entering our life and take the time to assess their values and whether they align with ours. It is a good idea to have people around us who make us feel positive about ourselves. People who, if they do challenge us, do so in a way that makes us feel enlightened rather than worse, and who are on our side.


Everyday Wisdom

Everyone needs to feel that they belong, maybe to a family, a project, a community, or to another person. We are creatures of connection, and we deny this at our peril.


In any group of people – any school, workplace, social group or large family – subgroups naturally form. This isn’t a bad thing or a good thing, it’s just normal human behaviour. Getting closer to a person or a couple of people means a subgroup forms and finding a place within a group can be formative for our sense of identity and belonging. The dynamics of groups means that not only do we mirror those around us to build a sense of who we are, but we also contrast with those outside of our group to determine who we are not.

That is why being part of groups is so important, and why it can feel difficult if we find ourselves left out. A woman wrote to me because she struggled with this balance and found herself unable to initiate friendships with people beyond her husband and child, and the friends her husband had made.


I am a 32-year-old mum of a happy baby. I love him and I’m enjoying being on maternity leave. My husband is a lovely man who adores being a dad.

We have nice friends, but they are friends my husband has made. I go to the baby groups and I chat to people, but how do you actually make friends with someone? I was hoping our antenatal group would be a good place to make new friends, but it is a bit cliquey – it felt like being back in school. It felt competitive and we don’t have much money for all the baby accessories, activities and classes. We went to a barbecue at one mum’s house and it was a mansion and I’m embarrassed that our house is rented and small.

People have commented in the past that they don’t know me, or it’s a shame they never got to know me. At university, I focused on academic work rather than hanging out with people. I’m worried that if I don’t get into a group of mum friends, it will start to affect my child because he won’t make toddler friends or go on play dates and I want to give him every chance of happiness.



Firstly, this woman can do relationships because she seems to have two good ones – with her baby and her husband. What she is doing is something we can all be guilty of from time to time: making excuses because she is finding it hard to make a connection. She is being invited to other people’s houses but is still seeing the groups and subgroups that form naturally as being ‘cliquey’, and thinking that they must all be competitive. In analysing other people’s behaviour rather than her own, she has an excuse for why she cannot do anything to improve her connections. However, because we can’t control other people’s behaviour but we can control our own, I find the best place to begin is by thinking about our role in the problem. How do we contribute to the situation if we haven’t got a group to belong to? What is it that we do that makes us feel either too superior or too inferior to join?

Really, I don’t think this woman wanted to make new friends. She was satisfied by the connections she already had, and her struggle is that she wanted to make friends for her son’s sake rather than for her own. We don’t all need the same number of connections – some people can get by with very few and this woman is an example of that. I don’t know if it’s possible to form genuine connections and alliances if you are not doing it for your own enjoyment and sense of kinship.

In order to connect with people, we need to use our courage to open ourselves up, share our vulnerabilities and take care of others when they do the same. To really understand another person and to be understood, we don’t have to be the same. We don’t have to have the same feelings, or lack of feelings, the same label, or even hold the same opinions. But we do have to be willing to make ourselves vulnerable, to share how we experience ourselves and our world, our responses, feelings and thoughts; and we do need to be open to being impacted by the other person in turn. What is important is that we get close to understanding how someone feels, and feel for them, and be felt for in turn.

To truly connect with others we need to be not who we think we ought to be, or who we think they want us to be, but who we really are. If we never take the risk of putting the other person off, we never give ourselves the opportunity of letting ourselves be known. To be known we have to be seen, and we will never be seen if we hide. Anxiety about how we come across can often get in the way of connecting. A way of circumnavigating that feeling is to supplant it by being interested in the person we’ve met instead. This means shifting our focus away from self-consciousness and towards curiosity in the other person. When we manage this, it becomes easier to be delighted in someone rather than drained by them.

One of the ways to increase wisdom and connection is to speak in the moment and work things out in conversation, rather than thinking we need to have everything right before we speak. This means not filtering all your thoughts: tell someone ‘I want to know you’, or try to articulate other scary, self-revelatory thoughts without being certain how they are going to land. You can work out how you feel in relationship with another and not always in your own head. Say things spontaneously. Practise being yourself and being unsure how you’ll be received. Dare to share. Is this a fail-safe formula? No. It is a risk. But it’s a risk worth taking. If we only have a relationship with another person in our head, assuming we know how they will respond to us, we are not really having a relationship with them. When my correspondent talked of the others being cliquey or competitive, she wasn’t relating to them: she was relating to how she imagined they were, and this is not how we connect.

If you do share who you really are and still find it difficult to find a group, then perhaps it is about looking elsewhere for your tribe. I think about how comfortable I feel in my life in London, where I am a part of many groups – some formal, like a choir I joined, and some informal, like groups of friends. Before moving here, I remember feeling bewildered, like I was often on the outside. I think that’s because I hadn’t found my people yet. The stereotype of moving away from a small town to a big city and finding your people there makes sense because with more people to choose from comes greater chances of meeting like-minded people whom you can connect with. And perhaps I hadn’t found my people yet because I hadn’t really found out who I was either. You can’t really be yourself if you don’t know who that self is. One of the best ways of finding out who you are is in spontaneous conversation with others.

Sometimes relationships feel hard

Over the years, people have written to me about partners who think they’re always right, friends who give them a hard time, parents who steer their life even after they’ve become adults, bosses who don’t listen, and subtle bullies who have eroded their confidence with a thousand micro-aggressions until they’re not even sure if the ground underneath them is the ground, or something they might drown in. Sometimes, we withdraw because relationships just seem too hard.

I think about a woman who wrote to me after lockdown ended because she was having a difficult time joining back in after a period of isolation.


I’m only now able to get back into society after 20 months of having to isolate. Due to medical complications, I was only recently vaccinated and had been completely solitary out of fear of dealing with Covid. I was ill with a life-threatening infection at one point during lockdown and luckily got through that, but it showed me how alone and vulnerable I am.

I have also been made redundant. I have been applying for jobs, and going to interviews. Inevitably, I am being rejected, and even when I’m not, my value is being questioned and negotiated down.

I feel so let down by what I thought were solid friendships. Colleagues and friends dropped me when I could not offer them anything due to losing my job. You are totally on your own in life and relationships are all meaningless.

At 39, I’ve given up on the idea of a romantic relationship and having a family. Men want to know on the first date whether you’re attracted to them – it takes me longer to know. It’s as though there’s no value given to nurturing relationships. I’m not looking for anything major, just responding either way to a text suggesting meeting up for a stroll, being available for a laugh and chat from time to time, or to go on a date without expectations.

The door to the world might now be open but I am struggling to go through it.



Isolation and loneliness make us wary of others, distrustful. If something happens once or twice we can experience it as a pattern, and we withdraw to protect ourselves from it happening again. We become wary of being vulnerable to shield ourselves from further rejection. Human beings are pack animals, and when a pack animal is taken from their group and isolated then reintroduced, they don’t throw themselves back into the centre. They stay on the periphery, don’t take risks and remain relatively isolated. This experiment has been done with rats and with fruit flies. I don’t think humans are much different as far as their instincts are concerned.

We can have some bad experiences dating or with people we thought were friends, and it’s natural we think that this is a pattern and that all experiences will be like this in one way or another, proving that humans are somehow bad, and relationships meaningless. We can make very reasonable-sounding excuses – just like the woman above who presented me with her evidence. Reasoning can become our enemy when we use it to back up our instinct to shy away from new people after a period of isolation.

There are two things we can do with these feelings of fear and distrust: we can be ruled by the feeling and stay hidden, or we can feel the fear and join in anyway. If we hide, we carry on feeding our fears, but if we dare to feel them and act despite them, they will gradually diminish as we establish relationships and re-enter the fray, even when we had believed we would not.

Sometimes we might be guilty of all-or-nothing thinking. We talk to ourselves with phrases like, ‘no one cares about anyone else’, ‘everyone is just out for themselves’, ‘there is no point in any friendship’. What these phrases have in common is that they leave no room for exceptions. They claim that life is either a one or a ten and don’t allow us to experience all the different permutations of two to nine, which are nearly always there. A good way to spot these all-or-nothing statements is if you are saying ‘all’, ‘everyone’, ‘100 per cent’, ‘no one’, ‘never’ – that’s likely a fantasy, a theory, a familiar belief, and it needs challenging or changing. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: don’t mistake familiarity for truth.

Instead we could have a different fantasy. We could say ‘everyone is attractive and intelligent and interested in me’. This isn’t true either, of course, but I always say, if you are going to
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