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Foreword

I’VE NEVER WRITTEN THE FOREWORD to a book before. But I’ve also never had a friend quite like Cavanaugh James. The benefits of a friend like Cavanaugh are immeasurable, and I know that you, too, will find his friendship through this book valuable.

Reading this book, I found myself listening to his voice and nodding my head. This is it. This is who he is. This is what he adds to my life and the lives of so many others. Since I’ve mentioned that you will be his friend, maybe I should tell you how he became mine.

One thing that has been annoyingly consistent in our almost fifteen-year friendship is that Cavanaugh and I remember the meat and potatoes of a story the same. But every now and again, like all friends do, we get hung up on inconsequential details and our “healthy” younger sibling competitive spirit makes things like remembering the name of the restaurant we went to in that small town in Colorado, or what movie we watched on the Fourth of July 2017, or who said what to piss the other off, all the more taxing when trying to retell the story of how we became friends. To put it simply, it was fate . . . which really means our mothers pushed us to hang out.

There are two things to clarify about the information in the previous paragraph: first, my version of said events is accurate. Second, yes, our mothers told us we should hang out. That tells you a lot about where we both were during that point in our lives and our confidence (or wariness) in making new friends.

My two brothers and I had just experienced a wonderful, albeit disorienting, meteoric rise in our music career and our family had also just moved into a new home in a quiet neighborhood in Dallas, Texas, to seek some peace and normalcy. Our parents were rightfully concerned that their three newly famous teen sons, and their almost six-and-a-half-year-old firecracker, Franklin, would lose touch with their values if the family lived in Los Angeles or New York. This move made sense for many reasons, and we also had roots in Dallas. Our parents met there at Bible college in the eighties. They went on to work at that same Bible college in various capacities after being students, and eventually, after a somewhat short-lived youth pastoring gig in New Jersey, the family settled back in Texas where I was born.

Flash forward to 2008. At this point I was fourteen and trying to balance the very isolating feeling of experiencing adrenaline-infused highs after a concert or a promo run with the quiet normalcy of the new neighborhood we pulled our not-so-subtle black and white tour bus into each day. It’s safe to say the neighbors would have been well within their rights to be agitated by this sudden disruption, but what we found was the exact opposite.

It sounds funny even now, all these years later, to think that one of my soon-to-be best friends in the world would just happen to be my literal next-door neighbor. I’m a strong believer in being in the right place at right time, and destiny; however, I didn’t think these things just happened, and I certainly didn’t think they’d happen to me.

I was very closed off at this stage in my life. I had a core group of friends, all people I worked with, and that was all I thought I needed. I was wrong.

My version of the story is that we played basketball the first time we hung out. He says we met at my house or something, said a quick hello and then we went our separate ways. The truth is, it doesn’t matter.

After getting over the initial awkward mom set-up, Cavanaugh and I started hanging out, and we haven’t stopped or looked back ever since. We’ve traveled the world together, had deep conversations about life, family, relationships, faith, marriage, and fatherhood. We’ve celebrated one another, we’ve been angry with one another, and we’ve both challenged each other to pick ourselves up off the floor, dust off, and be the people we know we’re called to be when life knocks us down.

Shortly after he served as a groomsman in my wedding to my brilliant better half, Priyanka (or Pri as I call her), the three of us were sitting on the back porch of my home with Pri in Los Angeles when Cavanaugh shared his idea for this book and its accompanying podcast with us. We were both over the moon that the world would finally get to hear what we have been fortunate enough to hear and personally benefit from for so long, just by doing life with Cavanaugh.

When it comes to relationships of all kinds, whether they be family, friends, business, or romantic, there is no one more thoughtful and understanding than Cavanaugh. His professional and personal experiences make him uniquely qualified to write this book, and I know that as you dive in you will see your awareness and thoughtfulness in communication with the people in your life personally and professionally improve ten-fold.

The same qualities that make Cavanaugh a reliable friend, brother and son are what make him successful when it comes to understanding people. Often we are so caught up in our own world, focused on our own challenges and disappointments, that we lose sight of what really matters. This book will provide tools that you will use daily. Or, even if you might already have them, you might not have been mentored and learned how to use them. And isn’t that the important part?

So gear up for an unimaginably enjoyable ride. You’ll laugh, you’ll cry and you’ll learn just how beneficial it is to Read the Room.

—Nick Jonas




Introduction

SO YOU WALK INTO A room full of people you hardly know—it might be a work gathering, a party a friend invited you to, or a meetup with new neighbors after moving—and you have no idea what to do first. It’s an overwhelmingly terrifying moment we all know well, and one that may incite feelings of social anxiety just reading about it. How can you minimize your discomfort? Should you visit the buffet table? You could snag a cream puff or two to occupy your hands and mouth for a bit. It’s hard to expect small talk from someone with a mouthful, after all, right? Sure, you could find a group of friendly faces and stand on the outskirts of their circle hoping to be invited in. But what happens if you’re just left hovering and lingering for a minute or two too long? Oh, the excruciation. At this point, after you’ve gone through scenario after panic-inducing scenario, you begin looking for a corner to hover in—thinking, of course, that you could just walk back out the way you came. But will you instead choose to lean in to others (and lean out of yourself*) and read the room?

You scan the room looking for a clue to light your next step and then you accidentally lock eyes with someone. That person smiles. You smile back thankfully. That person makes a quick perusal of the room and then looks back at you, summing up your situation in a heartbeat. With a lift of their chin that lets you know they know just how you feel and want to help you break the ice, that person informally invites you to join their group.

Grateful, you smile again and cross the room. Once you’re there, that person introduces themself, asks your name, and introduces you to the rest of the people in the circle. Your heart rate lowers enough for you to be present with your new acquaintances.

The person you locked eyes with casually asks you a few questions about yourself until there is a touch point with someone else in the group. They point it out and introduce you two, and the connecting point becomes common ground to build on. You ask your newest friend a question, they answer in a way that shows genuine interest, and then ask something compelling back—a conversation happens.

In a matter of seconds, you’ve gone from being an outsider to the group to a participant just as naturally as you would have found a friend to play with on the playground when you were six. You start to relax and settle in; so do your nerves.

When you get a chance again to catch the eye of the person who first invited you over, you smile a bit of your gratitude. They give you an “it was nothing” shrug. You give an appreciative chuckle and go back to trying to follow the hot-potato game of conversation going on around you. You start to feel like you belong and wait for your chance to join in. You soon realize you’re having actual fun—all because someone chose to lean out of their social comfort long enough to see you and bring you into theirs.

Chances are, if I had been there, I would’ve liked to be the person who smiled and invited you over—to be your bridge to a new situation. Depending on the environment, I may have even yelled, with love, “Hey, friend, come on in—the water’s fine!”

I’ve had to do my fair share of socially “sinking or swimming,” and now, my life’s passion and burn is to help others swim well with others. But who am I to be delivering a book to you on interpersonal relationships?

Well, for starters, my professional life (and success) largely centers around relationships—I have gravitated toward work that allows me to use and hone my own authentic relational skills and work that helps others improve their own. First, I consult for organizations—and individuals within those organizations—of varying sizes, helping them to create relationally healthy workplaces. You’ll read stories of that consulting work as well as other clear examples of actual people (me included) as we move through this book. I also cofounded You and Me Media, a growing media company that serves podcast creators’ needs, from daily tasks to big-picture strategy. And finally, I have an extensive background in the music and entertainment industry. I’ve now spent well over a decade intimately involved with supporting artists and performers in various lanes by first choosing to be a friend, stewarding that friendship, and then eventually being recognized as a safe place to work out often tedious and special relational dynamics. This was not something I sought out. However, I love to champion others and I don’t play around with honesty—two qualities lacking a bit within the industry. For these reasons, and thanks to my deep disdain for ulterior motives and manipulation, I’ve been given a place from which to speak into the lives of people I greatly respect and love, many of whom happen to work in entertainment and other public-facing vocations. At the end of the day, in nearly every aspect of my personal and professional life, I am cultivating relationships. And let me tell you—I’ve learned a lot along the way.

None of this means I wear some plastered smile and show up in the lives of others with the iridescent oily sheen of a “yes” person. It means I show up authentically, as I am, positioned to see every person and situation holistically—as whole, nuanced, and utterly complicated. May I tell you what I’ve learned from my seat? That the principles that support healthy relationships are consistent and transferable, no matter your situation. We all navigate different life circumstances, different people, different power dynamics, and different experiences. But the keys to cultivating and sustaining relationships—in any area of life—are more universal than you might realize.

My desire is to help provide you with tools and strategies to be confident and comfortable in your character, motive, and execution of any relationship. I don’t want you to just be a person who can spot someone needing a friend at a party; I want you to take ownership of how you steward people and to be an initiator of relational and personal health in the lives you touch. You now have my destination in mind, but where you actually end up relationally is entirely up to you.

Have you ever gone to an event, gathering, or function for one reason only to find a litany of others once you’re there? You might meet a new collaborator, connect with a friend you didn’t think you’d see, have a conversation that inspires your next career move, or maybe even lock eyes with someone you end up giving your heart to. But the entry points for unexpected goodness like that are often found in relational skills such as awareness of an environment, curiosity of another person, or merely just an empathetic lens with which to have a conversation.

What you’ll realize over the course of this book, if you don’t already, is that relationships are the doorway to everything genuinely good in life: the doorway to opportunities, to friends who are like family, to finding the right job, to getting a promotion, to finding a spouse, and so much else. They are also critical to our well-being. There is a vast amount of research, I mean hundreds of articles in the academic community, to this point. Relationships can contribute to the health or deterioration of a person’s physical and mental condition. Those who have strong relational bonds, regardless of whether they’re platonic, romantic, friendly, or merely communal, experience legitimate health benefits. These benefits show up when someone deeply connected to others falls sick with disease or is trying to recover from injury or an operation—healthy relationships can help bolster a stronger immune system and lead to faster physical healing. Research even shows that strong relationships can help bring about lower rates of depression and anxiety.

The trouble is, we live in an age where friendship has been reduced to checking a box on a social media app, and where intimacy is often exchanged for what’s easiest. But “following” from a distance and genuinely sharing life with another, along with its speed bumps and hurdles, are vastly different ventures. I fear we’ve come to accidentally conflate “friend” with “follower,” and think of relationships more in terms of a quantity of “likes” than a quality of character you can count on when the chips are down.

The art of reading a room—of recognizing people for who they are, helping them connect where they should, and being a friend in the process—is getting smothered in our fast-paced, “please like and follow” world today. Without our realizing it, “influencer” culture has crept into our vernacular, informing how we pose for pictures, how we position ourselves socially, even the tonality we invoke when sharing vulnerability. I don’t deem this shift all horrible; rather, I see it as worthy of examination.

I’ve had to examine the unhealthy cultural rhythms I’ve picked up; in many cases, over time, I’ve managed to uproot their influence in my life. This has greatly improved my relationships and my ability to authentically connect with people. It’s taken trial, error, and real time. It’s taken me getting it wrong a lot so you can get it wrong a lot less, and I would like to use my learning experience to clear a pathway of understanding for you to do the same. Our fullest life begins the second we realize we’re not the only one in it. It’s all about seeing, hearing, and getting to know others, and then helping each other find their best. It’s about having real conversations. It’s about learning to build mutual trust. It’s about working through the tough stuff so when the pressures of success or failure squeeze us, we’re not alone, and we can pull together to see each other through to the other side.

It might sound a little strange, but if we were to think of having healthy relationships in similar terms to having a healthy body, this book would be chock-full of superfoods meant to make your relational world strong, healthy, active. They’re meant to jump-start an exercise routine of sorts, one that will build and tone your relational muscles.

That means sometimes it will be blueberries, sometimes it will be kale, and other times it’ll be a sweaty workout that leaves you a little sore, but I’ll tell you now, you’ll be glad to go through it because of how it will pay off. Of course, comparing relational health to healthy foods and habits means we have to acknowledge the flip side: that there are “junk foods” in our relationships and habits alike. For instance, gossiping with someone about a messy situation at work may feel fun and enjoyable in the moment, but it provides as much relational nutrition to you and your friend as a bag of Sour Patch Kids. On the other hand, exchanging that gossip for an engaged conversation with the person in question not only tastes better, it invests in the health of your relationship, too. Changing the relational tools we use on a whim and reorienting our relational taste buds is the actual workout. Care to work out together?

You’ll feel great, all while creating a healthier pattern of being. If you’ve ever tried to change your eating habits to support a healthier lifestyle, you might know that feeling when you begin to crave and actually look forward to foods you once forced yourself to consume. Carrots with hummus, on paper, might not be your pick over a delicious bag of chips. However, upon making yourself enjoy the carrots and hummus in lieu of the chips and noting how your body responds, you pair a result with a corresponding action. I feel better when I eat carrots than when I eat chips. This helps reorient your taste buds. Now, chips will always taste good . . . crack open my cabinets and you’ll find evidence to that fact. But what tastes good and what genuinely serves the body in health are often different things. So we’re going to reorient our taste buds together. 

I believe once you know what this health looks like in your own life and how to bring a transferable level of that health with you into relationships with others, you will see no end to the benefits of all the hard relational work.

Dreams don’t happen in isolation. It takes a village—it takes a community—and you’ll need to learn how to make good friends to build such a community. It’s just the way the world works, though it’s not really what the world teaches you about how to succeed. Our culture and society team up and convince us that success looks like advocating for ourselves beyond all others, but I’ve found that self-centered approach to be confusing, misleading, and a direct route to breakdown. It’s also just an exhausting way to live.

However, we’re culturally told to take this route. We’re trained to look out for our own desires and expect results immediately. Simply look at the number of apps designed to get you what you want, exactly when and how you want it. Look at the average advertisement and the lyrics of many Top 40 songs. An overarching theme you’ll encounter, a message we’re constantly fed, is to focus on oneself. It might be framed as self-empowerment, a desire for love, a fear of rejection, what’s “deserved,” or simply a need to be authentically oneself. I love snappy messaging and catchy songs just as much as the next person, and true self-awareness is actually a crucial part of healthy relationships (more on this later). But in our lives, the kind of one-dimensional self-focus we’re taught to value is a corrosive toxin that spoils anything it touches.

I’d like to clear up that confusion for you, that line of thinking that might say, “Focusing on me is the only way I’ll actually get what I want in life.” I certainly understand that thought and have put it to use in my own life plenty of times—in my actions at work, in my relationships, and absolutely in my conversations. However, when I do, I’m left with less of what I want—real, authentic connection—than I had before. But now, what I genuinely want is to set you up to win in a people-focused life despite being conditioned to win in a me-focused life, which, in the end, is really no fun (nor is it really winning). If you’ll allow me, I’d like to walk you into some new thinking that will open you up to the world and the other people in it in some compelling ways you may never have considered before.

Think of reading this book as if we’ve chosen to spend an evening together at a beautiful little two-story café. As you walk up the staircase, you find me sitting in a cozy booth . . . I imagine there to be floor-to-ceiling green velvet curtains enveloping our table, with your favorite beverage and some choice snacks awaiting your arrival. Here, in this booth, we have the freedom to be comfortable, honest, and vulnerable. Maybe it looks something like this.

[image: ] 

During our time at this cozy café, we’re going to give each other the permission to be exactly who we are—and where we are—in life. I’m going to crack some jokes, we’re going to have some knowing laughs and aha moments together, but it’s going to be real. It’s only from this authentic place I’m even willing to write, so I invite you to join me. I am confident this book is supposed to be in your hands, right now, for this exact moment.

During our time together we’re going to look at selfishness, where it shows up in our actions and lives, and why it costs us. Then we’re going to slowly exchange the unhealthy relational tools we recognize in ourselves for empathetic ways to build bridges between people, close gaps of understanding and connection, and lead others into healthier relational dynamics. Once we truly reorient how we see a room, our motivation for doing so, and what we’re looking for when we do, we can read it. More than a quick guide of body language and corresponding meanings, this is a comprehensive look at healthy relational functioning and why it’s so crucial to our well-being.

It’s a passion for people being seen, loved into healthier rhythms, and alive in their relationships that’s led me to spend this time—this book—with you. But there’s absolutely a genesis to how I came to burn for people the way I do. I think it began when someone was willing to take the time to lean out of themselves and meet me in the middle of a precarious dynamic.

Let me tell you that story.



* A note for readers: throughout this book, we’ll talk about both “leaning in” and “leaning out.” We’ll discuss these concepts in greater detail later on, but for now, it’ll be helpful for you to know how I’m using these terms throughout the book. “Leaning out” means looking outward (leaning out of yourself) and “leaning in” refers to an intentional, other-focused point of view (leaning in to the people and world around you). These are actually two sides of the same coin, and later on, you’ll see that they’re used somewhat interchangeably.
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Lean Out

IN ELEMENTARY SCHOOL, RECESS WAS never my favorite part of the day.

I grew up in Texas, and for me, recess was always a guarantee of three things: sweating, exhaustion, and a smattering of bullying. My interests in creativity (and all its expressions) over athletics made for a less than peaceful time at school where most of the boys my age flowed in the opposite direction. I also wasn’t the most physically active child, period. That is, if you don’t count the speed with which I could take down two bags of Hot Fries at lunch. Athleticism should be celebrated wherever it’s found, and an elementary cafeteria is a coliseum as far as I’m concerned. Regardless, it was at this stage of my life that I realized being any kind of different comes with its own costs. While I’m now happy to pay those costs, at that time it made me feel like an outsider and a bit of a freak.

And I might have stayed feeling that way, had it not been for Ms. Prego.

 Ms. Prego was my fifth grade teacher, and she would come out with us during recess. As I look back, I realize that was probably supposed to be a bit of “off” time for her, as opposed to the “on” time of teaching and keeping kids focused on the right things. But Ms. Prego didn’t disengage. Instead, she stayed observant and intervened when she thought it was necessary.

And thanks to Ms. Prego, what I remember most about elementary school isn’t the not-so-kind comments made by a couple of other kids. What I think of first is my teacher who was, for all intents and purposes, my first investor outside of my parents. She was an incredible educator. And more than that, she was deeply aware.

She was the first teacher I had who actually saw and understood how I was being treated by others in my class. She intuitively knew why I loathed recess, realizing it was more than my aversion to heat. So when we went outside and I started to get picked on, she would call me over. Then we would stand and talk for the remainder of recess.

She told me stories about growing up in Nicaragua before and during its revolution. She told me about her family, how she missed them, and how our class had become a sort of family to her. She lived on Lake Nicaragua and would tell me stories of bull sharks who had learned to swim inland in the fresh water . . . which timed perfectly with my discovery and simultaneous fandom/fear of Jaws (the original and all three sequels). She would ask me about things I was interested in and allowed me to share whatever I wanted. She listened with earnest curiosity to my obsessions with theater and roller coasters. (Oh, I was a very cool fifth grader.) We would laugh together and for those few minutes, I genuinely had a friend.

When the bell rang and we headed back inside, the dread I had felt when we’d headed out the door was gone. The sweat still fell, but at least I felt confident and a bit lighter on my feet while laying my head on my desk trying to return my body to its “normal” temperature. By taking a few minutes to talk with me, she transformed a moment that might have gotten ugly into something affirming. She created a safe place for me.

Ms. Prego didn’t have to notice me in the middle of a precarious social situation at school. I was one student of many, and I’m certain recess could have been thirty minutes of much needed peace and quiet for her. Instead, she was sensitive enough to be aware and make me feel good about my unique likes and dreams, even if they flowed against the grain of most of her other students. She didn’t treat me as the problem or an exception. Rather, she made a protected place for me and, in turn, set me up for a win in life by showing me such identifiable kindness.

In a similar way, as an adult, I’m often concerned with setting myself and others up for a “win” whenever possible. Truthfully, we’re constantly setting ourselves up for something depending on how we choose to interact with people, but the outcome is up to us. The choices we make matter.

One of the places I continually learn this is in any backstage role on tour. I’ve been fortunate to tour in a variety of ways with different artists, but the commonality I’ve seen is clear. Tours are self-sustaining mini cities on the move. Stage crews do an incredible amount of work, and there’s a lot of pressure to set up and tear down in a timely manner for each show. Each member of the crew fulfills a role (or multiple roles) that serves the entire mechanism. Although there may be pockets of free time on the road, more than seeing people hang out and catch their breath, you will see a volley of teamwork, a dance of sorts. Everyone has a contribution to give and when they don’t, others are left making up for that lack. Where other working environments might welcome you to kick your feet up and relax in the specificity of a role, traveling on the road requires you be sat up, at attention, and ready to move where needed. Now, will you see everyone operate from this mentality? No, no you will not. However, in other places the one who “does the most” might be an outlier among coworkers and stick out in the culture. Here, the one unwilling to step in, to see and meet a need, or to fulfill another needed role for the moment is the one who sticks out. And this can teach us a lot about
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PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE: Little Leans



	Call a friend and ask about a specific part of their life. Choose to care about the answers you get and allow the conversation to stay centered on them as long as you’re able. The point is to get comfortable engaging someone where they are, and to meet them with curiosity in the way they need that day.

	Take notice of a specific coffee/tea/water preference of a coworker. If it’s unclear, ask. “Now, do you enjoy a green tea every morning or were you just feeling that today?” Next time you pick up a morning beverage, bring one of their favs. For bonus points, let it be someone you’re not already close to.

	As you approach a checkout line and find someone else walking toward the same line, simply slow your pace, smile with eye contact if possible, and give way to the other person to go first. Yes, I know this sounds basic and you might not even be acknowledged for your small and selfless action. Go ahead and get used to that now.

	Say something kind to a stranger while out and about. Now, let’s not be creepy and compliment physicality, but instead look for something beyond appearance. If you hear someone say something funny, laugh and say something like, “Thank you for that. I needed a laugh today.” One of my personal favorites is to compliment a parent out and about with their kids, especially if they are palpably overwhelmed: “Hey, well done, parent.” It doesn’t need to be deep; it just needs to be a pleasant and kind exchange prompted by you.
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