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What People Are Saying About

The Alphabet of Happiness

I highly recommend this delightful book. Klaudia will convince you that learning to be happy is as easy as A, B, C!

Dr Raj Raghunathan, bestselling author of If You’re So Smart, Why Aren’t You Happy?

Whether you are looking for scientific insights into how happiness works or practical ways to boost joy in your daily life, this book offers a clear path forward. The Alphabet of Happiness is a wonderful resource for those intent on making positive change in their lives.

Shawn Achor, New York Times bestselling author of The Happiness Advantage and Big Potential

An engaging exploration of the most important things we can ever have — friendships and happiness.

Robin Dunbar, author of Friends: Understanding the Power of Our Most Important Relationships

There’s so much written about happiness these days — but Klaudia has done a beautiful job of organising the most essential findings into this wonderful A–Z guide, while talking movingly about how she has taken her personal happiness into her own hands, as we all need to in the modern world.

Tanith Carey, psychology author of Feeling ‘Blah’? Why Anhedonia Has Left You Joyless and How to Recapture Life’s Highs


In The Alphabet of Happiness, Klaudia skilfully blends theory and practical wisdom, sharing her own personal stories with endearing openness and optimism. A much-needed reminder not to be a bystander in our own state of happiness.

Sarita Godber, Director of People and Culture at the Science Museum Group

Imagine being gifted happiness? Nothing makes me happier than applied psychology that’s practical, bite size, and proven. I think if we are honest, we’ve all got room for more happiness in our lives. Packed with questions, suggestions and ideas — a gift of a book.

Caroline Pankhurst, founder of Be Braver, a business coaching consultant and researcher in the psychology of courage

Happiness is an understated field and I enjoyed reading Klaudia’s thoughts and ideas via this accessible A–Z, which she has put her heart into and included her own personal stories that people can identify with. We can all take simple steps to make our world happier.

Dr Vikki Barnes, clinical and organisational psychologist, author of Free Happiness: The Art and Science of Positivity

This book will change how you approach your day-to-day life and is filled with practical ideas and tips. Klaudia brings her energy, passion and personal experience and couples it with well-researched behavioural science. A powerful combination!

Gemma Islip, Head of Talent & Culture at the Science Museum Group
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To all Happiness Seekers,

This book is for you — the dreamers of inner freedom, the curious minds of the unknown, the explorers of everyday joy.

Your pursuit is a reminder that happiness is not something to be found, but something to be created. Enjoy your journey.
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Chapter 0

Introduction: What Is Happiness?


When I went to school, they asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up. I wrote down “happy”.

John Lennon



What makes a happy life? Love, money, fame? And if you have all the prerequisites of a so-called happy life, does that mean you will always be happy? On the other hand, can you still be content with your life even if you lack these things, or if you have different expectations altogether?

What happens when you finally achieve those moments of perfection you have always dreamed of, only to find you are still unhappy, anxious, or frustrated? And why do you sometimes find yourself surprisingly happy, relieved, and at peace when you face your most demanding challenges?

What about all the adverts that suggest buying things brings happiness, but experts say happiness comes from within? It is up to us to be resilient and find happiness even in tough times.

No wonder we find happiness a very peculiar topic!

Its abundance — or lack of it — affects us all, yet it is rarely discussed in classrooms, business meetings, or dinner parties. Our children do not attend lessons on “how to be happy in life”, having a Happiness Officer in the workplace is still a rarity, and only one country in the world measures its success based on its citizens’ happiness.

We say that, first and foremost, we wish to be happy, yet we are confused about what we need to create and sustain our happiness. Often, we are ashamed of a lack of happiness in our lives, so we avoid difficult conversations and instead claim that we are “fine”, hoping that one day, by chance, we will be happy.


In 2020, I hit my ultimate low. On a rainy morning in London, I sat in my dining room, staring into space, trying to process what was happening. COVID-19 was raging the planet with millions dying, and I had no idea when I would see my family who live in another country. Due to the lockdown, I was in the process of cancelling our wedding, which was not only heartbreaking but also a logistical and financial nightmare. I was also losing my job, so I was unsure how I would pay my bills. My ceiling was slowly disintegrating due to a leak from the flat above, but there was no chance of a repair because of the pandemic. I was full of grief for myself and others, and at that moment, I didn’t even realise that things were going to get worse … much worse. (Sometime later, I got COVID-19 three times. I was sick for months; my father got diagnosed with lung cancer whilst my sister needed to undergo two breast cancer surgeries.)

In my despair and helplessness, I remember having this intense craving for … happiness. I knew I could not make any of my circumstances disappear, but I just wanted to feel a little bit happy, even for a few minutes a day. But that was the most challenging part. I did not know how to be happy when my life was not “perfect” and “on track”. At that difficult point, as a psychologist, I decided to start a happiness experiment.

I called my friend and invited her to go on a happiness journey with me by practising one science-based happiness habit a week. On Sunday at 11:00am, Kitty and I met online to discuss our experiences. Because she wanted to learn about podcasting, we agreed to record our conversations by sitting in our wardrobes (for better acoustics, of course!) to turn them into a podcast called &Happiness (now renamed The Happiness Challenge).

Our journey of practising happiness-boosting habits took a lot of work. Each week, we dared each other to implement one selected habit that often took us on unexpected adventures. We challenged our assumption of happiness and faced internal and external obstacles. We had a heart-to-heart talk, sharing personal emotions and trying to understand psychological theories. And yes, it was recorded and shared with thousands of strangers, but sitting in our cupboards, it felt like a very intimate journey!

This book summarises that journey, featuring topics we researched, tested, and discussed with experts to help us feel happier.

Welcome to The Alphabet of Happiness.

What Is Happiness?

Before you dive in (I know you cannot wait!), I want to share a few things about happiness that helped me gain clarity on this peculiar topic.

Happiness is not only about “feeling good” here or there but a broader “experience of joy, contentment, or positive well-being, combined with a sense that one’s life is good, meaningful, and worthwhile.”1 This is a critical point! It means that you can feel good about your life even if you are sad, angry, or anxious at that moment in time. However, there are five barriers, identified by researchers from numerous disciplines, to why we may struggle with experiencing that broader feeling of happiness more often.


	We want to be happy, but then we forget about it

	We have our formula for success backwards

	We concentrate on avoiding negative emotions

	We believe that being happy is selfish

	We lack happiness-boosting habits



Let’s look into each barrier in turn.


1. We want to be happy, but then we forget about it.

Imagine going about your day as usual when a genie appears before you. (I know this is a stretch, but just go with it…) As all-powerful genies do, it offers to grant your three wishes. In one breath, you recite what you genuinely wish for.

Of course, you ask for everything that is supposed to make you happy: family, money, health, love, {fill the gap}. Wait! Isn’t it strange that you will ask for things that will potentially make you happy, but you will not ask for happiness itself? I thought that you wanted to be happy!

Raj Raghunathan, the researcher behind the genie experiment and author of If You Are So Smart, Why Aren’t You Happy?, names this phenomenon of asking for ways to achieve happiness rather than happiness itself: the happiness paradox.2 And we all suffer from it. In practice, it means that we perceive happiness as the ultimate goal in life, but along the way, we tend to devalue it and stop concentrating on happiness. Let’s be honest: as a grown-up, you tend to spend much more time making money, finding a perfect partner, or getting the desired slim body than you do on learning how to be happy. (I know I did for a very long time!)

2. We have our formula for success backwards.

Our conventional wisdom is based on the idea that certain conditions must be met before we can be happy. From an early age, we are told that we first need to be successful, and then we will be happy. This is the well-known mindset of “If only {fill the gap}, then I will be happy”. While we are busy achieving another prerequisite for happiness, researchers are clear: if you are happy right now, you will be more successful tomorrow.3


Start with happiness now to achieve success in the future.




Magic? Not really. The brain performs better when we feel positive rather than neutral or negative emotions. That, in turn, translates into being more resilient, productive or creative.4 With such skills, as a doctor, you will perform 19% faster and give more accurate diagnoses,5 or as a salesperson, you will outperform your colleagues by 56%.6 This excellent performance will mean you are 40% more likely to receive a promotion or a pay rise.7 And guess what? This does not only apply to work — happier people have more fulfilling relationships, better health, and live longer.8

3. We concentrate on avoiding negative emotions.

Great, so the only thing we need to do is to feel happy all the time, right? Smile when you don’t feel it, laugh in the face of difficulties, and stay positive despite challenging circumstances.

These, however, are not indicators of positive wellbeing. Happiness is not about avoiding difficult emotions or faking being happy when we are at a low. Emotions such as anger, grief, or frustration are necessary for us to grow and flourish, and these are to be accepted and experienced. While toxic positivity is about pretending that negative emotions do not exist, happiness is about noticing and celebrating the positive emotions that are still there in the midst of difficulties.

Barbara Fredrickson is a leading scholar within positive psychology who proposed the concept of a positivity ratio.9 This formula confirms that to maintain positive wellbeing we need three positive emotions for every one negative feeling we experience. If we are below that ratio, we will get into a negative spiral and start experiencing burnout. If we reach or are above the 3 to 1 ratio, we sustain an upward spiral of happiness. But notice, it is not 3 to 0! Life gets tough, and acknowledging all our emotions is what builds our happiness.


4. We believe that being happy is selfish.

How can you even consider your happiness in the face of inequality, pandemic, climate change, war, and violence in the world? Doesn’t concentrating on your happiness show your indifference and selfishness in the face of all these global problems?

Contrary to your feelings, happiness is the force that will help you change the world. Research shows that happy people are more generous with their donations to important causes and their time volunteering within local communities. They are also more optimistic about the future, so they actively engage in the challenges around them and take actions that consider the wellbeing of future generations.10 Finally, being happier leads to kindness, creating a ripple effect across our social networks and ultimately contributing to building a happier society.11


Happiness is necessary for a better world because it changes how you approach your private life, family, workplace, and political agendas.



5. We lack happiness-boosting habits.

Are some of us naturally happier than others? In theory, yes, but in practice, it is more complex. Sonya Lyubomirsky is a positive psychology researcher who, based on extensive research (250,000 data sets later!), estimated that even though our happiness is determined 50% by our genes that establish our “happiness set point” (a level of happiness from which we fluctuate above or below) and 10% by our life circumstances, what truly matters is the remaining 40%. That 40% of our happiness depends on the activities and habits we repeat daily. Indeed, happy people have happiness-boosting habits that help them sustain positive wellbeing.12

You will be pleased to know that those habits, tools, and practices have been extensively researched and are widely available to anyone interested in learning more. I hope you are excited.

How to Read This Book

Every topic in The Alphabet of Happiness can empower your sense of happiness. In addition to personal anecdotes and scientific discoveries, each chapter offers a practical guide on implementing them in your life, followed by ideas to inspire you to take your first step immediately. There are also insights from experts I interviewed at The Happiness Challenge podcast (in Series 3 and 4), and lots of reflection questions allowing you to stop and park your thoughts.

The Alphabet of Happiness does not have a linear structure or any order, so you can choose how to read it to suit your needs. If you like to absorb and reflect upon all information first, read this book from A to Z. This will ensure that you get an overview of each habit before deciding which ones apply to your life. Not all tools will be relevant and will work for you. That’s fine! This book invites you to experiment with the presented ideas and stick to the ones that most benefit your happiness.

If any specific habit catches your eye because you wish to implement practical solutions immediately, open the relevant chapter and go for it! Picking and mixing is allowed, but make sure to come back to the omitted chapters later. Sometimes, what you seek might be hidden in places you don’t expect.

Finally, choose a thematic approach if you want to embark on a journey that addresses specific aspects of your life. To give you a head start, the following pathways are examples of how interrelated and transferable tools can impact selected areas of your life. Of course, you may need to adapt these to your own personal situation.




	MINDSET: I want to feel happier in my own skin

	Acceptance (be at peace with uncomfortable feelings)

	Freedom (feel empowered in an unpredictable world)

	Self-image (be mindful of social comparison and use of social media)

	Values (act in line with an internal compass)




	RELATIONSHIPS: I want to build more meaningful connections

	Boundaries (strike a balance between closeness and autonomy)

	Empathy (forge meaningful relationships)

	Jokes (heal with laughter and put others at ease)

	Kindness (make others happy without resentment)

	Play (have fun more often)




	LEARNING: I want to develop and stretch my potential

	Courage (tame fear to take risks towards happiness)

	Luck (create golden opportunities in life)

	Questions (coach yourself and self-reflect without rumination)

	Uncertainty (tackle worry when facing the unknown)




	RITUALS: I want to experience more happiness every day

	Gratitude (appreciate life with its flaws and all)

	Habits (implement daily routines that stick)

	Ordinary (take notice of simple joys to live longer)

	Nature (reconnect with the natural world)

	Time (spend time wisely for a more balanced life)




	ENERGY: I want to have more motivation

	Dreams (achieve without burnout)

	Meaning (use the power of stories to find purpose in the grind of life)

	Resilience (endure, recover, and ask for help)

	Zest (kickstart your feel-good chemicals and rest well)




	WORK: I want to have a more positive impact

	Innovation (awake creative capacity)

	Wonder (stay curious and keep learning)

	X factor (build self-belief to have a positive impact)

	Yes (make good enough decisions to manage regret)






Whatever your preferred method of reading The Alphabet of Happiness, I hope this book is a useful tool that will inspire you to try the selected methods in your life and explore your own assumptions, not necessarily about what makes you happy but how to be happy.

Food for Thought

Nic Marks, the founder of FridayPulse and one of the UK’s leading experts and statisticians on happiness, says that if we want to take our happiness seriously, we need to reflect on it and, more importantly, put a number on it.13 One scientific method of measuring happiness allows you to understand your overall satisfaction with your life. Grab yourself a pen and give it a go!

Ed Diener and his colleagues created a life satisfaction scale with the five statements below. For each of the statements, give a score from 1 to 7 (1 – strongly disagree, 7 – strongly agree). Then, sum up your ratings to determine your life satisfaction score.14 Ready?

To what extent do you agree/disagree that:


	In most ways, my life is close to my ideal

	I am satisfied with my life

	The conditions of my life are excellent

	So far, I have the important things I want in my life

	If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing.



Listen to The Happiness Challenge #14: How to measure your wellbeing.



Reflect: What is your total score?



What can you do to bring that score higher? Read on to discover science-based happiness principles to create more happiness at work, in relationships, and in your own skin.

I dare you to be happy…






Chapter 1

Acceptance: Be at Peace with Uncomfortable Feelings


You will never change the fact that being human is hard, so you must change your idea that it was ever supposed to be easy.

Glennon Doyle



Have you ever woken up at 4:00am with your mind racing? Analysing why certain things happened, dwelling on mistakes, wondering what is going to challenge you next? Unfortunately, I am quite often haunted by my thoughts at 4:00am. Everything looks bleaker in the middle of the night, and by the time I calm my mind, it is time to get up again. As I have already witnessed my sorest experiences and worst-case premonitions, it is tricky to shake off the anxiety and embrace a new day.

At first, to get a better night’s sleep, I would test out tools that would allow me to deal with worrying at 4:00am so I could at least get some rest before my alarm clock announced the time to get going. Breathing exercises, writing my thoughts down, or listening to nature sounds helped me soothe my mind and go back to sleep. That was a big success because I now can calm my racing mind down within minutes rather than hours. But I wanted to understand why my thoughts needed to hunt me down at 4:00am. What was I doing that led to this distressing outbreak in the middle of the night?

In my calendar, I started to note when these episodes took place and what had happened the day before. After a while, I looked for a pattern. It wasn’t long before I realised that at 4:00am, my mind would wake me up to think of thoughts and emotions I did not want to pay attention to during the day. If I avoided unpleasant thoughts and hadn’t accepted what I felt, all of these sensations would accumulate into the chaos that my mind needed to process somehow and at some time. This meant that during challenging days when I ignored how I felt about certain situations, brushed off my feelings as “unreasonable” or labelled my actions as “should have or should not have”, my mind would wake me up at 4:00am to acknowledge and process these.

In this chapter, I share methods that helped me accept and be at peace with uncomfortable feelings, leaving more space for happiness.

What Is Acceptance?

The skill of acceptance is complex. We often mistake it for agreement, and since we cannot agree that challenging situations are fair, we feel we cannot accept them. It also may feel counterintuitive to embrace our challenging emotions when our instincts are screaming for us to avoid, fix, or control them. When I think of the feeling and process of acceptance, I think of this metaphor. Imagine standing in a swimming pool so deep that the water is just under your nose. As it happens, other people are also there, and they move, which makes waves. With every wave, water gets in your nose, which is so unpleasant that it makes you angry and frustrated. You complain that you could be happy if only people would stop moving. But the waves are not the only problem. The swimming pool is also full of beach balls everywhere, making swimming tricky. You spend time ignoring them, pushing them under water or throwing them out of the pool. But no matter how hard you try, they always come back. Acceptance is the tiny voice of reason which says that:


	You cannot control many circumstances. People will make waves, not because they have something against you but because they simply make choices that affect you. You can only control how you deal with your feelings about the waves and learn not to base your happiness upon them. For example, when others let you down, you choose how to react to their behaviour.

	Embrace your complicated feelings or thoughts. Unpleasant feelings and thoughts, like the beach balls, will always be part of your journey, so it is more effective to explore them with curiosity and even learn to enjoy their presence. For example, the next time you lose your temper, you can be curious as to why it has arisen in the first place. You may discover that your anger is your response to being hurt, let down, or mistreated.

	Concentrate on what is worth changing rather than wishing for things to be different. It would be nice if people stopped making waves and the pool was not full of beach balls, but if not, you can still be OK. When you are ready, you can always make changes, ask for help, and perhaps even get out of the pool.




Acceptance is about being open to your thoughts and emotions, not hiding from them or pretending they don’t exist.



How Does Acceptance Help Us to Be Happy?

There is so much we need to accept about life. People have their own agendas and follow them through, even if that means broken hearts and relationships. Bad things and struggles happen to us even if we focus on living a good and honest life. We make mistakes, even if we try hard to make things work. Change is inevitable, and plans shift and take unexpected shape all the time.

Approaching this logically, we understand that such circumstances may sometimes happen, but we don’t truly accept these situations in daily life. Our plans change, and we get stressed. We make a mistake, and we feel worthless. Our friends let us down, and we are angry with them for days. Our health deteriorates despite all efforts, and we become resentful. We lose something dear to our hearts and believe we cannot be happy without it.

Rafael Santandreu, a psychologist and therapist, suggests that our lack of acceptance and, therefore, our suffering comes from:


	our expectations of life to take a particular shape and

	the way we evaluate the events that happen to us.



First, we believe what we want is the same as what we need to be happy. When life gets tough and throws away our wants, we suddenly feel devastated; we think we failed and that happiness is out of reach unless our wants are met. But if you have a closer look, we need very little to be happy; in fact, we need only to be alive to be happy. Acceptance redefines happiness as an internal state rather than one that depends on external aspects of our lives. Acceptance helps us realise, “Yes, I would like to have {fill the gap}, but if I cannot have it now, I can still engage in meaningful activities for myself and others and be happy.”1

Secondly, everything we experience in life is judged, from the morning cup of coffee to more significant events. We evaluate on a simple scale, with opposite ends labelled “amazing” and “terrible”. This assessment is necessary for our mental health, as we need to know whether we are safe or threatened. What is fascinating is that we assign automatic meaning to each label. When we label events as “amazing”, we believe that this is meant to happen and that we will be happy forever. When we label events as “terrible”, we assume that we can’t be happy, that this should not have happened, and that we cannot stand it. We also tend to exaggerate the adversity of events by labelling all adverse events as “terrible”, which does not make sense logically. If losing a job or having a divorce are “terrible”, then what about natural disasters or terminal illness? Where do they sit on the scale?

This does not mean that you need to start trivialising difficult life events that happen to you. It is rather about exercising the ability to relax your judgement about certain situations. Acceptance helps to shift the rating from “terrible” to “a little bad”. It helps us take a deep breath and say, “Yes, this situation is not ideal, and I feel sad/angry/frustrated, but I know that life gets tough sometimes, and that’s just fine. I can deal with it.”2


Reflect: What emotions or experiences are you not accepting at the moment? How could shifting your judgement help you?



How to Accept Life

These two mindset shifts are tricky, especially when dealing with emotionally painful situations. They go against our habitual instincts of fighting or resisting uncomfortable feelings.

However, embarking on a journey of radical acceptance can help you accept your experiences, especially when facing changes or outcomes you cannot control. Tara Brach, an American psychologist and meditation teacher, explains that radical acceptance means simply putting a pause between your emotions and the next actions. The process of pausing ensures that you become aware of all the thoughts, emotions, and sensations, giving you a space to respond to external situations more constructively.3


By acknowledging and accepting all your emotional experiences, you diffuse their power over you.



What can you focus on during the pause that you created?



	Observe your thoughts, feelings, and sensations. The initial discomfort you feel when facing challenging emotions does not last forever; more precisely, any strong emotion that causes physiological reactions in your body lasts approximately 90 seconds!4 So take a deep breath and observe your experiences with interest as they will change.

	Name the challenging emotions. Labelling emotions decreases activity in the amygdala, the part of the brain responsible for the stress reaction, helping your body and mind calm down.5 Rather than saying “I am…”, simply label the experienced emotion: surprise, annoyance, grief.

	Ask curious questions about your experiences. Cy Wakeman, researcher and author of Reality-Based Leadership, suggests asking yourself three coaching questions to respond more constructively to your emotional experiences: “What do I know for sure?” “What can I do immediately to help myself or others?” “If I were the best version of myself, what would I do?”6




Reflect: What are you feeling right now? Can you name your emotions?



Even though it may seem easier just to brush off our challenging emotions, research shows that trying to avoid, suppress, or control these causes the mind to think about the difficult events for longer, re-thinking and re-living them repeatedly. Ironically, this results in experiencing more negative emotions than having faced them straightaway.7

This process of radical acceptance is also so powerful that it changes the brain’s structure. Neurological studies show that regular practice of pausing and meditation enlarges the parts of the brain that regulate our ability to make decisions, act constructively, regulate our emotions, and gain perspective.8 By practising daily, you can improve your ability to accept life radically!

Radical acceptance was the method that helped me stop being haunted by my thoughts. Throughout the day, I stopped for a quick one or five-minute break to check-in. I simply observed my anxiety, anger, sadness, and grief come and go with curiosity. In situations when emotions overwhelmed me, I took a brief pause, a deep breath, or a sip of water — a pause barely noticeable to others but long enough for me to recognise my experiences. I was surprised to see the kaleidoscope of emotions and their rapidness of change. I cherished my positive emotions much more and faced the negative feelings with courage. But most importantly, I was able to sleep better.

Food for Thought

The ability to name and specify emotions is known as emotional granularity. Those with a high level of emotional granularity can more precisely name and explain their emotional states and, as a result, are better at managing their emotional experiences.9 To practise emotional granularity, try to expand your vocabulary regarding your feelings. You can try to describe your emotions by using metaphors (e.g. I often say hair on fire to let others know that I am having a stressful day), borrowing words from other languages (e.g. the Swedish word Resfeber meaning the mixture of nervousness and excitement before travel is my favourite!) or even coming up with your own concepts (e.g. the person who created the word hangry is a genius!).

An Expert View

Do you ever think about how your gut health affects your emotional wellbeing? It may not be an obvious connection, but according to Nutritional Therapist Dana Chapman, our gut microbiome plays a crucial role in our mental health. The bacteria in our gut are responsible for producing happy hormones, so if there is inflammation in the gut, it can lead to low mood and anxiety. To improve your emotional wellbeing, it is essential to take care of your gut microbes. They need three things to thrive: a diverse range of foods, darkly rich coloured fruits or vegetables, and fibre.10

Listen to The Happiness Challenge #117: How to achieve vibrant wellbeing with gut-brain health.

Take Action:


	List events in the last week that you keep rethinking or dwelling on. What are you not accepting? For instance, you might not accept that you feel ashamed of something you have done, need to forgive others for hurting you in the past, or need help completing a demanding project.

	When your mind gets hooked on one thing you feel you need to be happy, simply say: “Yes, I would like to have {fill the gap} but if I cannot have it at the moment, I can still engage in meaningful activities for myself and others, and I can be happy.”

	Try meditating once or twice a day for a week to get into the habit of observing your thoughts and feelings. Sign up for an app that can help you achieve this. Headspace, Calm, or Unmind are great choices to start with.

	Put reminders in your calendar to pause throughout the day. During the pause, take a deep breath, and name your emotions as precisely as possible.

	When you get upset by external circumstances, name your emotions, and consider how your mind judges the situation. Is it truly “terrible” or just slightly “inconvenient”? Your change in judgement will impact your emotions.








Chapter 2

Boundaries: Strike a Balance between Closeness and Autonomy


Daring to set boundaries is about having the courage to love ourselves, even when we risk disappointing others.

Brené Brown



Close your eyes. Take a deep breath. Recall your childhood memory of Christmas. What do you see? A Christmas tree, presents, your favourite pudding, Santa Claus? My memory of Christmas is quite unusual — it is about polishing crystal glasses. Oh, yes. For my parents, Christmas was all about the preparation before, during which my entire family engaged in an intense cleaning of every corner of our house.

To make the rooms spotless, we all cleaned them for several weeks, and the main task was polishing an extensive collection of special crystal glasses. I can still recall the smell of the cleaning foam, the texture of the green cloth and the way the crystal glass caught the light after being polished… But don’t get fooled: this is a bittersweet memory. On one hand, the meaning of this work was important: in these glasses we would serve the special Polish punch made from dried fruits served only at Christmas. On the other hand, this was an errand my sisters and I didn’t want to do. After weeks of cleaning, my parents (who also cleaned all the windows, carpets, floors, wardrobes, ceilings, and all our possessions!) were so exhausted on Christmas day that they always dozed off during the family celebrations.

For me, these crystal glasses carried a clear message for life, even at Christmas: one works hard to deserve the celebration later. And that very simple yet powerful rule was ingrained in me: you first work, then you rest. This made me a very organised, hard-working, and reliable person, but it also came with pitfalls: I had issues with boundaries. I struggled to stop unless I had finished all my tasks; I only took holidays once I had finished the projects and took breaks once I responded to all my emails. I said yes to other people’s requests I did not feel like fulfilling, events I did not want to attend, promises I did not want to keep. All in the name of “I work therefore I am.”

Of course, I loved my work and the impact I was having. I got a real kick from a completed project or well-delivered training, but I sometimes felt resentful of the people I was supposed to please and the tasks I promised to complete.

When I lost my job due to the COVID-19 pandemic, I didn’t know who I was as I had no endless list of activities to do. With no work, I struggled to exist. And yes, like many other people in lockdown, I decluttered the house, baked numerous banana breads, put myself on an exercise regime and accepted ad hoc random freelance jobs. But for the first time in my life, when my world stopped around me, I had an opportunity to set some boundaries between my work and myself. I had a chance to stop and reflect on whether there was a need to continue to polish the crystal glasses.

In this chapter, I invite you on the journey of learning how to set healthy boundaries in a constructive way so that you can strike the balance between closeness and autonomy.

What Are the Boundaries in Our Relationships?

As social creatures, we all have a strong need to belong. And that need is as strong as our physical need of hunger or thirst. In a series of experiments in the 1950s, scientists made two monkey mothers: one of wire mesh with access to a milk bottle and a cuddly one out of fur with no access to food. Which mother do you think the small monkeys spent the majority of their time with? Yes, the one made of fur. Despite having no milk bottle, it provided comfort that was as important and deep-seated as the need for food.1

This innate, primary need to belong is also true for humans. Studies on conformity show that our desire for belonging can overpower our rational judgement. For example, imagine participating in an experiment in which you are asked to judge the length of several lines. You are in a room with other attendees, shown a target line, and asked to pick the closest in length line from the three choices below.


[image: Image]

Image 1 Conformity Study



Easy right? With a glance, you know that line B is almost identical to the target line. Except you are in a room of strangers, and they all say C before you answer aloud. What do you think happens? You may feel that you would stick to your answer, but researchers found that you would most likely change your answer to C.2

Due to social pressure, even if we know we are right, our instincts will advise us to conform rather than stand out. And these people were strangers! No wonder the pressure to fit in will increase even more if coworkers, family, or friends surround us. Because of our need to belong, we spend most of our lives looking for a place to truly fit in. Due to our desire for connection, we struggle to say no, fear rejection, and avoid standing out. Luckily, boundaries are here to balance us.


Boundaries are the space between our needs and the needs of others.



Why Do You Need Boundaries to Be Happy?

Due to our innate need to belong, it is unsurprising that social connections are one of the key differentiators between happy and unhappy people.3


Reflect: What do you think would make your life satisfactory and successful?



I know this is one of these hairy, audacious questions! However, researchers posed one in a study following 268 men over 75 years of their lives. The conclusion was clear: their happiness was linked to their social relationships. Men with warm, social relationships considered their lives successful, lived longer, were wealthier, and had more satisfying marriages. However, that was only true











	The Rescuer: “I need to save others” — You feel responsible for others and their problems. Hence, you prioritise their needs and expectations, even if they mean crossing your boundaries and sacrificing happiness.

	The Prosecutor: “It’s all your fault” — You blame and judge others as you feel a false sense of superiority. You tend to have rigid boundaries, not allowing others to get too close, but you are quick to overstep their boundaries.

	The Victim: “Poor me” — You feel powerless when life and situations happen to you, so you do not set boundaries, allowing others to act on your behalf.









	From being a Rescuer to becoming a Coach: You accept that you are not responsible for the happiness of others, but if invited, you can coach them to take action.

	From behaving like a Prosecutor to acting like a Challenger: You recognise that others are not obliged to change and say yes to keep you happy, but if invited, you can express your opinions and needs constructively.

	From acting like a Victim to being a Creator: You learn to say no and have confidence in your ability to take responsibility for creating your own happiness.










	Your work and life balance is a blur

	You feel resentful of others

	Your health is deteriorating due to your lifestyle

	Your relationships are not what you have hoped for

	You get stuck in a drama triangle regularly

	You push people away and struggle to build intimacy

	Your list of priorities does not include self-care

	You tend to prioritise the happiness of others







	Be committed to yourself and your happiness. Healthy boundaries start with an understanding that, first and foremost, we belong to ourselves and no one else.8 This means that building a healthy relationship with yourself is a priority. The sooner you give yourself permission to deserve self-care, happiness and respect, the easier it will be to set boundaries with others. Before communicating your boundaries, take a deep breath and say to yourself, “I deserve to say this as this boundary protects me and this relationship.”

	Communicate your expectations. Start with assertive language, such as “I want”, “I need”, or “I expect”. This will clearly indicate what you are truly after. Assuming that others will guess your desires is unfair on them and unrealistic. Clarity is kindness. For example, next time your friend cancels on you, rather than getting silently annoyed, say, “I want to spend time with you, but every time you cancel on me, I feel let down. If we are to remain close, I need you to take our plans seriously.”

	Don’t apologise or overexplain reasons for setting boundaries. We all have a right to be happy, and boundaries are vital to that happiness. If you start apologising for your needs or overexplaining why you are setting the boundary, others may misunderstand that your boundaries are negotiable. They may then apply pressure for you to shift your boundaries. Rather than saying, “I am so sorry to let you down, I feel awful but…”, say, “On this occasion, I cannot help because…”

	Put the right conditions in place. There are plenty of situations when a simple: “No, I cannot do that for you” may not be possible. In such a tricky spot, try “I can if…” statements to create the right conditions to fulfil other people’s requests. For instance, at work, we can set the proper boundaries by explaining, “I can complete this by today if I am not required to attend the meeting in the afternoon. What do you think?”

	Issue a consequence when faced with broken boundaries. This might be the most challenging aspect of healthy boundaries, but you must be brave enough to issue consequences when your boundaries are overstepped. Otherwise, they will not be taken seriously. For instance, if after numerous boundary-setting conversations, your friend is still repeatedly letting you down, you may say, “What I need right now is consistency, so let’s not meet up for some time.” Be clear that you are upset, as ghosting someone is not a healthy boundary.
















	Reflect on whether the type of relationships you have bring you the happiness you deserve. Which of these connections need healthier boundaries?

	Prepare for a tricky conversation about your boundaries with others. Write down which role from the drama triangle you may adopt and what you could say to take a more empowering stance.

	Write down three expectations you wish others to consider this week. Start with assertive language such as “I want”, “I need”, or “I expect”.

	This week, give yourself permission to do something you have always wanted but have felt silly or guilty about doing.

	Next time you get asked a question, do not automatically say, “I can”, but dare to set boundaries by saying, “I can if…”
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