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To all those who want to give people pleasing the middle finger. To those who have helped me do so.

To Tel, thank you.

I also dedicate this book to myself. For the first time, I’m ready to offer myself the same I offer others.




Introduction

I’m sat opposite my therapist. Let’s call her Mary (she’s not called Mary). I’ve had intermittent therapy for years, with varying degrees of success, and have gone through more therapists than King Henry VIII did wives (minus the beheading). But, there’s something about Mary (wait, that’s a film, Mary is a bad choice of pseudonym. Let’s call her Sandra). There’s something about Sandra and the space she creates that allows me to peel back many tough layers of skin I have built up over the years to protect myself. Each week, she carefully chips away at this calcified exterior I’m encased in and attempts to communicate with the real me. At this point, I have no idea who that is. I’m so well practised at being ‘nice’ and palatable that I have completely lost sight of what might be lurking beneath. When my eyes glaze over, Sandra calls me out: ‘Fearne, where have you gone?’ I’m well versed in always doing the right thing, and at times this means disassociating with what’s going on around me so that I don’t have a sudden burst of emotion.

Sandra discusses a subject I’m finding difficult to stomach and I can feel my brain slowly blurring. The hard lines of reality soften into a pixelated haze that lacks the necessary force to impact me. A pleasant smile is plastered on my face to disguise the inner distress I’m suppressing, but she can see it in my eyes. Dead, blank, without any signs of life. ‘Hello, Fearne, are you in there?’ Good question. I have no idea.

But today she breaks me. I have been coming to see Sandra weekly for around eight months and have only politely wept tears on one occasion after a friend of mine died. Sadness and anger feel too deeply buried to reach. I have an inkling that rage is bubbling internally and that a dam is holding back years’ worth of tears, but I’m only allowing myself to skim the surface of the feelings present. Yet, on this grey Wednesday, sat in Sandra’s front room, I’m caught off-guard.

‘How important is it that I like you?’ she asks softly.

First, my chest starts to heave. Undulating waves of physical spasm rise from my solar plexus like a tsunami of trapped pain. My mouth opens but only wisps of stuttered air come out.

‘What’s going on?’ she asks with even more care and gentleness, her voice a soft hug from across the room.

There aren’t any words that can describe what I’m feeling – or, perhaps more accurately, what I’m not allowing myself to feel. The tears start and won’t stop. A door has been unlocked but I’m unsure of what’s behind it. Why has this one question hit so deeply? Why do I care if Sandra likes me or not? Clearly, I care a lot.

Hours after the session, I am still asking myself these same questions. Why do I so desperately want her to like me? I’m paying her to be my therapist. She isn’t a friend, nor somebody I’m likely to get to know outside of a therapeutic setting. I’m there to get to the bottom of some of my darkest thoughts and shadows lurking in the past, not to make a new friend. So why am I so hell-bent on her liking me? And why did that one question – ‘How important is it that I like you?’ – crack me in two?

–––

What does it even mean to be likeable? For some of us, it might mean keeping the peace. Constant shape-shifting to mitigate as much chaos and stress as possible. For others, it might mean getting praise and recognition for our efforts and good nature. For each of us, it’ll look and feel different because it’s such a complex concept. On the surface, being likeable may seem like a positive quality. You are a good egg, a decent human, with values and a nurturing personality. This may well be true, but the problems come when being likeable means placating others by repressing our own true wants and desires – at worst, even burying whole parts of ourselves that we deem ‘unlikeable’ just to fit in or head off any pushback or rejection. For many of us, consciously or unconsciously, it becomes a weapon we use to self-flagellate and torture ourselves when we feel we have failed or upset someone. We want to be the good girl at all costs – and there is always a cost.

Wanting to be liked by others leads to people pleasing, and if we are people pleasing, then we are most definitely suppressing feelings, words, actions and desires. And there’s only so much shoving and concealing we are capable of before it all starts to spill over into every corner of life. We may even ask ourselves: if we do not feel liked by everyone else, are we still allowed to like ourselves? That last question is one I’ve spent years pondering.

Through my therapy sessions with Sandra, I was starting to get a sense of how much was buried in my basement. Bin bags of resentment, sacks of rage, a skip full of unspoken words and whole parts of my personality covered in the tar of other people’s comments and opinions. The price of keeping this shit buried but wrapped in a pretty, pink, aesthetically pleasing bow so no one can see it has been huge for me: insomnia, OCD, bulimia, panic attacks and, more recently, a trip to hospital for an unexpected operation. We’ll get to that later. It might read like a grim list, but I have an inkling that you have one of your own. The flavour might differ, the severity may vary, but you’ll have an itemised bill of what people pleasing has cost you too.

I also came to realise that people pleasing makes me so tired. A low-level exhaustion that I wear like a heavy winter coat. It’s wrapped around each limb and pulls me closer to the ground, yet never entirely halts me. I keep going. I have to. We have to. We have jobs to succeed in, school snack boxes to fill, bills to pay, friends to keep up with, partners to attend to, exercise routines to continue, ideals to actualise. We must never stop, we tell ourselves. Plus, staying busy keeps us from looking at our true desires: the things we secretly really want, the life we desperately wish for. If we keep distracting ourselves, we don’t have the time or space to really look at what we desire and won’t have to change our people-pleasing ways.

Staying likeable, a good little people pleaser, seems easier in the moment. It’s surely less of a hassle to trudge on in the same too-tight, people-pleasing shoes; we are used to it. We know what will please others and we therefore know how they will react. So, of course, we stay preoccupied. If we give ourselves more time and space, we will also allow ourselves the mental clarity to see what we want. TERRIFYING. Because when we know what we want, we have to make changes. And those changes might not please others, might just rock the boat, and, at worst, might make us utterly unlikeable. Women have been told there are certain rules we must abide by if we want to be likeable, be approved of, pass the test. The way we look, act, lead, speak and express ourselves is scrutinised in a way that leaves us feeling claustrophobic.

Be good, do as you’re told, work hard, never pause, be clever, always say the right thing, be polite, don’t say no, always show up, look pretty, be small, don’t swear, say nice things, don’t have an opinion, don’t be too loud, don’t be too quiet, eat well – but not too much, look great, don’t look too great, be feminine, don’t be slutty, be perfect, but don’t be too successful, reach life’s milestones, don’t boast, don’t be weird, don’t give up, don’t walk away, smile – and then maybe, just maybe, you’ll be likeable.

We all know the rules. We have internalised them, starting from when we were tiny. And yet, a lot of the time, we have no clue we are censoring ourselves or keeping our minds from our true desires. We are so used to placating, agreeing, supporting that we forget to ask ourselves what we want and how we want to show up in the world. Our autonomous minds converge with outside opinion, societal pressures and stereotypes to the point where we lose our innate sense of what is right for us as individuals.

Do you want kids, or have you been told you’re supposed to want them? Do you want to climb the ladder at work, or do you feel outside pressure to prove yourself? Do you want to hang out with that person, or have you been convinced it’s terribly selfish to walk away? For us to make decisions from a true, deep, burning place of desire feels reckless and could lead to, I don’t know, some kind of revolution.

So why are we not charging towards a revolution? Personally, I’m only just starting to charge (maybe a light trot) towards great change because I’ve been previously wracked with the fear of outside opinion. Its only now, in my forties, that I’m questioning how much of it I need to listen to. Do you feel the same? The judgement we feel might come from those around us, but it also trickles steadily down from years of patriarchal indoctrination.

Bloody hell, I have fire in my belly as I type these words. Unruly, unconfined, unpalatable fire. I’ve realised writing about this subject brings up deep rumblings of frustration that seem to predate my little life. As if each woman that’s come before me who has kept her true self and desires buried deep to please others is waving a fist in the air, demanding change. I feel irritated that so many of us have been indoctrinated to believe we have to hide parts of ourselves to be likeable. We’ve diluted and reduced ourselves to simply be liked.

I feel pissed off that I’ve morphed into a version of myself other people have needed me to be, taken on too much responsibility, put myself down, shrunk and stayed quiet – all in the hope I would be liked. I can look back on whole chunks of my life and see how unsure I felt about myself. I either didn’t feel enough, and so supercharged my personality in a desperate attempt to be seen as funny and vibrant, or I was so fearful that every word that came out of my mouth was wrong that I stayed silent.

This judgement that’s held over our heads has sadly also seeped into how we view each other: women slagging off other women without really understanding why. We’ve been brainwashed to judge other women rather than liberate ourselves. Because of course when we are trapped and see a woman who has freed herself to recognise her own desires, we judge her rather than look to her for inspiration. We are encouraged to deem anyone who steps outside of the lines unlikeable rather than intriguing. I’ve fallen into this trap many a time myself. Someone breaks the rules and rather than be inquisitive, I get my pointy finger out and wag it.

I’m angry that I have done that and I am angry about the reasons for it. Anger can be debilitating if not dealt with properly, but when used to fuel passion and to combat fear, it can lead to immense change. That’s what I’m hoping for. Great change for me and for you too. But of course, we aren’t meant to be angry. That would make us highly unlikeable.

What I want us to do here is not just ask why so many of us are obsessively worried about being liked, but also to ponder how we can change that mindset and subsequently get cosy in the discomfort of being, dare I say it, disliked.

How does that feel, even to say out loud? Disliked. Ouch. It hurts, and I think I know why – but we will get to all of this in good time.

We also need to dive headfirst into why we have become so culturally fixated on being likeable, and how its dirty little promise of self-worth and freedom is actually hiding a much darker secret – that it is in fact the set of handcuffs for a life sentence of feeling muted and unfulfilled.

What made me want to write about this murky, uncomfortable subject? Why am I lifting this particular rock that we are expected to leave well alone? And, hell, why should you even listen to me?

I’m the first to admit I’m not an expert on anything. I know a lot about music, but I’m not an expert. I know a lot about wellbeing, but I’m not an expert. Yet I believe I am an expert when it comes to being likeable. You see, I’ve worked in a job where being likeable is everything. Since the age of fifteen, I’ve mastered how to appear likeable to others. I have LOVED my job and been fortunate that it has allowed me to do some amazing things and meet some incredible people. However, the reality of it meant that from my mid teens, I was made aware that there were future opportunities, money and public opinion resting on how likeable I was able to make myself. Being disliked by a couple of girls at school felt no heavier than a benign irritation, whereas strangers with an opinion watching you on TV felt like personality annihilation. Yet the real weight of that didn’t properly hit me until much later down the line.

You could even say that I am actually overqualified in this field, as I have had brief encounters with being publicly very unliked. So, I’ve very much seen and felt both sides of the coin. Like you, there are also a handful of people out there who do know me (not just from the telly) and do not like me. Always a queasy and unnerving sensation, but not impossible to live alongside. We’ll get to this down the line too.

We’ve got centuries of toxic messaging to wade through, years of our own personal conditioning to excavate and many a myth to dispel, so let’s get on with it. Will you like me if I write a polite little book that won’t feel at times confronting, and won’t challenge your beliefs? Maybe, but that’s not what this is. At last, I’m not here to be liked.




Will You Like Me If … I Behave?

I’m sixteen and have just had my braces removed. My teeth feel extra smooth and too big for my mouth; my tongue constantly runs back and forth over the surface in delight. I’m sat in a treehouse in a white T-shirt and jeans with an aching smile plastered on my face. I must keep smiling. I’m happy, that’s certain, but the smile has to stay in place to show that I understand what is expected of me.

People move around, adjusting microphones, wafting booms overhead and talking at pace into headsets. I run my lines in my head again whilst trying to block out the distractions all around. Exhilaration pulses through my every cell. I’ve done it. I’ve made it onto the TV. Hours of daydreaming of this moment whilst in maths class, years of dance and drama lessons at my local theatre school and countless near misses in terrifying auditions have all led me to this exact moment.

The first three rounds of auditions the month before had played out as if I were in a dream. My Nan Sylvia took me on the Tube to Hammersmith to visit the Disney offices, where I was thrust into a room full of young, determined and experienced girls, all desperate to get the job. As they loudly discussed their achievements on West End stages and bit parts on Casualty, I felt entirely out of my depth. The odd glance over at Nan – sat nearby, visibly desperate for a cigarette yet trapped in this stuffy holding room – was enough to calm my nerves.

The day passed in a blur of screen tests and script reads, which I must have managed to execute in a passable fashion. ‘You’re through to the next round. If you want to take a seat, we will tell you what to do in a moment.’ Each time this happened, my eyebrows raised in surprise and Nan’s cigarette craving got worse.

As the train sped down the Metropolitan line at the end of the day, our bodies swayed from side to side, my head resting on Nan’s shoulder, both of us incredulous at the result of the long day’s efforts. My next gauntlet would be a recording of the Disney Club TV show, where I would attempt to convince the audience to choose me over the other two remaining girls, to become a full-time cast member. TV shows where winners are chosen by a voting audience are commonplace today, but this was an original concept back in the mid 1990s. I would have to not only convince the audience to like me, but also to bother picking up their landline phones to vote for me. Although none of it feels necessarily natural or instinctive, at this moment, I understand that if I do what is expected of me, I will get a good result. If I behave in a certain way, I will be liked. Not just by the adults I am working with, but also by the audience watching at home.

As the floor manager holds out the fingers of his hand in a widely spread ‘five’, I know how much is riding on the next three minutes of my life. I want out of my suburban hometown of Eastcote and my monotonous school life. I want to swap the Wimpy on the high street for studio floors and excitement. I want to meet pop stars and immerse myself in the culture I’ve become so obsessed with.

The floor manager’s hand clenches in a fist with only two fingers aloft, which quickly turns to one finger that is swept through the air like a magic wand and then pointed directly at me. The number one in a floor manager’s countdown is always silent. Five, four, three, two … then silence. There are so many tiny details I will need to learn on the job.

I take his visual cue and start to recite the lines that I had pulled together and memorised earlier that day. ‘Hello, I’m Fearne. I’m from Eastcote and I love Hanson and Fruit Pastilles.’ My smile broadens further as I try to walk down the treehouse steps whilst talking, as I had been directed to do. I reach the bottom, finish speaking and the cameras turn away to film the next segment of the show. Sweet relief floods my body as the adrenalin begins to dissipate.

Unbelievably, I got the job. We had recorded three different endings to the show, one where each of us won. A month or so later, on the morning the TV show was airing, I sat in my front room with my mum, dad and brother. Clenching fists, jiggling legs, biting lips, we sat awaiting the results. When I saw the pre-recorded version of me walk onto the set as the new Disney Club TV presenter, I shrieked. We huddled in the middle of the front room, squealing and jumping up and down. It remains the greatest moment of my career. Maybe that sounds a little sad that it’s all been downhill from there, but it was to do with the innocence of the moment and the pureness of the reaction. In that moment, I felt liked. It was that simple. I was yet to understand that likeability is as flimsy and ephemeral as a passing breeze. It felt like I’d made it. Today, I don’t have any regret or judgement towards my younger self. I’m glad I was naive enough to simply enjoy the high. I didn’t yet see likeability as a currency, nor understand what it truly meant – I just felt its warm embrace. All the lessons were learned after this moment of elation. And we will get to those, don’t worry.

–––

This may sound dramatic and disproportionate, but at times being likeable has felt vital for survival. In my line of work, being liked is the number one currency. When you’re a TV or radio presenter, it’s almost half the job. Yes, you need to have a certain skill set and an understanding of how to communicate clearly – and with radio presenting, you need to work your way around a complex audio desk – but without the elusive and intangible likability factor, you’re toast. Strangers watching and listening to you across the country have to warm to you, feel like they know you, be happy to have you in their kitchens and living rooms as they go about their day. If this doesn’t happen, not only might you lose your job, but you could also be personally criticised in the press, and even publicly humiliated and shamed.

Prior to landing my first job in TV, I had very little concept of what it meant to be likeable. I had my core group of friends at school (who are still my best mates today) and a very basic and simplistic view of what it meant and felt like to be liked. There were some girls in the year above who would sometimes pick on me and a girl in my class who made a point of offering everyone but me her crisps. But I didn’t waste too much time thinking about it. I had my friends and that was all that counted. They liked me, I liked them. Simple.

But then I started work and I realised that if I wasn’t liked, I wouldn’t have a job. That meant I wouldn’t have the ability to earn money and I would quickly find myself back in my old life, away from the tantalising studio lights and high-speed excitement. So, figuring out how to make people like me became my number one focus. I might not have been cognisant of this internal shift, and I certainly had no idea how bad my obsession with being liked would get, but the seeds had been planted. I became aware of consciously choosing to behave in certain ways, so that I didn’t lose something I valued or miss out on something I wanted. But realistically, the seeds are sown for all of us much earlier.

For aeons, parents, carers and teachers have praised children using the accolade ‘good girl’. I’ve caught myself saying it to my daughter on many occasions and have silently grimaced, wondering how much damage it might be doing. It’s always said with positive intentions, but how much are we setting up young women to fail if we are constantly reminding them that life is better (and they are better people) when they are good? Of course, with that word comes all the cultural baggage that it carries.

But what does being ‘good’ actually mean here? If we reduce it down to a syrupy, concentrated, bare-bones mass, then I think we can all agree that it means complying. I have a feeling that good in the context of girl means to obey and suppress things that are bad. If we behave as we are expected to, if we go along with what others want and need, then we are good. You are a good girl if you are polite and selfless – quiet, even. I may have called my son a ‘good boy’ at times too, which is perhaps just as problematic, but I can’t help feel that the term ‘good girl’ is so much more loaded – the expectations seem more sinister – whereas with boys, it’s perhaps more open-ended, congratulatory and boosting. Because, of course, there is still less space for young girls and grown women to be outspoken and powerful. Historically, women have had less rights, less opportunity, less people listening to them. We might believe there have been huge, positive leaps and bounds, yet I’m not so sure about that. We live in the hangover era, where women are still fighting for equal pay, opportunities men have had in the workplace for centuries, and the space to show up authentically as leaders. In parts of the world, women are oppressed in ways us westerners cannot comprehend. Speaking to Malala on my Happy Place podcast recently was a horrific reminder that so many women out there are silenced and live in constant fear. Plus, the consequences of speaking your mind remain so much more complicated for a woman than for a man. Jane Goodall once said, ‘It actually doesn’t take much to be considered a difficult woman. That’s why there are so many of us.’ Women are working in much narrower parameters when it comes to what is deemed to be good behaviour. One step outside of them, and you’re considered difficult. So until there is real equality, we should be more vigilant about how and when we are supporting the trope of the ‘good girl’.

Living in the confines of the ‘good girl’ means we swallow a lot of feelings. Most of us will likely have been praised at some point in our formative years for suppressing emotions that actually needed to be released. We may have wept or screeched when we didn’t get the ice cream we so desperately wanted. Then, when ordered to stop moaning, we swallowed down the tears and wiped our eyes, only to be told that we were being a good girl for calming down. This may seem harmless and lack the punch of proper childhood trauma, but each time we learn that hiding big emotions is what makes us good, we are being taught to suppress huge parts of ourselves.

Writer and coach Natalie Lue has written an incredible book about recognising and reclaiming your boundaries that challenges much of what many of us learned growing up. The Joy of Saying No feels like a much-needed wake-up call. I nodded along reading her section on ‘the obedience years’. I don’t know about you, but I was a kid in the 1980s and early 1990s, a time when unquestioningly obeying elders or authority figures was normal and expected. As kids, most of us were shit scared of disobeying our parents or teachers. There was a general acceptance that fear of punishment was a good tool to use to correct our behaviour and there was not much two-way conversation between adults and kids to work out why a kid might be misbehaving (exacerbated by a lack of widespread understanding of neurodivergence), acting up, shouting, crying or wanting to do things differently to their parents. This is by no means a dig at generations of parents before me. Times change, culture shifts and – hopefully – things improve. Our parents may have been hit by their parents or thwacked with a belt in class. An act of discipline that was normal and seen as efficient back then would cause outrage today.

But our generation is still slowly climbing out of that hole and is trying to find new ways to cope with the pressures of parenting whilst raising emotionally intact kids. Even though I am attempting to parent differently to the generations before me, I know I’ve messed up along the way. At times, I’ve resorted to an outdated approach, asking my kids to behave, stay in line, pipe down, keep quiet. Tiredness, frustration and a feeling of being utterly out of my depth are usually the catalysts for falling back into these habits. Yet I want change – for my kids and for myself. I want my daughter to know she can say exactly what’s on her mind and express it when she feels pissed off. I’m not sure I’ll ever enjoy being on the receiving end of it, but I certainly endeavour to listen anyway.

Last year, my kids went through a lot of personal change. I’m no perfect parent, but what I did make sure of was that I gave my daughter a lot of space to really tell me how she was feeling, whether it was crying, shouting, questioning me or needing alone time. Rather than calling her a good girl once each storm passed, I made sure to tell her she was allowed to say what she needed, to make noise and to express her anger. I didn’t want her learning that she was only a good girl if she made my life easier by suppressing her own feelings.

When our formative years are peppered with rules about how we should behave, it’s hard to shake them later down the line. We carry childhood thinking into adult life. We re-establish over and over the concept of the good girl who does as she is told. We firm up those neural pathways that keep us feeling safe because we are playing by the rules. I know that a hefty amount of my actions, or inaction in some areas, are still based on old rules and fears. I’m scared I’ll be told off or sent out of class to stand in the corridor with my face turned to the wall. (I’ve got experience in that one. To be fair, Mr Iggulden was right. Talking about Leonardo DiCaprio in English lessons had very little relevance to Lord of the Flies.)

In addition to our childhood conditioning, there is a wider inheritance. For centuries, women have been bound up, tied down and suffocated by harsh parameters that ensure we behave. It doesn’t take a history degree to see how little say women have had throughout time and, in parts of the world today, still don’t. We couldn’t vote, have certain jobs, own a property, drive a car, wear trousers, speak up or disagree with the systems in place. We have had to simply behave.

So many women worked so hard to take power, to change laws, rules and beliefs. But these old paradigms take a while to die out completely. There remains a baseline expectation that we should all want to be mothers (the same doesn’t apply when judging a man and his life choices), that we should be the primary care giver (again, a pressure many dads do not feel), that we should settle down and cap our wilder sides (no more dancing on tables, otherwise you’ll be labelled a hot mess or irresponsible), that we should be thoughtful and never put ourselves first, that we should age gracefully (whatever that means) – oh, and that we shouldn’t age in the first place (more on this one later). These rules might not be written down anywhere, but we certainly feel them on a subcutaneous level.

So, what if behaving in accordance with your own truth, your own set of rules, goes against the grain? How does that make you feel? Trapped? Resentful? More than likely, it makes you deeply uncomfortable. Yet working out our own truth is vital if we want to feel some sense of contentment or, dare I say it, happiness in the long run.

Like most of us, I genuinely don’t want to upset other people (although I will have and I will again) and I hold a set of values that determine how I move through my life. But alongside the genuine concern for others is a hidden driving force. One of superstition and social conditioning. One that leads me to believe that if I’m not good, I must therefore be bad. A rotten egg, a person without empathy and care for others, a bad girl. There seems to be no grey area. No room for nuance or pushing boundaries. We have seemingly made being good a binary concept without nuance or fluidity. I think it’s this that keeps us nodding, saying yes and smiling so we can retain our good-girl image. However, I’m interested in what sits in the middle. In the canyon between good and bad, where decision-making happens, self-respect grows and genuine desire is born.

We could blame fairy tales and
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