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Dedicated to Lloyd Pinckney Parrott (1907–1996)

Lloyd Parrott, Virginia’s father, was born on a farm. His mother died of tuberculosis when he was two years old. He was close to his father and helped him in the fields. When he grew up, he went away to college, never again to live on a farm.

Lloyd started a garden soon after his marriage to Elva, beginning by planting tomatoes. When they moved into a house several years later, he added lima beans, squash, green beans, corn, and peppers. He hoed and weeded contentedly, perhaps reminded of his beloved papa.

When Lloyd and Elva moved again, he planned his final garden, including fruit trees, turnip greens, cabbage, and broccoli. He later added strawberries, cantaloupe, watermelon, squash, pole beans, asparagus, raspberries, pecan trees, and an especially delicious variety of Fordhook lima beans. Seeds from the sweetest, juiciest cantaloupes got saved for next year’s planting. His produce was the best.

By now Lloyd was feeding not only his own family but all of his neighbors, with occasionally enough for others in town as well.

Though Lloyd and Elva had become affluent, they still lived modestly, except where opportunities for their two daughters were concerned. Despite Lloyd’s becoming a pillar in his community, his natural humility continued, reinforced by his deep practice of his religion. He continued to enjoy putting on his work clothes and shoveling dirt. He would shell his pecans before giving them to his daughters.

Lloyd grew older. At age eighty, the year he retired, he purchased a gas-powered rotary tiller to help with the deep hoeing. He dug up the peach trees and planted new fig trees to replace old ones.

Elva developed osteoporosis, requiring him to assume much of the housework and to care for her.

“Maybe I won’t have a garden this year.”

“Oh?”

“It depends on how your mother is feeling.”

“Well, maybe you could put in a tomato plant or two.”

Elva got out of bed and Lloyd put in a full garden. Though he was almost eighty-nine years old, his rows still were straight. Like all his other relationships, his garden was well cared for.

On the way out to work in his garden one late spring afternoon, he chatted briefly with his neighbor, commenting that he was feeling fine. He tilled the patches that needed it, and then started to push the tiller back to the shed. Just out of his garden, he fell beside his fig tree, dying apparently three to four minutes later, with eyes closed.
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“In my practice, I prefer to treat the whole hog.”

© The New Yorker Collection 1996 Leo Cullum from cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved.


Introduction


I am only one; but still I am one. I cannot do everything, but still I can do something; I will not refuse to do the something I can do.

Helen Keller

Deeds shape the doer.

Anonymous



Good relationships enhance health and well-being. We have written Lifeskills to help you achieve this. Our approach grows out of both professional and personal experiences.

Years ago, we developed a workshop to try out the strategies for controlling hostility that we eventually included in our last book, Anger Kills. Since then we have been heartened by the accounts of improved lives from now thousands of people—both workshop participants and Anger Kills readers. As we listened to them, we learned that the Lifeskills we taught had proven useful not only for controlling hostility but also for building better relationships.

Indeed, many * have taken our hostility control workshops because a relationship was troubling them:


Susan, computer programmer from Massachusetts: “Since my husband and I sought counseling we’re getting along a little better. But I’m still worried that one or two slips, and we’ll be heading for the divorce courts.”

Amanda, a designer from Georgia: “I don’t even like my son any more. Until he was thirteen years old, we hiked and camped as a family. He sometimes told us secrets. Now we’re strangers.”

Colleen, a physician from Utah: “I am thirty-five years old, with a successful practice. Why can’t my parents realize I’m grown? They still treat me like a teenager. I feel demeaned. Sometimes I just shut them out of my life. But deep down, I still care.”

Frances, a university professor from Virginia: “Mark came to me and asked if I wanted to work on this grant with him. I did, contributing about half the ideas. When we finished—it took many, many hours over a number of weeks—I felt good about the proposal. Then he gave it to our secretary to type, sending it in before I saw the final copy. The next time I saw it, his name—but not mine—was listed as principal investigator.”



We were able to help all of these people develop the Lifeskills they needed to cope with their problems:


Susan and her husband turned the corner by learning to speak up when a problem first begins to develop—and to listen, in turn. No longer are they considering divorce.

Amanda and her husband Ted improved their relationships with their son, once they decided to set fewer rules and enforce them energetically. They now feel less uptight about how well they are handling his adolescence.

By speaking up and setting limits, Colleen is finally getting across to her parents that she is a grown, successful, independent woman who still values their blessings but needs to be left alone about how she chooses to live her life. Actually, she has more contact with them than before.

Frances will never again make a mistake about whose names appear on the grant proposal, even without the workshop. But relationships with all work colleagues, she thinks, are now more equitable. By being assertive, she has stopped playing the easy-target martyr.



We could recount numerous other odysseys of people who have built better relationships through Lifeskills. Learning to clarify their options and adjust their behaviors as needed has made a big difference.

Once you develop these skills, you’ll find them useful beyond the relationships you’ve targeted for improvement. You’ll find that getting along with yourself, your family, your coworkers, and outsiders all gets easier.

As we have helped others to change, they have aided us. Over the years, as we have led workshop after workshop and spoken to one group after another, we have sharpened our focus. Originally, we advocated the seventeen skills that appear in our earlier book. As readers and workshop participants told us what proved most effective and as we observed what worked best during workshops, we began to winnow, combine, condense, and add new focuses, until now we have identified eight skills that form the core of our approach. We entitle these Lifeskills. Of course, other advocates with other lists have practical formulas for living skillfully—we don’t own a monopoly on skillful living. We do have a tried-and-true approach that we believe can help most people better understand themselves and others—and act effectively.

Our shift in emphasis was also stimulated by research showing the health benefits of good relationships. Thus, this book incorporates some new twists that the research of Redford and others has taken in the last few years.

For two decades, Redford’s work in the Behavioral Medicine Research Center at Duke University focused mainly on hostility. He and others have found that getting angry, whether the anger is expressed or held in, harms the body. People who exhibit a hostile personality in their twenties are more likely to be dead—from all causes—by their fifties. These health problems appear to stem from frequent and pronounced fight-or-flight responses, as well as risky health behaviors—like smoking, excessive alcohol use, and overeating, habits that angry people are more likely to adopt.

That was the beginning. In the last few years Redford has realized that the same frequent health problems he and his colleagues find among persons with hostile personalities also afflict depressed people. And why do people who are socially isolated, in high-strain jobs, or in lower socioeconomic groups have worse health than most other people? All of these groups practice bad health habits—the individuals are more inclined to overeat, drink too much, and smoke—but that accounts for only part of their additional risk. Determining why these groups come to share so many health-damaging physical, psychological, and behavioral characteristics is an important next step toward understanding what is involved. So is determining the underlying biological mechanisms that heighten the risk of heart disease, cancer, and other life-threatening illnesses. Redford will probably spend the rest of his life pursuing potential explanations.

He already has some educated guesses, which he will tell you about in Chapters 3 and 4. And whatever the final explanations, he is confident that—regardless of past stresses and harsh environments, innate personality type, or biological inheritance—understanding yourself and others, as well as changing how you treat other people and how they treat you, can promote health and happiness.

Behavioral change is in the air. The National Heart, Blood, and Lung Institute is sponsoring a multi-site intervention trial for heart attack victims, to see if reducing their depression and social isolation improves their prognosis and survival. At Duke and seven other medical centers, patients are being helped to deal with these problems. One day soon, the results will be in. On the basis of smaller studies already done, all of us who work in the field expect that patients in this study who receive training in skills to help reduce depression and improve relationships will live longer than matched counterparts who do not receive this additional care.

We now offer Lifeskills at Duke University Medical Center to patients experiencing many health problems. The goal is to improve well-being and health.

Another byproduct of Redford’s expanded research focus is an increasing interest in childhood. As you may already know, children who are treated positively are much better off, in terms of future intelligence, ability to get along with others, and flexibility to deal with whatever comes along. Moreover, exciting new research indicates that the way young children are treated probably influences their future biological makeup as well. Studies suggest that animals given sufficient nurturing early in life produce smaller and shorter stress-hormone responses in adulthood. More extensive nurturing further reduces these health-damaging responses. Influenced by these findings, we are devoting more attention to children in our work. In addition, this research, as well as discoveries about what predicts divorce, has led us to add a focus in our Lifeskills workshops on accentuating the positive in dealings with others.

A historian by training, Virginia, remaining on the lookout for cultural influences, is struck by how difficult it now is across the board, compared to earlier times, to get along well with everybody—ourselves as well as our partner, young children, teenage children, and parents, not to mention people more peripheral to our lives. We’ll document this state of affairs in Chapter 1 and in the “Current Situation” section of each chapter.

Let us also mention, as an additional influence, our own growing realization—we are middle-aged—that we won’t live forever. Some cherished friends have developed premature serious illnesses; others have already died. We’ve begun to ask ourselves, How are we to connect to the bigger picture before it’s too late? What purpose do our lives serve? Are we contributing enough? We know we want that intangible “more” from our lives. At the same time, rarely have institutional supports for connecting up to the broader world been so fragile.

Gradually, this mix of influences has coalesced: Feedback from participants in our workshops and readers of Anger Kills; observations of what skills worked best during workshops; Redford’s new research focus on how hostility, depression, social isolation, poor health habits, and lower social status cluster in the same people and groups, who also experience similar health problems (the result, probably, of similar underlying biological mechanisms of disease); the realization that the time has come for systematic interventions; Virginia’s increasing awareness of just how counterproductive to good relationships our current environment has become; and last of all, our growing realization that the time to better our lives is now.

Most of us place a high priority on getting along well with our families. When a large survey sample of Americans were asked to choose between $1,000 in cash and Thanksgiving with their families, 79 percent chose the latter! More than did previous generations, Americans today value good relationships with intimates. Yet more than ever before, this goal eludes us.

Most of us want to be part of a caring community, too. Everyone agrees that community life currently needs improving. Achieving that improvement, however, seems elusive. One approach not yet tried on a massive scale was brought home to us one Sunday several years ago, when a responsive reading—attributed to the Taoist philosopher Lao-tzu, but possibly from the sage Mo-tzu—was part of the church service:


If there is to be peace in the world,
   There must be peace in the nations.
If there is to be peace in the nations,
   There must be peace in the cities.
If there is to be peace in the cities,
   There must be peace between neighbors.
If there is to be peace between neighbors,
   There must be peace in the home.
If there is to be peace in the home,
   There must be peace in the heart.



One way to achieve, both close and far, a caring community—and that is what this book is about—is to change how each human being, acting as a single individual, treats others. Consistently applied to intimate and distant relationships, a simple set of cognitive and behavior change strategies might alter us, our families—and the world.

When you succeed in learning to act in ways designed to improve relationships, you improve your own mental and physical health, as well as that of the other party. Plus, there’s always the possibility that your positive interaction may influence that person to treat others in the same way. Imagine: If massive numbers of us lead the way by restructuring how we treat one another, our politicians and institutions will have no choice but to follow or be left behind.

How This Book Is Organized

The biological and historical inheritance of human beings predisposes them to act both affiliatively and selfishly. We’ll explain this double legacy briefly in Chapter 1.

What is the current state of your psyche and social support system? To find out, take the test in Chapter 2.

Why do relationships matter? In Chapter 3, Redford tells you about the research that shows a lack of good relationships is bad for your own physical health. How you treat others—especially young children—affects their health as well (Chapter 4).

In Chapter 5, we introduce the eight Lifeskills: four designed to help you to understand yourself and others, the other four to help you to act effectively.

With these Lifeskills in hand, in each subsequent chapter we focus on one important relationship, following this outline:


	Vision: What would getting along well be like?


	Do You Recognize Aspects of Yourself? Workshop participants have taught us much. For you as well, they may offer living examples of some behaviors to emulate, others to avoid!


	Knowledge: For each particular relationship, we’ll give you data about the current situation throughout society, the present wisdom espoused by experts, and research findings on the effect on health and well-being.


	Crossover: Improving your relationship with one person or group often has a pervasive effect.


	Action: We’ll provide specific instructions to help you apply the eight Lifeskills to this relationship.


	Getting Real: All of this may seem easy while you’re reading about it. However, actually applying Lifeskills in real life requires creative explorations and hard work. We’ll share with you some of the successes—and failures—we and others have experienced.


	Exercises: These exercises will guide you in beginning to use your newly acquired Lifeskills.




Such an ambitious agenda may seem overwhelming now, but we believe that as you read about each separate relationship, you will begin to see that getting any one relationship right will help with the others, as all involve some mix of the same set of Lifeskills. And a synergy will set in; once you start getting positive feedback somewhere, you will gain energy for working on other relationships.

To change our community, our world, we must begin by changing ourselves—the primary focus of this book. Either each of us changes our treatment of others or positive change doesn’t happen in society!

With so many relationships to consider, we may not cover a given topic as deeply as you may require. The world is full of excellent books on how to fix many of the dysfunctional aspects of society; we shall draw freely from some of these useful works. We’ll cite additional readings. If that’s not enough, you may want to seek help from a counselor, physician qualified to recognize any psychiatric disorder, religious leader, politician—whoever seems appropriate.

Regardless of what further help you may need, this book gets you started. What you learn will help you get along well with others.

We start with the most intimate connections, beginning with the relationship to yourself, since high self-esteem helps in all other ties (Chapter 6). You and your partner should like and enjoy each other, relishing time spent together (Chapter 7). You and your children need to be a source of strength and joy for one another (Chapters 8 and 9). You should value your parents and let them know this. You need to encourage them (and other relatives) to respect and appreciate you as well (Chapter 10).

We look beyond your biological family to good relationships with friends (Chapter 11). From there, the circle naturally expands outward to coworkers (Chapter 12), people in the community (Chapter 13); fellow Americans (Chapters 14 and 15); and the larger human family (Chapter 16).
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Getting along with others benefits everybody, adding happiness to your day. The lower death rates observed among heart and cancer patients as well as general populations who have, or were provided with, social support within the family or elsewhere add a second, trickle-down perspective: support from the broader community, your circle of associates, and your family can improve your own health and that of those you care about.

How you act matters, and you can act effectively—have that peace in your heart. Mutual respect and commitment will often follow. Beginning with the most intimate connections, you can influence others. How far that salutary influence will extend will be up to you.

Let’s get started.


* We have changed the names and identifying details of all workshop participants throughout the book.




Part I
Getting Started
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1. The Best of Times, The Worst of Times


What’s past is prologue.

Shakespeare,
The Tempest, Act II, Scene i



Many of us long for the “good old days”—warm, close-knit families, communities that pulled together in times of strife, jobs where loyalty counted. Are we just romanticizing the past, or is life today really different? Knowing where we’ve come from and where we seem to be heading is important. These are in fact unique times; we simply have to work harder to make relationships succeed. The message here: For the current crises in relationships so many of us are experiencing, we need to stop blaming ourselves or each other and instead get to work acquiring additional Lifeskills needed to live well in our changed world.

Are All Genes Selfish?

Unfortunately, aggressive and selfish behaviors are, under a number of circumstances, instinctive—bred into generation after generation of our primordial ancestors, who survived to reproduce sometimes because they behaved that way. Throughout evolution, selfish grabbing of food at times increased chances for survival. These “selfishness” genes were passed on. Today, when we decide we want something, we may act as though our very survival were still at stake. Especially among male primates and early humans, the dominant male who could intimidate other males often gained exclusive access to the females—becoming, at the expense of other males attached to the group, the one who reproduced. Such dominance had gene survival value. Today, even when such behavior probably will backfire, we may still want to best others.

But selfishness and aggression are not the only elements of our genetic heritage relevant for relationships. People who are connected to and supported by other people are on average healthier mentally and physically—and that means they’re more likely to survive. Consider how infants depend on others. Without a parent predisposed to care for them sufficiently, they cannot survive. In turn, if a partner provides for and protects them, the caretaker and infant are inclined to flourish. As a result—on average, over generation after generation—ancient humans with a genetic predisposition toward strong family ties were apt to pass on their genes successfully. We are programmed to care.

When human beings became hunter-gatherers, interdependence expanded. During the last two to four million years, our ancestors for the most part lived in social groups composed of twenty-five to two hundred people. Such an arrangement provided protection and enabled individuals to work together to get food. Given their isolation, group members were bound by blood ties. Belonging to such a group had survival value, indeed exile usually meant nothing less than a death sentence. On the basis of evidence from research conducted by ourselves and others on the benefits of social support, we would guess that human beings probably are hard-wired to need one another.

Our Cultural Programming May Be Outdated

In The Evolving Self, University of Chicago psychologist Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi argues that the inheritance of modern people extends beyond biology to include the passing on from one generation to the next of cultural information and instructions. Like our genes, our inherited language, religion, scientific theories, lifestyle, and technologies constitute integral parts of who we are and why we act as we do.

However, as with the biological heritage of aggressive and selfish tendencies carried over from the past, our cultural programming is becoming increasingly outdated. The world is changing rapidly, too rapidly. The workplace, the community, our nation, the international community of nations, and the ecological balance of our planet have faltered as we try to sustain them by following old cultural instructions under altered circumstances. To make matters worse and irrespective of our particular political, philosophical, and religious allegiances, we usually feel disturbed when others handle all the changes differently from how we would or do.

For the first time, the majority of people on earth dwell in cities. Tribes are moving to villages, villagers to larger towns, and so on. In highly industrialized societies, many of the most educated already identify with a global culture. How do we learn to care about all these people we’re newly associated with? With each change from small tribe to anonymous metropolis and regardless of which larger unit we’re shifting into, most of us retain an increasingly outdated, parochial, and therefore ever-weakening set of instructions originally useful in binding us to one smaller, old tribe against all other tribes.

Perhaps this helps to explain why roughly every ten years, rates of depression in some industrial countries have been doubling. Unlike rapidly changing cultures, traditional societies seem protected. The old order Amish, who use no cars, electricity, or alcohol, suffer from depression at less than one-fifth the rate of people in nearby Baltimore. By Western standards, rural villagers in Samoa have extraordinarily low levels of the stress hormone Cortisol. The Kaluli of New Guinea do not experience depression.

Whether a particular cultural inheritance is seen as absolute or as one among several reasonable options often depends on whether we retain the perspective of our old tribe at the expense of all other tribes or of the new, larger group we belong to. A cultural heritage that originally functioned to ensure survival of “us” against “them” may reduce our ability to resolve differences with people we must now live with in our increasingly intertwined world. With the end of the cold war between superpowers, local us-them animosities and hatreds (long-suppressed in the shadow of United States–Soviet competition for influence around the world) are reemerging with explosive force—in the former Yugoslavia, Rwanda, and Azerbaijan, to name a few hot spots. And around the globe, people fear terrorist attacks.

Society’s problems come not only from those who long for an irretrievable past, when all of us belonged to smaller, cohesive groups. We who switch allegiances to the broader, larger groups tend to be intolerant and nonsupportive of those who do not. People who consider themselves “modern” dislike “traditionalists” who cry in the current wilderness for a return to the old ways. Many of the bitter dissents in the United States involve mutually closed-minded confrontations between such opposing groups—for examples, pro-life versus pro-choice, the liberal left versus the religious right, feminists versus those favoring traditional sex roles. The enmity between such groups shows the clear need for all to have better skills at getting along!

It’s a New World Nowadays

The economic and social advances throughout the developed world during the last century and especially the last half-century have also changed how people relate to one another and what they expect—a change especially pronounced in the United States.

In 1940, only 15 percent of young people in America went to college; by the 1960s, over half did. Through television and the public schools, all of us are exposed to lifestyles and opportunities beyond our parents’ grasp. Compared to our grandparents, we have more free time. We have more money. In short, we have options. How can we stay connected to those we’ve been close to, when we choose to change? And now that such a diverse mixture of people composes our community at large, how can we all get along?

Another big shift marked the postwar period—in an ever-extending circle of relationships and life roles, Americans came to expect a great deal. The Institute for Social Research in Ann Arbor, Michigan, surveyed a sample of almost twenty-five hundred adults in 1957 and another such sample in 1976. In comparing the two groups sampled two decades apart, analysts at the institute stressed that in many ways, both men and women had become more reflective in their thinking about themselves and in their attempts to understand their own lives. Back in 1957, Americans were satisfied to be married and have children; twenty years later, Americans were concerned also about the quality of these relationships. Before, men were content with a secure and profitable job, women with fulfillment in their roles as homemakers. By 1976, most Americans—men and women alike—wanted fulfillment in both the workplace and the home.

The interpreters of the institute’s surveys found men particularly profoundly affected by the changed emphasis. In 1957, the focus for most fathers was on being a good provider. By 1976, they wanted to have a warm, close, “meaningful” relationship with their children, but they felt that such a relationship eluded them. By 1976, the lack of warmth and closeness with their children was what men thought of most often when asked what kinds of problems they had had with their children and whether they ever felt inadequate as parents. All indicators suggest that these expanded desires by men and women for “meaningfulness” at both home and work have only increased in the two decades since the Michigan study.

Individuals now can compare themselves not with other people in their village, but with national models of excellence seen on TV and in magazines. How are they to avoid being overwhelmed by that kind of “supernorm”?

This is the first generation of middle-class families where both partners usually have jobs, yet home responsibilities haven’t changed much. The combined double workload weighs especially heavily on those women who still do most of the housework, a situation the women often resent.

Parents face additional challenges, some old, some new: relating in sensitive, practical ways to an ever-developing young person; establishing for their offspring the right mix of freedom and guidelines; finding adequate affordable child care, if both parents work; deciding how much and what kind of television—and other electronic media—to permit; dealing with adolescents subjected to unprecedented pressures to engage in risky behaviors, let alone to prepare for a career and absorb cultural changes. (The influence of peers on teens also is more extensive than ever before.) Add to this mix that in American society adults do not assume much responsibility for other people’s children.

The “sandwich generation” also has to deal with aging parents. On average, parents now live many years after their children are grown, with everyone trying to adapt to the circumstances of two sets of adults.

Neighborhoods are either extremely heterogeneous or extremely homogeneous. Your city is probably in the throes of major upheavals—isn’t it always? Political deadlocks have become the regional and national norm. All are angry at somebody—some “them” ruining life for the rest of “us,” whether by being too selfish or too profligate with public funds, or by exerting wrong opinions on whether governments should regulate behaviors in areas like school prayer and abortion. How can we rebuild the sense of community everyone needs?

At present, we acutely need homes and communities that support us better. From her study of working parents, the sociologist Arlie Hochschild has concluded that homes and communities have become so stressful for many Americans that they are escaping into work. Home has become so much “work” that work seems like “home.”

This bewildering mix of new circumstances is affecting people who may have relocated far from family and old friends. While relocation is nothing new—frequent moves to new places have always been the rule in American life—this mobility dramatically reduces our already newly fragile support systems. Between 1985 and 1990, 46.5 percent of Americans moved—9.7 percent to a different county, another 9.4 percent to a different state. Recent figures show less mobility, but as the result of earlier large migrations, many Americans already are separated from friends and kin. How—and where—are we to get the kind of support from others needed for good mental and physical health?

We Need Help Building Good Relationships

Circumstances have changed. We need supportive relationships more than ever. Have we developed better ways of achieving that? If the participants in our workshops are any indication, we’d have to say no.

Over and over, workshop participants share with us how they’re going about building or maintaining relationships, unaware how their behaviors got them in trouble:


Melanie, from New York, an effervescent mother of a five-year-old daughter: “There’s a character issue here. I need to teach my kid to respect me.”

“Do you discipline her?”

“Sometimes. Then I try to make up for the other times I haven’t.”

Karen, a rather shy fifty-year-old woman from Florida: “My husband really makes me mad when he assigns me tasks during one of our presentations without first checking with me.”

“Do you let him know how you feel when he does this?”

“No. Our marriage has been pretty rocky recently. I don’t want a divorce.”

Paul, a successful entrepreneur from Canada: “We ended up screaming at each other. But I can’t let her walk all over me. I’m not her hired hand, you know.”

“Did screaming help?”

“No.”

Danielle, a schoolteacher from North Carolina: “Ted is impossible. I can’t talk to him.”

“Do you set aside time for that?”

“No.”

“Do you have any strategies for getting a conversation going?”

“No.”

Carolyn, a young lawyer from Colorado: “My parents really hurt my feelings by saying they were coming to see me last weekend and then calling to cancel at the last minute.”

“Did you let them know?”

“Well, kind of. I haven’t returned any of their phone call messages since.”



In each case, the person involved was driving the other person farther away.

Unique Times Require Unique Solutions

In each of the examples just given, the outcome would have been much better if the participant had practiced the Lifeskills we’ll be teaching you—identifying personal thoughts and feelings, next carefully observing the exact circumstances, and then evaluating the situation. After deciding what, if any, actions were called for, each participant could probably have salvaged these situations.

If we are to live well in the unprecedented circumstances of modern life, we need to acquire additional skills. None of the individuals just described were “losers.” To the contrary, they were successful in many aspects of their lives and highly interested in improving their relationships. Yet the combination of the unique times they are living in and their presently-outdated set of life skills was overwhelming them.

Now the crux of the argument. Given the demanding modern situation, if we are to succeed in relationships—a state of being necessary for good mental and physical health—we need to substitute acting deliberately for “doing what comes naturally”: to understand ourselves and others; then to act effectively.


2. First, Know Thyself


Oh wad some power the giftie gie us
To see oursels as ithers see us!
It wad frae monie a blunder free us,
   An’ foolish notion.

Robert Burns
“To a Louse,” st. 8



At the start of most journeys into new territory, your best first step is to determine exactly where you are at the out-set. Consider the questionnaire in this chapter as a compass to help you map where your relationships are right now. You also will see how you rate on the relationship-damaging characteristics of hostility, depression, and stress.

We’ve based our questionnaire on several standardized questionnaires. To measure relationship quality, we have used the Interpersonal Support Evaluation List developed by Carnegie-Mellon psychologist Sheldon Cohen. We’ve used questions adapted from the Hostility Questionnaire in our earlier book, Anger Kills, to assess hostility. Questions to assess depression are adapted from the CES-D scale developed by the Center for Epidemiological Studies of the National Institute of Mental Health. Stress, on the job and elsewhere—as reflected in demands and in the control one has over how one meets them—is gauged by a set of questions developed by Redford’s Duke colleague, Ilene Siegler, based on Robert Karasek’s work in Sweden.

Read each question, then circle T for “True” or F for “False.” With some questions, both True and False may seem equally correct for you. This reaction is normal; go ahead and choose the answer more likely to be correct. Take as much time as you need, but remember that your first thoughts usually reflect your true feelings. Try to avoid choosing a response that reflects how you think you should act or feel. To thine own self be true.

One cautionary note: These questions offer black-and-white scenarios. You may be temperamentally unsuited to making choices that fail to shade subtleties or consider particular circumstances. If you are like this, focus extra energy on keeping the log described in Chapter 5, as this provides a second compass.

Go ahead now and take the test. You can either circle answers here in the book or place the numbers 1 to 114 on a sheet of paper, writing True or False after each number to indicate your answer. The scoring key is at the end of the questionnaire.

The Relationships Questionnaire


	When a teenager drives by my yard with the car stereo blaring acid rock, I can feel my blood pressure starting to rise.
      T    F


	There are several people that I trust to help solve my problems.
      T    F


	During the past week, I was bothered on three or more days by things that usually don’t bother me.
      T    F


	If my haircutter were to trim off more hair than I wanted, I’d let him or her know in no uncertain terms.
      T    F


	If I needed help fixing an appliance or repairing my car, there is someone who could help me.
      T    F


	When I’m in the express “twelve items only” line at the supermarket, I almost always glance ahead to see if anyone has more than twelve items.
      T    F


	Most of my friends are more interesting than I am.
      T    F


	During the past week on three or more days I did not feel like eating; my appetite was poor.
      T    F


	At work the pace is usually very hectic.
      T    F


	Most homeless people in large cities are down and out because they lack ambition or self-discipline.
      T    F


	There is someone who takes pride in my accomplishments.
      T    F


	At times in the past when I was very angry with someone, I have, on occasion, hit or shoved that person.
      T    F


	When I feel lonely, there are several people I can talk to.
      T    F


	During the past week there were three or more days when I felt that I could not shake off the blues even with help from my family or friends.
      T    F


	When I read in the news about drug-related crime, I wish the government had better educational and drug-detoxification programs, even for pushers.
      T    F


	There is no one that I feel comfortable talking to about intimate personal problems.
      T    F


	The AIDS epidemic is largely the result of irresponsible behavior on the part of a small proportion of the population.
      T    F


	During the past week I felt that I was just as good as other people more than half the time.
      T    F


	Apart from work, the pace of my life is very hectic.
      T    F


	When arguing with a friend or relative, I find profanity an effective tool.
      T    F


	I often meet or talk with family or friends.
      T    F


	When stuck in a traffic jam, I quickly become irritated and annoyed.
      T    F


	Most people I know think highly of me.
      T    F


	When a really important job needs to be done, I prefer to do it myself.
      T    F


	If I needed a ride to the airport very early in the morning, I would have a hard time finding someone to take me.
      T    F


	During the past week there were three or more days when I had trouble keeping my mind on what I was doing.
      T    F


	My work is very demanding.
      T    F


	I usually prefer to keep my angry feelings to myself.
      T    F


	I feel as if I’m not always included by my circle of friends.
      T    F


	If another driver butts ahead of me in traffic, I’ll drop back to avoid him or her.
      T    F


	There really is no one who can give me an objective view of how I’m handling my problems.
      T    F


	I felt depressed on three or more days during the past week.
      T    F


	If someone treats me unfairly, I am apt to keep thinking about it for hours.
      T    F


	There are several different people I enjoy spending time with.
      T    F


	When the cars ahead of me on an unfamiliar road start to slow down and stop as they approach a curve, I usually assume someone up ahead has had a fender bender or worse.
      T    F


	I think that my friends feel that I’m not very good at helping them solve their problems.
      T    F


	During the past week there were three or more days when I felt that everything I did was an effort.
      T    F


	I’ll usually try to correct another person who expresses an ignorant belief.
      T    F


	I experience being at home or engaging in leisure activities as very demanding.
      T    F


	It doesn’t bother me to be in slow-moving bank or supermarket lines.
      T    F


	If I were sick and needed a friend, family member, or acquaintance to take me to the doctor, I would have trouble finding someone.
      T    F


	When someone is being rude or annoying, I can get rough with him or her.
      T    F


	If I wanted to go on a trip for a day (for example, to the beach or country), I would have a hard time finding someone to go with me.
      T    F


	During the past week I felt hopeful about the future more than half the time.
      T    F


	Every time an election year rolls around, I learn anew that politicians cannot be trusted.
      T    F


	If I needed a place to stay for a week because of an emergency (for example, the water or electricity was out in my apartment or house), I could easily find someone who would put me up.
      T    F


	Whenever an elevator stops too long on a floor above where I am waiting, I soon start to feel irritated.
      T    F


	I have no one with whom I can share my most private worries and fears.
      T    F


	When I am around someone I don’t like, I find it hard not to be rude to him or her.
      T    F


	During the past week there were three or more days when I felt my life has been a failure.
      T    F


	When I see a very overweight person walking down the street, I wonder why such people are so lacking in self-control.
      T    F


	If I were sick, there would be almost no one to help me with daily chores.
      T    F


	When riding as a passenger in the front seat of a car, I try to be alert for obstacles ahead.
      T    F


	There is someone I can turn to for advice about handling problems with my family.
      T    F


	During the past week I felt fearful more than half the time.
      T    F


	When someone criticizes something I have done, it makes me feel annoyed.
      T    F


	I am as good at doing things as most other people are.
      T    F


	When involved in an argument, I can feel my heart pounding and I breathe harder.
      T    F


	If I decided one afternoon that I would like to go to a movie that evening, I could easily find someone to go with me.
      T    F


	There were three or more nights during the past week when my sleep was restless.
      T    F


	I have a lot of privacy at work.
      T    F


	When a friend or coworker disagrees with me, I am apt to get into an argument with him or her.
      T    F


	When I need suggestions on how to deal with a personal problem, I know someone I can turn to.
      T    F


	When someone else is speaking very slowly during a conversation, I am apt to finish his or her sentences.
      T    F


	If I needed an emergency loan of one hundred dollars, there is someone (friend, relative, or acquaintance) I could get it from.
      T    F


	It’s fear of being caught that keeps most people from sneaking into a movie theater without paying.
      T    F


	During the past week I was happy more than half the time.
      T    F


	Hearing news of another terrorist attack makes me feel like lashing out.
      T    F


	In general, people do not have much confidence in me.
      T    F


	When talking with my significant other, I often find my thoughts racing ahead to what I plan to say next.
      T    F


	Most people I know do not enjoy the same things that I do.
      T    F


	At times in the past when I was really angry, I threw things or slammed a door.
      T    F


	There is someone I could turn to for advice about making career plans or changing my job.
      T    F


	During the past week there were three or more days when I talked less than usual.
      T    F


	At home or during leisure activities off the job, I have a lot of privacy.
      T    F


	The little annoyances of everyday life often seem to get under my skin.
      T    F


	I don’t often get invited to do things with others.
      T    F


	When I disapprove of a friend’s behavior, I usually let him or her know about it.
      T    F


	Most of my friends are more successful at making changes in their lives than I am.
      T    F


	During the past week I felt lonely more than half the time.
      T    F


	I have very little control over how I spend my time at work.
      T    F


	When checking in at an airline ticket counter, I generally leave the seat assignment to the agent.
      T    F


	If I had to go out of town for a few weeks, it would be difficult to find someone who would look after my house or apartment (the plants, pets, garden, etc.).
      T    F


	I feel grouchy some of the time during nearly every day of the week.
      T    F


	There is really no one I can trust to give me good financial advice.
      T    F


	During the past week there were three or more days when people were unfriendly.
      T    F


	If someone bumps into me in a store, I am apt to feel irritated at the person’s clumsiness.
      T    F


	If I wanted to have lunch with someone, I could easily find a person to join me.
      T    F


	When my significant other is preparing a meal, I keep an eye on things to make sure nothing burns or cooks too long.
      T    F


	I am more satisfied with my life than most people are with theirs.
      T    F


	I enjoyed life more than half the time during the past week.
      T    F


	At home and during leisure activities, I don’t have much control over how I spend my time.
      T    F


	If a friend calls at the last minute, pleading he or she is “too tired to go out tonight,” and I am stuck with a pair of twenty-dollar tickets, I will tell my friend how inconsiderate he or she is.
      T    F


	If I were stranded ten miles from home, there is someone I could call who would come to get me.
      T    F


	When I recall something that angered me in the past, I feel angry all over again.
      T    F


	No one I know would throw a birthday party for me.
      T    F


	Many of the people I see walking around shopping malls are just wasting time.
      T    F


	It would be difficult to find someone who would lend me their car for a few hours.
      T    F


	During the past week I had crying spells during three or more days.
      T    F


	When someone is hogging the conversation at a party, I make it a point to put him or her down.
      T    F


	If a family crisis arose, it would be difficult to find someone who could give me good advice about how to handle it.
      T    F


	When I have to work with incompetent people, it ticks me off to have to put up with them.
      T    F


	I am closer to my friends than most other people are to theirs.
      T    F


	During the past week I felt sad more than half the time.
      T    F


	I have very little latitude in making decisions at work.
      T    F


	When my spouse (boyfriend/girlfriend) is going to get me a birthday present, I usually prefer to pick it out myself.
      T    F


	There is at least one person I know whose advice I really trust.
      T    F


	When I hold a poor opinion of someone, I will probably let him or her know about it.
      T    F


	If I needed some help in moving to a new house or apartment, I would have a hard time finding someone to help me.
      T    F


	During the past week there were three or more days when I felt that people disliked me.
      T    F


	In most arguments, I am the angrier one.
      T    F


	I have had a hard time keeping pace with my friends.
      T    F


	During the past week I could not “get going” on three or more days.
      T    F


	At home or in my leisure activities, I have very little latitude in making decisions.
      T    F




The most direct indicator of the quality and quantity of your relationships is your score on the forty social support questions. Your total social support score is made up of four distinct sorts of support:


	Emotional support—the degree to which you have someone to help in dealing with emotional problems.


	Belonging support—the degree to which you have a network of family and friends to do things with.


	Tangible support—the degree to which you have someone to help in meeting material needs, like a ride to the airport.


	Self-esteem—the degree to which your relationships boost self-worth.




To evaluate emotional support, give one point for each of these answers:




	2-T
	63-T



	16-F
	73-T



	31-F
	85-F



	48-F
	101-F



	54-T
	107-T






To measure belonging support from networks of family and friends, give one point for each of these answers:




	13-T
	59-T



	21-T
	71-F



	29-F
	77-F



	34-T
	88-T



	43-F
	96-F






To score tangible support, give one point for each of these answers:




	5-T
	65-T



	25-F
	83-F



	41-F
	94-T



	46-T
	98-F



	52-F
	109-F






To tally self-esteem, give one point for each of these answers:




	7-F
	69-F



	11-T
	79-F



	23-T
	90-T



	36-F
	103-T



	57-T
	112-F






Add up components for your total social support score:




	Emotional support
	_____



	Belonging support
	_____



	Tangible support
	_____



	Self-esteem
	_____



	 
	_________



	Total social support
	_____






The higher your social support score, the better your relationships. If your total score is less than 28 out of a possible 40, bettering the quality and quantity of your relationships probably will improve your health and well-being. To locate any problem area, look over your scores on the components. If all are 7 or less, you need to work on all aspects of your relationships. On the other hand, if one component is clearly lower than the others, that component is presumably the one you need to focus on. How to improve the quality and quantity of your relationships—from the closest to the most distant—is what the rest of this book is about.

The low energy and sense of hopelessness characteristic of depression can impair relationships. To score your level of depression, give yourself one point for each of these answers:




	3-T
	60-T



	8-T
	67-F



	14-T
	74-T



	18-F
	80-T



	26-T
	86-T



	32-T
	91-F



	37-T
	99-T



	44-F
	104-T



	50-T
	110-T



	55-T
	113-T






If your depression score is 5 or higher, your level of depression is probably detracting from your relationships. Again, the skills you will learn about in the rest of this book will help you overcome the drag that depression can impose on your ability to build and maintain good relationships. By using these skills to improve relationships, you may diminish the depression as well.

Hostility consists of cynicism, which leads you to mistrust the motives of others; frequent anger in everyday interactions with others; and aggression directed toward others. These characteristics obviously can impair relationships.

To score your level of cynicism, give yourself one point each for these answers:




	6-T
	53-T



	10-T
	66-T



	17-T
	70-T



	24-T
	82-F



	35-T
	89-T



	45-T
	97-T



	51-T
	106-T






To profile anger, give yourself one point for each of these answers:




	1-T
	68-T



	15-F
	76-T



	22-T
	84-T



	33-T
	87-T



	40-F
	95-T



	47-T
	102-T



	56-T
	111-T



	58-T
	 






To tally your level of aggression, give yourself one point each for these answers:




	4-T
	62-T



	12-T
	64-T



	20-T
	72-T



	28-F
	78-T



	30-F
	93-T



	38-T
	100-T



	42-T
	108-T



	49-T
	 






Now you can add up your total hostility score:




	Cynicism
	_____



	Anger
	_____



	Aggression
	_____



	 
	___________



	Total hostility
	_____






If your total hostility score is higher than 16, your level of hostility is probably impairing relationships. Your cynical attitude, angry feelings, or aggressive behavior may need work. The skills you will learn in the rest of this book will help you control your hostility.

Finally, stress on the job and off can leave you without the emotional or physical resources to build and maintain good relationships. To score your level of stress at work, give one point for each of these answers:




	9-T



	27-T



	61-F



	81-T



	105-T






To measure your level of stress at home and during leisure, give yourself one point for each of these answers:




	19-T



	39-T



	75-F



	92-T



	114-T






A score of 3 or more on work or home and leisure stress suggests that stress in these areas may be impairing your relationships.

If you scored in the low range—less than 28—on social support, it’s probable you’ll find you scored high on depression, hostility, and/or stress, as research we will review later indicates that these tend to cluster in the same individuals. And if your income level and/or educational attainment are low, it’s more likely you will score low on social support and high on the other psychosocial risk factors.

If you scored high in any of the categories profiled, you may have health problems, too.


3. Relationships Matter! The Scientific Evidence for Effects on Our Health


When you can measure what you are speaking about, and express it in numbers, you know something about it.

William Thomson, Lord Kelvin



Relationships matter.

Redford, along with many, many other scientists, has been intensely involved in mind-body research throughout his career. After nearly three decades, he is reporting to you with confidence the verdict of modern science: Poor relationships with fellow humans can damage your own physical health. The news isn’t all bad, however. At least for patients with heart disease and cancer, interventions that lead to improved relationships can also improve your health.

Let us say at the outset that not all illnesses result from poor relationships. Many factors—genetic makeup, environmental pollutants, and lady luck among them—influence health. Do all you can to stay healthy, but don’t blame yourself if you become sick.

A NOTE TO THE READER: We recognize that some readers are not interested in the detailed scientific evidence. “You’re the expert,” they say. “Just tell me the bottom line, and I’ll take your word for it.” If you are of similar mind, you might want to skip right now to the story “The Prince and the Pauper (Updated and with Apologies to Mark Twain)” that begins Chapter 4. Then, if you like, you can come back and skim the more detailed scientific story in this chapter and Chapter 4.

On the other hand, if you prefer to review the evidence yourself read on, as Redford chronicles two decades of mind-body research.

For several decades, I and other mind-body researchers have been trying to pinpoint those psychosocial risk factors that damage health. For the most part, we have focused on one feature at a time, with some scientists trying to show that personal characteristics such as hostile personality or depression harm health, while others concentrated on damaging social environments—like lower income, poor social ties, or jobs that impose high strain on the worker.

From the perspective of my long research career, I can now see some patterns in the mind-body research findings:


	The psychosocial factors now known to damage health—lack of social support, hostility, depression, high-strain jobs, low socioeconomic status—do not occur in isolation, but tend to cluster in the same individuals and groups, where their health-damaging effects are compounded. All of these psychosocial risk factors adversely affect, both directly and indirectly, the quality and quantity of our relationships.


	Research has identified both biological and behavioral accompaniments that are likely to mediate the health-damaging effects.


	This clustering of psychosocial risk factors and associated health-damaging biobehavioral characteristics could stem from the tendencies of both genetic and environmental factors to reduce brain levels of the neurotransmitter serotonin.


	Encouraging recent research indicates that patients with heart disease or cancer live longer when they receive psychosocial treatments aimed at reducing the health-damaging impact of these psychosocial risk factors. All of these health-enhancing psychosocial treatments favorably affect, both directly and indirectly, the quality and quantity of the patients’ relationships.




Psychosocial Risk Factors and Health: Epidemiological Evidence

Epidemiologists study groups of people to discern any associations between various characteristics (termed risk factors) and the incidence of developing (or dying from) various diseases. Thus, epidemiologists in the renowned Framingham Heart Study found that people who had high blood pressure, were smokers, or had high blood cholesterol levels when first observed were more likely to suffer or die from a heart attack when followed over the next several years. Thanks to their painstaking, meticulous research, smoking, high blood pressure, and high blood cholesterol levels are now recognized as physical risk factors for coronary heart disease. Similarly, mind-body researchers have used the epidemiological approach to document the increased risk of health problems among persons with various psychosocial characteristics. I’ll discuss each of these characteristics below.

Lack of Social Support

Can support from others improve your health? To determine this, researchers have measured any of several variables:


	a sense of being accepted by others


	the support believed to be available, if needed


	the support actually received


	the recipients’ perceptions of that support and their satisfaction with it




Some studies measure material help, like whether participants could ask someone for a ride to the doctor’s office, and other studies look at the less tangible support that comes from feeling valued. We shall use the general term social support to refer to all of these definitions.

Almost all of the studies, no matter what method of measurement is used, concluded that social support affects physical health. A twenty-nine-year study of nearly seven thousand healthy persons living in Alameda County, California, found that those who reported fewer community social ties such as club memberships or church attendance were more likely to die from coronary heart disease, cancer, and other major illnesses. This increased risk of dying could not be explained by higher levels of the physical risk factors. Thus, something else about those who are less well-connected with their fellow humans is responsible for their higher death rates.

Social isolation also affects the prognosis of patients who already have coronary heart disease. In one study of heart attack victims, the cardiologist Robert Case and his colleagues at Columbia University found that those who lived alone were twice as likely to die or have another heart attack within two years following their first heart attack. In a follow-up study of patients with coronary disease at Duke, we found that fully half of those who were very isolated—unmarried patients saying they had no one they felt they could confide in—were dead within five years, while during the same time span only 17 percent of those with either a spouse or confidant (or both) died. In both studies, these higher death rates among socially isolated heart patients could not be explained by any differences in the severity of the underlying heart disease.

Hostility

In addition to actual social ties, even the way people think about others can take a toll on their bodies. Duke psychologist John Barefoot surveyed doctors and lawyers who had filled out a psychological test in medical or law school in



Depression




High-Strain Jobs



Low Socioeconomic Status



Risk Factors Cluster, Causing Extra Harm



Impact of Depression, Social Isolation, and Income on Relative Risk of Dying

Alameda County Study




	

	

	






Our Bodies Under Stress




	

	

	

	

	

	




The Stress Response in Modern Life














	

	

	

	

	

	



How Do Psychosocial Risk Factors Contribute to Disease?





The Role of the Brain




	

	

	

	

	

	


















Improving Relationships Improves Health

















	

	

	

	





OEBPS/images/Will_9780307557421_epub_L03_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Will_9780307557421_epub_L02_r1.jpg









OEBPS/images/Will_9780307557421_epub_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Will_9780307557421_epub_tp_r1.jpg
L ifeslei//s

FEight Simple Ways to Build
Stronger Relationships,

Communicate More Clearly,
and Improve Your Health

Virginia Williams, Ph.D.,
and
Redford Williams, M.D.

(=S

THREE RIVERS PRESS
i YORK





OEBPS/images/Will_9780307557421_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Will_9780307557421_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
LIFESKILLS

Eight Simple Ways to Build

Stronger Relationships,
Communicate More Clearly,

and Improve Your Health

Virginia Villiams, Ph.D.,
and
Redford Williams, M.D.





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





