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To Rebecca, my wife and best friend.
Thank you for believing.
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Introduction

We seem to be obsessed with relationships. Whether it’s the endless stream of magazine articles detailing the latest celebrity gossip, the buzz in the office about so-and-so and their partner, or the long chats with friends about the state of your union, how we get on with others, and how others get on with others, seems to be an inexhaustible subject of interest.

I spend a good proportion of my working life helping people with their relationships, so I’m not surprised. Most people find relationships hard, and yet they’re probably the single most important thing in life to get right. If you live in a supportive, loving state of intimacy you live longer, healthier, happier and more successful lives. No wonder we obsess about how to achieve such a state.

So why do we find it so difficult? After all, the human race has been a two-person relay from the beginning, so you’d think we’d have it sussed by now. In this book I’m going to explain why we find it hard, and how you can turn the things that cause relationships to be difficult into the very things that build the life together you’ve always wanted.

To do this, I want to share with you what I’ve observed in the many couples who’ve sat in front of me; many going through the kind of pain and distress that is unique to the threatened loss of love, because I’ve noticed the same thing again and again: overwhelmingly, most people don’t separate because they don’t love each other; they do it because they can’t live with each other.

Opposites seem to attract . . . and then drive each other mad. It’s taken me years to understand why this is so.

The introduction is (hopefully) the first part of the book that most of you will read, but it’s the last part that I write, so as I contemplate what you’re about to experience set down on these pages, I’m feeling a lot of hope: the hope that you’ll find here something that will make you nod in recognition at yourself and the relationships you’ve had or are currently having, and learn some things that will enable you to create a fulfilling and rich life with someone you love. I absolutely believe that this is possible, and that the person you currently love is likely to be someone you can learn to live happily with.

There is, however, always a danger when you try to put people into boxes and describe them. We all know each of us is unique so can’t be totally predictable, but we do have preferences in the way we see things that are identifiable in many situations – like whether you tend to be left- or right-wing in politics, or prefer the company of lots of people or something more intimate. So I’m going to talk about the tendencies I see most often causing the differences between people that we trot out as reasons for a break-up: ‘They didn’t understand me’; ‘They were always winding me up’; ‘They were too lazy/maniacal/anal/fluffy/undependable/boringly dependable . . .’ The list may seem endless, but the differences that drive them aren’t.

By reading this book, I intend to get you thinking about how you relate to people and to teach you how to do it better. While its focus is on intimate relationships, the benefits will be far broader – because if you can learn to relate clearly with your partner, then your friends, colleagues and bosses will be a doddle.

The differences between people that I’m going to be focusing on are the ones that fly largely beneath the radar. I’m expecting you to nod in recognition at them, and wonder how you never realised their importance in the daily impact on the way you live your life and run, or ruin, your relationships. I’m going to teach you to identify them in you and your partner, and how to turn how they cause you problems into what brings you closer.

Make no mistake, I intend for this book to change your emotional life for the better.

At the same time, while it’s my fervent wish that reading this helps you to sustain and enrich a relationship you want to work, I know from working with my clients that reading this might also lead you to realise that your time together as a couple has run its course – that what ultimately separates you should separate you – and enable you to go through with it with the minimum of damage and hurt. I hope that’s not the case, but it happens sometimes in my therapy room, so it’s bound to happen here. That doesn’t mean that you, or the relationship, is a failure.

Within our culture, we have an unspoken assumption that relationships are only successful if they last a lifetime. So many of us punish ourselves for ‘failing’ because the love we shared didn’t fulfil the ‘Til death us do part’ promise. But does that need to be true? I’ve been in several relationships that were very successful, for a time, and what ultimately left the scars was the clinging on after the reason for being together – the initial attraction – had worn thin and we had insufficient understanding of each other’s needs to find fulfilment in what was left. Instead we stumbled on, blaming each other for what was missing, and hurting each other in our own pain. If we had seen the endings as the conclusions of successful, but not lifelong, relationships, I think we’d have managed the partings with more grace. In fact, if we’d understood each other better, perhaps the break-ups wouldn’t have had to happen at all.

But again, that won’t always be the case: some relationships are meant to be a sprint, not a marathon. By this measure, I’ve been in three long-term relationships that were successful but not lifelong, and a few short-term, but still successful, ones. And if I’d seen them in those terms sooner, I wouldn’t have struggled with their endings in the way I did. So I hope within this book you find a means of seeing exactly what you have with your partner; whether it’s enough to be worth the journey and, if it’s not, that the ending can be the beginning of something else that’s good for both of you.

A contributing factor in how we feel about our relationships is typified in the way Hollywood focuses on two stages of relationships for its storylines: the burning, white-hot intensity of early love, and the burning, hurt-hot intensity of the ending. What wouldn’t tend to sell tickets would be a film about the warm, middle stage of a relationship when passion is at least partially replaced by contented intimacy and shared hopes; when something is beginning to emerge between two people that is greater than just the sum of their desire it can be a lovely thing to be in, but not a very exciting thing to watch. And this emphasis on passion can persuade us that losing the rip-your-clothes-off-I’ve-got-to-have-you-now feeling is a sign that something is wrong, when it is more often just the natural consequence of the maturing of your union. In fact, instead of embracing this change, we more often look elsewhere for the re-ignition of the early fire. And, as for endings, it almost feels compulsory to turn love into hate and separation into drama. It doesn’t have to be this way.

A dear friend of mine, Gil Boyne, was a great therapist for over fifty years and he came to believe that we all suffer from a universal neurosis: that we don’t believe we’re lovable or deserving of being loved. I don’t believe there is any one thing we all suffer from, but I tend to see his point in most of my clients. If you feel unworthy, it’s going to lead to a host of issues in your relationship, from jealousy to clinginess, attempts to dominate and diminish your partner, pushing away anyone who starts to get close, or holding onto someone you no longer love because you fear there’ll never be anyone else. A good relationship is the best opportunity to heal these issues, and a bad one the best to make them fester. This book isn’t therapy for that, but being half of a great couple can be, so I hope that by using the knowledge contained here it will help, not just with your relationship to your significant other, but also with your relationship to yourself. By having a language to describe the interactions between you and your partner you’re more clearly able to see what problems are about you, what are about your partner, and why most don’t really matter. Understanding yourself is a big step towards loving yourself.

I’ve wanted to write this book for a very long time, and I spent a good portion of it searching for a way of describing relationship differences, which would be both appealing to you and make the point. Overwhelmingly, my focus in this book is to provide the tools to help you meet someone you’re attracted to and make it work from the beginning (once you’ve done the up-coming quizzes and read about which Lovebird you are, you can go to Part Three for some general advice on finding your suitable Lovebird type) or, if you’re already in a relationship, to create a deeper level of intimacy and understanding. And while there is nothing more serious than making our relationships work, there is nothing more likely to stop you reading than to write about them seriously, I hope what you find entertains as it educates.

Inspiration for how to write the book came from an unlikely place. One day, I was out walking with my dogs, Betty and Fred. They were still puppies, so progress was very slow as everything they discovered became their favourite thing. This gave me time to think about a couple I was working with, on the point of separation, who’d come to see me as a last-ditch attempt to salvage their relationship. Theirs was a classic example: two people who wanted to stay together, who believed they were doing their best to love their partner, but who were both feeling unloved and misunderstood. And I knew why: they were different.

I know that sounds simple and obvious. We know that people are different to us – and yet we so often treat them as if their needs and wants are the same as ours. So it was in this case: the husband was doing for his wife what he would like done to him to show his love, and she was busy doing for him what she so wished he would do for her. That’s got to be right, hasn’t it? We’re supposed to, ‘Do unto others as you would have them do to you,’ aren’t we?

In a word: no.

When you stop to think about it, you will probably find that you know or feel yourself to be loved because of certain things your partner does. Similarly, your partner knows he or she is loved by certain things you do. Guess what? If your relationship is failing, they’re probably different things: what you’re doing for your partner is what makes you feel loved (and means nothing to them), and vice versa. My couple were love-starved in the middle of each partner’s attempts to feed the other.

I had been searching for a good metaphor to explain this. My first attempt at a title for this book had the strapline: ‘How to live with the alien you fell in love with’, but this was a bit too much along the lines of Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus – and I disagreed with the premise that the problems with relationships are the differences between men and women, as gay couples who come to see me have the same problems as straight couples, so it’s not simply a question of gender. But despite the strapline not being right, it made the point – there are differences between us that often make it seem like we’re living with another species entirely, and this book is about the psychological preferences we each have that can lead to a number of differences between us and those we love, and how those differences don’t need to cause the conflict and distress they so often do.

So it might have been this train of thought that brought my attention to a couple of birds sitting in a bush. One was a robin, and the other was a dove. The robin was singing its heart out, while the dove was doing nothing very much at all. When you listen to a robin, you should always focus on the silence between the songs, because more often than not, you’ll hear a reply from another robin. They’re not singing; they’re having a conversation. The dove seemed completely unmoved by the beauty of the song, however, and it suddenly occurred to me that here was my metaphor. The differences between types of birds are blindingly obvious, presumably to them as much as us as they stick rigidly to their own in their choice of mates: robins sing to robins, doves cosy up to doves, peacocks hang out together and owls, well, owls do secret owl things.

But imagine if they didn’t. Imagine if a robin tried to relate to any other type of bird the way they do with other robins. Imagine a wren shacking up with a thrush. An emu with a blackbird? They’d soon be in the same state as people often are, feeling unheard, misunderstood, ignored and unloved, and there would be bird divorce lawyers with a branch in every tree. (Vultures, probably.)

So I’m going to use the metaphor of different birds to help represent the differences I perceive in individuals that I think cause most of the difficulties so many of us experience in our love lives. I will use eight different types of birds to describe eight different types of people.

My method isn’t meant to be taken too seriously, however – think of each type as having a bit of overlap with the next one, to accommodate the infinite variety that is a person’s characteristics. (If you’re a bird watcher, you may grind your teeth at the liberties I’ve taken in describing the characteristics of particular types. Sorry, I only intend them as a means of easy reference, not a depiction of the bird itself. Please don’t set Bill Oddie on me.)

What this book is going to show you is how to recognise your partner’s love song, because the chances are you’re going to be a robin living with a kingfisher, or an owl trying to catch the eye of a dove. Opposites don’t need to drive us mad; you just have to learn to sing more than just your own song. And I’m going to teach you.

Finally, here’s a little joke that later you’ll see covers a lot of what I’m talking about (it’s important that you focus on the nature of the misinterpretation, not the gender of the participants):

Wife’s diary:


Richard was acting weird tonight. We had made plans to meet at a nice restaurant for dinner. I had been shopping with my friends so I thought he was upset at the fact that I was a bit late, but he made no comment on it. He didn’t say a single thing about the new dress I was wearing. Conversation wasn’t flowing, so I suggested that we go somewhere quiet so we could talk. He agreed, but he didn’t say much. He didn’t take hold of my hand when we walked back to the car; he kept his hands in his pockets and looked down the whole way.

I asked him what was wrong. He said, ‘Nothing.’ I asked him if it was my fault that he was upset. He said he wasn’t upset, that it had nothing to do with me, and not to worry about it. On the way home, I told him that I loved him. He smiled slightly, and kept driving.

I can’t explain his behaviour. I don’t know why he didn’t say, ‘I love you, too.’ When we got home, I felt as if I had lost him completely, as if he wanted nothing to do with me any more. He just sat there quietly, and watched TV. He continued to seem distant and absent. Finally, with silence all around us, I decided to go to bed. About fifteen minutes later, he came to bed. But I still felt that he was distracted, and his thoughts were somewhere else. He didn’t hug me or say goodnight. He fell asleep; I cried. I don’t know what to do. I’m almost sure that his thoughts are with someone else. My life is a disaster.



Husband’s diary:


A four putt – who takes four putts to sink a ball? My life is a disaster.




PART ONE

Differences that make a difference


We’ve been raised in an age where the movies drip-feed us the ideal of the perfect love: that just around the corner is ‘The One’, who will tip orange juice over us in Notting Hill, or emerge dripping from a pond, and sweep us off to a better life. Most of us at some time or another have had the experience of falling madly and deeply in love, a place where for a time – sometimes a long time – we believe we have found what all the fuss is about. Then the gloss begins to dull. Did he always have that annoying way of cleaning his teeth? Did she moan about my mates at the beginning?

It isn’t long before you’re saying to your friends, or at least yourself, ‘I don’t know what I saw in him in the first place’ or ‘It took a while for her true colours to show through’ and for you to be saying to your partner, ‘I just need a little space’ (without you in it) and, ‘Maybe we just need some time apart’ (like the rest of our life).

It’s been estimated by evolutionary psychologists that for most of the time that our species has been on the planet, couples would only stay together for about six years – roughly the length of time it takes to raise a child to a point where the mother and child could survive independently. It lends a certain sense to the seven-year itch. Within those six years, very little space would have been available for ‘quality time’, as the couple would have been too busy hunting for food, avoiding predators, keeping their children safe and finding shelter. Back in those days, the average life expectancy was about twenty-five years (so there was less scope for getting into trouble or forgetting anniversaries): you got together, you had kids, you fought to raise them for a few years and then either split or succumbed to the perils of the world. I suspect our ancient ancestors spin in their graves at the very mention of the words ‘quality time’.

Most of us now have the luxury today of living in a bubble of security that gives us the room to have expectations of happiness with the perfect partner who will ‘fulfil us’ – expectations that wouldn’t have occurred to even our great-grandparents.

What we’re left with is a mismatch. We’re not evolved for monogamy – that’s just a cultural thing – and our genes don’t select a partner according to how likely they are to fulfil us. Unconsciously, things are a lot simpler than that. The question our unconscious asks first is: who will provide good genes for my child, and will they make a good father/mother?

This takes us a long way from what we think we’re looking for when we look around for a prospective mate. For example, what do you think first attracts you to someone? Their eyes? Their smile? Their car? Nope. Their smell. That’s pretty ironic considering the billions we spend every year dousing ourselves with something to attract mates, but it’s no less true. Professor Robert Winston was the subject of a televised experiment where he and six women had their blood tested for six genes that are markers for their immune systems. The women then slept in a T-shirt for two nights that were then placed in separate jars. Professor Winston was invited to sniff each jar and rate them for attractiveness. An interesting thing happened: unerringly, he rated them in direct relation to the dissimilarity between his genetic markers and those of the women. In other words, he was most attracted to his opposite. This makes perfect evolutionary sense: if your child has the broadest possible immune system, it’s more likely to survive what life throws at her or him.

I mention this only to highlight just how unconscious our mate selection system is. As the philosopher Blaise Pascal said, ‘The heart has its reason, whereof reason knows nothing.’

When Cupid – i. e. your unconscious – points its bow at someone, it releases a cascade of chemicals in your body, the best known of which is oxytocin, the so-called ‘love chemical’. This hormone is involved in bonding and building relationships. It’s released in large quantities in the brains of new-born babies and their parents, as well as in the brains of two people falling in love. It’s been shown to activate an ancient area of our brain below our thinking systems, even below our emotional areas. It’s also the part of the brain that becomes active when we take something like cocaine – love affects us like an addiction, it’s the highest of natural highs, and it shares similar characteristics to obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD). We can’t stop thinking about that person, we lose appetite, our sleep gets disturbed and we act in ways that are geared towards getting a reciprocal response to the love we feel. And if we don’t get that response, often we do more of what isn’t working with that person, like stalking, bombarding them with texts or poking them on Facebook (you know, the things that tend to endear you). In a way, it’s not your fault, as oxytocin makes you a bit obsessive – hang out with the mother of a new-born to see how single-mindedly focused she is on her offspring if you don’t believe me.

In a situation of requited love, it’s estimated that we’re actually a bit nuts for about eighteen months, but at least we’re nuts about each other, that’s only annoying to . . . everyone else. Then things calm down a bit, and the tint on the rose-tinted spectacles starts to lighten. Things we may have found endearing now start to grate. Changes we hoped for in our partner don’t materialise despite our best coaching, and our eyebrows may begin to twitch in sympathy with those raised by our friends when first confronted by our choice of partner.

This is where the work begins. We’re waking up out of our love trance.

Scientist Helen Fisher suggests that we move through three phases of attraction: lust, romantic love and long-term attachment. The first two tend to get all the headlines, but it’s the latter by which we tend to judge our success in relationships as we get older. Why? Maybe because it’s so hard to do. Without the mainlining thrill of oxytocin keeping us in a love-fog that obscures from view what we’re really getting into, we can be left with the after-party moment of waking up beside someone eighteen months into the relationship (at the latest), and asking ourselves, ‘Did I really?’

I mentioned in the introduction that most couples I see, and all I help, aren’t struggling with each other because they don’t love each other; just that they don’t understand each other or feel valued. I think the selection of differences goes beyond immune systems, and embraces aspects of personality, too. This book isn’t so much for people who are like each other – generally I find people who are tend to rub along quite happily together (there’s a saying that people like people who are like them), although there are some tips for those people, too. No, this book is for those of you who look at your partner and shake your head at what they do or don’t do that upsets, annoys or bothers you.

But, here’s the thing: everyone has reasons for doing what they’re doing; they’re just not your reasons.

One of the great flaws in us humans is that we know we think, but we don’t think about how we think, and we assume that how we do it is how everyone else does it. Newsflash! That’s not so. There are differences in the way you and your partner interpret and interact with the world that have a major impact on how you get on. The trouble is, we keep making the mistake of thinking that our partners think like we do, and see the world the same way. This means that when the person you love does something you don’t like, or doesn’t do something you would like, you tend to behave as if it’s a deliberate thing to annoy or disappoint you. Over time the dripping tap of these disappointments can build into a tsunami of frustration and rage that sweeps the love out of sight and leaves you surrounded by the debris of failure. And solicitors’ fees.

The good news is that it doesn’t have to. If you were attracted to someone in the first place then you have chemistry on your side, and I’d put some trust in that. All things being equal, the oxytocin might diminish in quantity, but its work will have been done in terms of bonding you to your partner. What weakens those bonds subsequently, in my opinion, is the conflict you feel between the love you have, and the negative emotions that arise from living with someone you don’t understand, or who you feel doesn’t understand you. If my friend Gil Boyne is right and we do carry within us a doubt about our self-worth, then it’s not surprising that our partner’s ‘not getting us’ carries so much weight on the love scales. ‘My wife/husband/partner doesn’t understand me’ is a deserved cliché; we smile when we hear it in a bar, but it’s a cliché because it drives so many people into the arms of someone who they hope will understand – and hence value (love) – them better. And they’ll probably be disappointed again.

In my opinion (and you can take it as read that from here on in everything you read is just my opinion, so I don’t have to keep writing that), being understood – and understanding your partner – is purely a question of communication, and I’m about to teach you the language in which to communicate. Living with someone you love, successfully, isn’t easy, but it is possible. And creating a sense of mutual understanding of the weirdness of each other, and hopefully an appreciation of it, can be something that leads to a greater sense of worth in yourself, too.

How this book is arranged

In a moment I’m going to ask you – and your partner, if you have one, and if they’re sharing this book with you – to complete a quiz. It comes in two parts: the first part is to put you into one of two nests (you see how I’ve begun with the bird analogies already?). In the language of the book, the answers you give to the quiz will place you either in the ground-bird nest, or the sky-bird nest.

A thing I want to stress from the beginning is that there is no type that is better or worse than the other in any way: there are no ‘good’ birds and ‘bad’ birds, there are just consequences; so do your best to give an answer as honestly as you can, rather than one you think will put you in the best light. I’ll explain about the differences between sky-birds and ground-birds after you’ve answered the following questions.

Quiz 1

When you’ve completed the quiz, circle the ‘G’ or the ‘S’ letter in the grid below that corresponds with each answer.


1. Which is most true of you?:

(a) I like most things to be done a certain way

(b) As long as things get done it doesn’t matter much

2. Is it worse to:

(a) have your head in the clouds?

(b) be in a ‘rut’?

3. Do you tend to be more annoyed when:

(a) people do something the wrong way?

(b) people insist there’s a right way?

4. Are you more interested in:

(a) what is actual?

(b) what is possible?

5. In doing ordinary things are you more likely to:

(a) do it the usual way?

(b) do it your own way?

6. I am better at working with:

(a) the big picture?

(b) the detail?

7. Are you more attracted to:

(a) sensible people?

(b) imaginative people?

8. Do you:

(a) prefer to look for patterns and go with your gut instinct?

(b) prefer to systematically work through problems?

9. When asked a question would your friends say you:

(a) tend to be brief?

(b) tend to go into detail?

10. Would you say you are best at:

(a) strategy and ideas?

(b) organisation and planning?

11. Is it better to:

(a) deal with what comes up as it comes up?

(b) prepare for any eventuality?

12. Are you more:

(a) methodical?

(b) creative?

13. What’s worse:

(a) to be unprepared?

(b) to be over-prepared?



[image: Image Missing]

Now add up the total number of S and G responses and insert each number in the box below. If you have more of the letter S circled, you are predominantly sky-bird; if you have more of the letter G circled, you are more of a ground-bird! (What this means is explained below.)

Scores
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One of the best-known ways of describing differences in the way people think is the Myers-Briggs Personality Inventory. It’s been used on over thirty million people, and aspects of it became integrated into an area of neuro-linguistic programming (NLP) called metaprograms. NLP was originally developed by Richard Bandler and John Grinder as a means of describing an individual’s way of seeing the world (and the different ways individuals do so), and using the knowledge that came from it to help people gain control of their own behaviours. Metaprograms are just a set of descriptions of particular differences – such as the differences you’ve just answered questions to identify.

Ground-birds and sky-birds

As I mentioned, ‘G’ stands for ground-birds and ‘S’ for sky-birds: the names I’m giving to what, in Myers-Briggs and NLP, they term as sensors and intuitors.

Ground-birds

These people are the sensors: those more likely to trust information that is concrete rather than speculative. They’re much more comfortable with what exists now, rather than what might happen in the future, and value what they can touch – they’re big on living in the ‘real world’. If you ask them for information they’ll probably deluge you with it; they love to get down in the detail of things. Ground-birds like things a certain way: their way. They have rules for most things, use the word ‘should’ a lot – as in ‘you should do it this way’, ‘you should have been home on time . . .’ etc, and treat transgressions of their rules as the act of a mad person or someone deliberately trying to put a crimp in their day, i. e. they can overreact to a breach of their rule book. (Only yesterday, for example, my wife watched me feed the dogs and told me that I was doing it wrong: meat should go in the bowl before the biscuits. I’d got to fifty-two years old without realising there was a ‘best’ way of feeding a dog.)

In their careers, ground-birds will be excellent at organising things and making sure something runs smoothly. They need to be careful because if they get overworked their tendency is to work even harder rather than delegate – think Monica in Friends. In a management role, they can be prone to micro-managing, and if they rise far enough to take on a strategic role they might struggle. As parents, they can be a little controlling but everything is done for a good reason. Usually theirs. (And I didn’t really mean usually.)

If there’s someone in the house who knows where everything is, it’ll be the ground-bird. I was looking for examples of the different types in well-known characters from film and TV, and two genres came to mind, mainly because I’m a fan. In Star Trek, Scotty is a great example. He knows everything about the Enterprise, can navigate the wiring diagram for it with his eyes closed, and knows exactly how much power he can give the captain to play with. Similarly, if we think of great detectives, then Poirot or Miss Marple come to mind: painstakingly connecting together little clues until the finger points in only one direction, both only trusting hard evidence, and having no time for fanciful theories. They only announce their conclusion when they’re absolutely sure.

Sky-birds

The intuitors, the sky-birds, on the other hand, trust information that is more conceptual or abstract. They go with their hunches, are turned on by possibilities and tend to spend more time in the future than in the reality of the present. They like looking for connections between things and seek the bigger picture – partly because it keeps them away from dealing with detail, which bores them senseless. Because they avoid detail, they can be quite poor at keeping tabs on bill paying and the like, and will read something enough only to get the gist of it, which might mean they miss reading the one thing to which they really needed to pay attention. (If they’re helping you build a flat pack wardrobe, for example, you’ll barely see them look at the instructions, as they’ll just expect to be able to figure it out. And there will always be some screws left over at the end.) They can repeat the same errors because they don’t create systematised responses to things; they just go with what comes up. If you ask them for information, you’re likely to get quite a short, ‘in a nutshell’, kind of response. They’re poor at following rules. While they might be attracted to the idea of them, and accept the need for them, they lack the attention to detail that makes following them systematically possible. Whoever said ‘rules are for the guidance of the wise and the blind obedience of fools’ was a sky-bird. The person who hit him over the head for saying it was a ground-bird.

At work, they can be guilty of slacking if given something that is menial or boring. And because that is what starting at the bottom usually entails, they can seem like late bloomers, but it’s actually only that it takes a while to reach a level where their strengths – usually creativity and vision, which are what people who head companies are usually paid to provide – come into play. Once they find their aptitude matching their role, then they can really seem to transform in front of your eyes. Sky-birds can be great to work for if you value your freedom because they are happy to give you a direction and then leave you to do the job your way. The downside of this is that through this macro-managing, things can go wrong because they don’t keep track of the small stuff – if they have a subordinate who doesn’t thrive without closer supervision, then problems can occur. As parents, they can be a little too laissez-faire, letting the kids roll along without paying enough attention to whether they’re rolling in the right direction. Think Joey in Friends.

If I continue with the Star Trek theme, Captain Kirk is a sky-bird. He wants to boldly go and explore new galaxies, and he hasn’t a clue about what poor Mr Scott has to do to get him there. But if the universe needs saving by seeing how to make a nuclear weapon out of three matchsticks, a shoe lace and a pair of pants, he’s your man; sky-birds are great at innovation and putting things together in new ways. When it comes to detectives, then Sherlock Holmes is a prime example: making connections between such seemingly unconnected bits of information that his conclusion almost seems magical – and yet on other occasions, being oblivious to the mundane things that are under his nose.

Ground-bird and sky-bird differences

When it comes to detail, the difference between these two types could be summed up in the following conversation:

Ground-bird: ‘Weren’t you on holiday the same time I was?
 Did you have a good time?’

Sky-bird: ‘Yes, I did. It was great. How about you?’

Ground-bird: ‘Well, we always have a holiday at this time because it doesn’t get too expensive, and this time we went to Florida. We booked with BA and took a package that let us explore a little, so the first day we . . .’

Both people have answered in the style of their type, and both will feel their response is appropriate to the question. However, because the way we do things is clearly the right way (or we’d do it differently), it’s very easy to label negatively people who respond in a way you wouldn’t. In this case, the ground-bird might feel that the sky-bird was a bit aloof and evasive by answering as succinctly as they did, while the sky-bird, after the first couple of minutes of the blow-by-blow recollection of Florida, might feel themselves losing the will to live and think the ground-bird a boring windbag. Neither is necessarily true – they’re just different. If you listen to politicians you can often tell which nest they flew from, too. Martin Luther King’s ‘I have a dream’ speech is pure sky-bird, big-picture oration, while someone like ex-Prime Minister Gordon Brown was more comfortable talking about the nuts and bolts of economic reality. Interestingly, a King is more exciting and inspiring to listen to, but they’d need a Brown-type figure somewhere working out how exactly to get to the promised land.

My first wife was a ground-bird and I’m a sky-bird (I probably made that obvious from my descriptions of the types). In the evening, we’d sit reading our books before bedtime, and at a certain point she would turn to me and say, ‘How’s your book?’ I’d say, ‘It’s great, thanks.’ Then, with a sinking heart, I’d say, ‘How about yours?’, knowing it would then lead to a twenty-minute update of her latest bodice-ripper. If I had known at the time about ground- and sky-birds (or sensors and intuitors), I might have listened with more patience.

Because ground-birds have quite fixed ideas about how things should be, it can often seem as if their partner is a project, someone to be viewed as a work in progress, a soul to be saved. And the sky-bird is likely to continually frustrate them in their efforts. In my mind, that’s a good thing for any sky-bird living with a ground-bird because, as one of them, I have a theory that if we became who our ground-bird partner is trying to change us into, they’d lose interest and no longer respect us. (In a way, frustrating them is in their best interests; I just hope my wife doesn’t read this bit.)

Don’t think of these two types as me trying to fix people to one telegraph pole or another; think of the idea as two poles linked by a wire with people somewhere in between the poles. Some will be sitting on the pole, most on the line closer to one pole than the other, and some will be right in the middle.

To make my point, I’ve tended to exaggerate my descriptions, so it sounds as if everyone is strongly one way or another. When it comes to the quiz, the higher your score, the more likely it is that my exaggerations will describe you accurately. The closer you come to sitting in the middle of the wire, the more I’d advise you to read the bird types at both ends, and how they combine with your partner’s type. I’ll explain more a little later.

Now we’ll find out a little more about you to help us identify your Lovebird type.

Quiz 2

For each of the following statements, please place a number 1–4 next to every phrase. Use the following system to indicate your preferences:

4 = Closest to describing you

3 = Close to describing you

2 = Less close to describing you

1 = Least close to describing you

To come to a decision:


1. __I habitually talk to myself in my head (T)

__I need to talk things through with other people (So)

__I go with my gut feeling (F)

__I like to see everything clearly in front of me (Si)



At parties:


2. __I hate having to stand around, I like to be comfortable (F)

__I hate it when the music is so loud it’s hard to talk (So)

__Half the fun is having the chance to dress up (Si)

__I get bored making small talk (T)



To find my way:


3. __I prefer to look at a map myself (Si)

__Things seem clearest when someone describes them to me (So)

__I really need to have been there before (F)

__I need the route to make sense in my head (T)



When listening to an argument I go with:


4. __What feels right (F)

__Which way sounds the best (Si)

__What looks best to me (So)

__What makes most sense (T)



What I tend to enjoy most about holidays is:


5. __The sights (Si)

__Visiting places interesting to me (T)

__The chance to relax (F)

__The opportunity to talk to different people (So)



What attracts me is:


6. __The way someone looks (Si)

__The way they make me feel (F)

__A good listener (So)

__Someone who is interesting (T)



What turns me off is:


7. __A horrible voice (So)

__A bore (T)

__Someone who is scruffy (Si)

__A cold personality (F)



I learn best:


8. __From hands-on experience (F)

__From watching someone or something (Si)

__By getting the chance to discuss things (So)

__By making sense of the subject (T)



I find it hardest to:


9. __Listen to music I hate (So)

__Sit somewhere really uncomfortable (F)

__Have to do something that doesn’t make sense (T)

__Wear something that doesn’t suit me (Si)



STEP ONE:

Copy your answers from the test to the lines below.


1. T__

So__

F__

Si__




2. F__

So__

Si__

T__




3. Si__

So__

F__

T__




4. F__

Si__

So__

T__




5. Si__

T__

F__

So__




6. Si__

F__

So__

T__




7. So__

T__

Si__

F__




8. F__

Si__

So__

T__




9. So__

F__

T__

Si__



Totals

Enter the number you put for each question in the grid below.
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STEP TWO:

Now compare the total scores with each other and write Si, F, So and T below in their corresponding descending order: e. g. if you have your highest total for F, then that will be the letter you put in 1st place.

1st_____ 2nd_____ 3rd_____ 4th_____

What was that about?

Another idea from NLP is that people tend to have a preference for which sense they pay most attention to, dividing people into the categories of visuals (seeing), auditories (hearing), kinaesthetics (feeling) and a fourth category of people who pay most attention to their own thoughts: to what is going on inside their head as a result of what is going on outside. These are usually described as auditory digitals. (Catchy, huh? In this book I’m calling them thinkers.)

So, the quiz you’ve just taken will have identified you as a sight bird, a song bird, a feeling bird or a thinking bird. Again, none is better than any other. I do find that sight and feeling birds are most common, followed by thinking birds, with song birds being the rarest – some estimates I’ve seen put them as low as 10 per cent of the population.

You’ll see from the list below that I’ve created the eight types of bird and grouped them as either ground- or sky-birds: i. e. birds that tend to spend most time hopping around the garden, or sitting high in a branch (my apologies again to anyone with even a passing interest in birds, I know that several I’ve chosen can be seen doing both; it’s strictly a metaphor).


		Ground-birds	Sky-birds

	Si – Sight bird	Peacock	Swift

	So – Song bird	Robin	Nightingale

	F – Feeling bird	Swan	Dove

	T – Thinking bird	Kingfisher	Owl



By matching the two quiz results you’ve taken, you’ll be able to see which Lovebird you are. If you came out with little difference between ground- and sky-bird in quiz 1, then it might help you to read more than one of the types – i. e. if you came out a song bird in the second quiz and evenly balanced as a ground- or sky-bird in the first quiz, then I think you’ll find it useful to read about both the Robin and the Nightingale in Part Two, and how both types get along with your partner’s type in Part Four. And if you don’t have a partner at the moment, I suggest you go to Part Three. From your reading, you should be able to extract a mixture of things that apply to you, and discard others that don’t.

Similarly, if your top type in quiz 2 is close to your second type – let’s say you’re a ground-bird and got 30 for thinking bird and 28 for sight bird, then you might like to read about both Kingfisher and Peacock, and how each one relates to your partner’s type in Part Four. If you came close in both quizzes, and so did your partner, you’ve got a lot of reading to do, but it’ll give you lots to talk about.

I suggest you read your own(and your partner’s) Lovebird profiles in Part Two, answer the questions I ask at its end, and then find your combination in Part Four. Within each combination in this chapter there are two headings: ‘Cuckoos in the nest’ highlights the potential challenges and drawbacks they might face, while ‘Feathers for the nest’ gives some ideas about do’s and don’ts that will help a couple work more harmoniously together. In Part Five, I give you some things to do over the next couple of months to really focus both of you on understanding yourself and each other like never before, and making that understanding the basis and birth of a more enriching relationship.


I created the quizzes you did earlier so you’d have an easy way of identifying yourself and your partner, but clearly it’s not going to be convenient on a first date to whip out a questionnaire before you decide if it’s worth staying for the main course. (Let’s face it, whipping out anything on a first date is a high-risk strategy.) Instead, there are ways you can pick up clues during a normal conversation that I use every day and that, with a bit of practice, you can too.

When a couple come into my therapy room, I’m beginning to look for Lovebird indicators from the very beginning, and they fall into roughly three categories: their eye movements, the words they use and how they say them. Let’s begin with the eyes.

The eyes have it

It’s long been recognised that eyes are an important source of information about a person, from the idea that they’re a window to the soul or the notion that having them too close together is a sign of a lack of trustworthiness, to the belief that some people’s gaze is hypnotic. Eyes attract us.

I mentioned NLP earlier (the system developed as a way of describing an individual’s way of seeing the world, and the different ways they do so). It has an interesting model that, while controversial, I have found extremely useful. It suggests that when we are thinking in particular ways our eyes go in meaningful directions.

Let me use a short example of a session with a couple, Joe and Sarah, to highlight what I mean:

Joe and Sarah settle into their chairs in front of me, both looking a little nervous, Joe looking at Sarah more than she does him. She’s mainly looking at the floor, to her right.

Me: ‘Have you been to see someone like me before?’

Sarah keeps her eyes on the floor and just shakes her head. Joe looks up at the ceiling for a moment and then looks at me: ‘Yes, we went for a few sessions at Relate.’

Me: ‘Good, what did the counsellor have to say?’

Sarah blushes slightly, shoots me a glance and then says, with her eyes once more on the carpet, ‘My feeling was that he sided with Joe and just thinks that I’m precious and it’s all my fault.’

Joe looks at the ceiling again, and then his eyes flick to the side. ‘I don’t see the session that way. He said some things about me too; that I’m too demanding of your time and get jealous for no reason.’

Me: ‘Jealous? What about?’

Joe looks down at the floor and then back up to the ceiling. ‘Well, when other men look at her I don’t like it, and I think sometimes she likes the blokes in her office a bit too much, as she always seems to be working late.’

Sarah stays looking at the floor for a moment and then looks at Joe angrily. ‘You’re so stupid. It’s my job and it’s a building company – of course there are blokes working there. I don’t do anything to make you jealous, you just wear me down with it.’

And we’re off.

I really enjoy helping couples improve their relationship and, as you can see, it’s often in quite incendiary circumstances. (Unfortunately, couples don’t usually seek help when they’re at the beginning of the slippery slope to separation; they normally wait until they’re hurtling at full speed.)

So, what have I noticed so far about Joe and Sarah?

If I said, ‘What colour is your front door?’, most people would visualise their door in order to answer the question. According to the NLP model, as you do that, your eyes will look upwards. When you think in pictures, your eyes look skyward. So far, Joe has looked towards the ceiling quite a lot, which is an early indicator that he may be a sight bird. It’s too early to tell if he’s a Swift or a Peacock.

Sarah, however, has looked mainly at the floor. You know how people say, ‘What’s the matter with you; you’re really looking down?’ The words we use are often more literal than we think. When people are in the grip of an emotion – and the stronger it is, the more likely this is to be true – they look down, especially for negative emotions like sadness, anger, jealousy or hurt. Why else would we say, ‘Never mind, things will look up’?

When feeling an emotion, most – about 90 per cent of people – look down to their right. There is a strong correlation between this and people being right-handed, because most of the 10 per cent who look down to the left when they’re feeling are left-handed. So far, it looks as if Sarah might be a feeling bird, but it’s early days and I don’t like to rush into labelling anyone.

There are two other directions the eyes travel that are important. At one point, Joe’s eyes flicked to the side for a moment. When people access sounds, like recalling a past conversation or the words of a song, their eyes will tend to look levelly to one side or the other. Mostly this is quite a quick movement, so it’s easy to miss, but some people will look away for longer periods of time.

The last direction is looking down and to your left. For the majority, it’s where people go to talk to themselves: any time people are busy having a conversation in their head, their eyes are likely to be looking down at the floor to their left – unless they’re one of the (mainly left-handed) 10 per cent of the population who look here for feelings, in which case they’ll look down to their right for this ‘self-talk’ option.

The really important point I want to stress is that all of us look in all of these directions during conversation; it’s just that most of us will look in one area more than the others, i. e. we’ll habitually ‘think’ in either a visual, sound, feeling or self-talk style more than any of the others.

What this means is that Peacocks and Swifts will look upwards most when talking for any length of time, Nightingales and Robins will look sideways, Swans and Doves will look down to their right, and Owls and Kingfishers will look down to their left. It sounds odd, but bear this in mind during your next coffee break. Watch people’s eyes while they talk – I think you’ll be amazed how quickly you realise that people’s eye patterns do have a relationship with what they’re talking about.

[image: Image Missing]

As I converse with Joe and Sarah, I’m matching what they’re saying to where their eyes go to get an understanding of their style of thinking. Both might say ‘I just get so angry sometimes,’ but Sarah will look to the floor and Joe will look to the ceiling as they do so. What might be happening here is that Joe is seeing a picture of what makes him angry, while Sarah is focusing more on the feeling itself. This will mean, for Sarah, that the image of the event is fainter or out of her awareness – she knows Joe makes her angry, but won’t be able to give examples of why as quickly as he can. She probably could if I got her to look up as she felt the feeling.

By the same token, someone who looks sideways when talking about their last argument is probably going to have a better recall of what was said than someone who looks down or skyward. It’s not about who has a better memory, so much as who has a better memory for what needs recalling in that particular event.

For example, feeling birds are often poor spellers, because you can’t really feel how to spell a word: you have to see it or hear it. Thinking birds will be great at working out the order in which things happened, while seeing birds will remember the face of the waiter who served you on your first date, but not their name, while the hearing bird will be more likely to remember his name but not quite be able to picture him.

There are many other interesting things to notice about eyes, and here are a few more that might just make you go, ‘Oh, that’s why they do that!’

Some people, particularly sight birds, close their eyes while they’re thinking – even if that’s in the middle of a conversation. It can be a bit disconcerting, not to say weird, to be on the receiving end of, but it’s normal for them. Because the same part of the brain is used to process the visual information coming in through our eyes as the pictures we imagine in our head, closing our eyes often cuts down on distractions. Imagine they’re using their eyelids as a projector screen to put their thoughts onto so they can see them more clearly.

Other people have a very strong ‘look to talk’ rule. If you had a parent who insisted on, ‘Look at me when I’m talking to you’, then it’s likely that you’ll feel it’s rude to not do so. This can involve having to follow your partner into the kitchen to continue your conversation or, worryingly for the passenger, turning to look at the person sitting beside – or even behind – you while you’re driving. Taken to extremes, these can be the people who look at you throughout a conversation without ever breaking eye contact or blinking. If it feels as if they’re looking straight through you, they are, in a way: if they don’t feel okay to look away while they think, they’ll usually defocus as they look at you and project the picture they want to think about somewhere in between you. It can make them seem a bit spaced out or inattentive. Most will be sight birds, but some may just have been taught this as children.

Many hearing birds find looking at something blank helps them to hear better. Sounds bizarre, doesn’t it? Years ago, when I was an instructor at the police college in Hendon, I noticed that some students would either stare out of the window, or at the wall or the floor while I was teaching. Naturally, I assumed they weren’t paying attention, yet when I tested them they invariably demonstrated that they were – just not in my way. It taught me that ‘Look at me when I’m talking to you’ doesn’t necessarily lead to the person hearing what it is that’s being said.

Listen very carefully . . .

Words are the things we use to communicate our thoughts to others, so it’s not surprising that there might be a link between the way we think and the words we choose to describe our thoughts. Let’s go back to Joe and Sarah to show you what I mean:


Me: ‘Joe, tell me a little about what’s going wrong between you.’

Joe: ‘Where do I start? As far as I can see, I can’t do anything right. I try to show her my feelings by bringing her flowers, or buying her something she’d look nice in, but I can tell by her face that she doesn’t like them.’

(I’m deliberately condensing the phrases he’s using to demonstrate my point, which is, if you read what he says, how many words relate to seeing, looking, or in some way, using his eyes to know things.) Many words describe information using particular senses, and there is a great range of choice. For example, asking Sarah the same question, she responds with:

Sarah: ‘He’s just really dragging me down. Nothing I do for him is right and at the moment being with him just feels like wading through treacle.’



Notice how she’s describing what’s going on in physical terms? A sight bird might say, ‘We really see eye to eye’; a sound bird might say, ‘We’re on the same wavelength’; a feeling bird, ‘We just clicked’; and a thinking bird, ‘We just make sense as a couple.’ Again, I want to stress that someone saying any of these phrases doesn’t automatically place them in a particular Lovebirds nest; all of us use phrases from across the sensory board. What I’m listening for, however, over a period of five to ten minutes, is whether someone uses more from one type than another – and does that correspond to the way their eyes are going? The more the two support each other, the more confident I can be as to which type I identify them as.

This knowledge can be a fantastic help in gaining rapport, because people respond to people who are like them. If Joe talks to me in seeing-bird language, I respond using the same types of words, and swap to feeling-bird expressions with Sarah. With her, I hope to get her to feel that ‘we’re connecting’, while for Joe, that is ‘I can see where he’s coming from’. I teach each couple these principles so they can begin to incorporate them into the way they relate to each other. If your partner says to you, ‘I can’t see what you’re saying’, in my opinion they’re usually being literal – they can’t translate your words into a picture. You just repeating what you said, but a bit louder, really isn’t going to help: you need to change what you’re saying into words that will suit them. Everyone knows they think, but most people don’t think about how they think, and beginning to recognise these differences can make a huge difference to the quality of your communication.

I haven’t mentioned Owls and Kingfishers yet. They will tend to use words from all sensory systems, perhaps favouring those of the Lovebird that came second in quiz 2, but they do have certain words that they use more than other people: ‘That makes sense’ is a common one, because that is core to their thinking. They’ll often talk of concepts and notions and systems, because how things fit together is important to them, but overall I find watching where their eyes go to be a stronger indicator than the words they use.

Here are some phrases that are most commonly used by particular types, just so you can start to get to grips with them (which is obviously a feeling-bird phrase).
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Nor is it only the words a person uses that can be an indicator of their Lovebird type – it
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