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To my children. For all the moments we’ve shared,
and for every moment yet to be. My love for you is endless.




Disclaimer

This book is for general information and educational purposes only and does not constitute medical, health or mental health advice. It is not a substitute for professional psychological help or therapy. It does not address individual circumstances and as such does not create a psychologist–client relationship. Readers are advised to consult their own licensed medical and or mental health advisors whose responsibility it is to determine appropriate intervention. Any reliance on the information contained in this book is at your own risk. All personal stories and examples are either anonymized or are composites to protect privacy.
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Introduction

There are tools that can change your life. They’re made up of therapy skills that help you through whatever’s been hard. They’re here in these pages, and I’m offering them to you with warmth, care and respect for whatever you’ve been through.

For most of us, the hardest struggles live quietly inside. But over time, they start to ripple outward, shaping how you feel, how you show up and how you handle the people and situations you face in life. Those struggles might come from that quiet inner voice – the one that whispers you’re not enough, or keeps bringing up old pain, or casts a future filled with doubt. It might be the weight of self-criticism, unfair expectations, unhealthy comparison or the pressure to meet everyone else’s needs. It might be that you’ve been pushed to your limit – by others, by pressure or by patterns that you’re tired of repeating. Or maybe, you sense that something isn’t right, and you’re ready to stop pretending it is.

These feelings can be heavy, but they also open a door. I know how common these struggles are, and that’s why I wrote this book, to help you take charge of your inner world. At its heart, it’s a practical guide, full of therapy tools and psychological skills that give you something solid to hold onto when life feels overwhelming. So, wherever you are right now, this book is a space to pause. A moment to sit quietly, like you would with a friend, and gently untangle the knots that have formed over time. It’s an invitation to reconnect with yourself, to understand your inner world, and come back to who you already are. So that you can start to live life with more intention, clarity and care for yourself.

I’ve spent more than twenty years working as a psychologist. Pretty early on, I began to notice consistent patterns – ten themes that kept showing up in what people shared with me and in what I observed. These weren’t random or surface-level issues. They were, and still are, the places where so many of us get lost: how we see ourselves, how we choose our path, how we show up with others, how we hold onto ourselves, and what really matters through it all. That’s how this book is shaped: ten areas that influence everything else. Ten emotional landmarks that help you live with more understanding, compassion, intention and genuine connection. It’s around these that I’ve built your Tools for Life. Once you learn them, you can carry them with you forever. They’ll help you with all those parts of being human you can’t avoid. You can’t escape yourself, and you can’t escape other people, so the most empowering thing you can do is learn to live with both in a way that feels right for you.

This book begins where everything begins – with how you see yourself. Because who you are, and the story you carry about yourself, colours everything. Then we’ll move into how you define your path – your identity, your values – the inner compass that helps you walk in the direction that’s actually yours. From there, we’ll look at how you can stop fearing rejection. How to set healthy boundaries that protect your energy and peace. How to speak up, even when it feels uncomfortable. We’ll look at the pull to people-please, the gnawing guilt that creeps in when you say no, and how to gently step out of it. We’ll talk about conflict, and how to navigate it without losing yourself. We’ll unravel the grip of unhealthy comparison and the quiet envy it brings into your life, so that instead of feeling stuck or small, you can feel inspired to grow and make the changes you want. You’ll learn how to protect yourself from harmful, toxic behaviours others might throw your way, and how to begin healing when you’ve been hurt by others. Whether the pain was inflicted intentionally or the lingering ache of unreturned feelings, the kind that brings longing and limerence, you’ll find ways to move forward with closure and self-respect. Without tending to these ten core areas, it’s easy to lose your way. Sometimes you end up building walls where you want open doors, suppressing your voice when it matters most or mistaking manipulation for love and care. You might never truly know or value the incredible person you are, someone who can live life on their own terms.

It’s natural to feel that the path to change is out of reach, especially when life has left deep marks. So many people ask me if we’re the way we are because we’re all traumatized, as if that means we’re stuck and there’s no hope for change. And it’s true that for many of us, life does leave its mark in some way. But what I know for sure is that you’re not broken, and you’re definitely not beyond change. The patterns you’re stuck in may not be your fault, but they are your responsibility to change, especially if they’re causing you pain. Regardless of what’s happened in your past, you can create the life you want. You’re not locked into an old blueprint, and you’re not defined by the hardest parts of your story. Our brains – and our hearts – have this incredible capacity to change. With the right kind of guidance, self-awareness and experiences you can reshape how you are. Yes, it takes work and it takes time. But it is absolutely achievable. I’ve poured everything into making this guidance as accessible as possible, because you deserve the chance to reshape your life in the ways that matter to you. I know not everyone gets the opportunity to sit with a clinical psychologist. Therapy can be hard to access, whether it’s navigating health system criteria or the cost of going private. That’s exactly why I wrote this book: to offer you the expertise you deserve, bringing evidence-based psychology and meaningful insight, free from those barriers and here for you when it matters most.

Understanding is the first step to change. The next is gentle, consistent practice. That’s why I’ve filled these pages with meaningful exercises; they’ll help you turn insight into change and bring you closer to where you want to be. It’s a great idea to have a journal or digital notepad ready to jot down your thoughts, feelings, reflections, breakthroughs and the actionable steps you’ll take as you forge a new path forward to reshape the way you relate to yourself and others. You don’t have to read this book in a straight line from start to finish. You might skip to the parts you need most. You might sit with a chapter for a while, or skim through one and come back for more later. You might read it all at once, and even come back to read it all again. There’s no right way to walk this journey, so go with what feels best for you. Let’s begin – from wherever you are right now . . .




Part One

How You’ve Become Who You Are

Change begins with awareness, noticing what’s been shaping you, and how it’s made you who you are. That’s where our exploration begins, by looking inward. Reflecting on who you are and how you came to be that way. Because none of it is by accident. Your genetics, your temperament, your personality. How you were raised. The culture you grew up in. Your attachment style. And your life experiences, the highs, the lows, the hurts, the opportunities you had or didn’t have. All of it has left a unique mark, some of it in ways you might not even realize. In the chapters ahead, I’ll walk you through these influences one by one. Each one helping you piece together a clearer understanding of yourself. We’ll start with the very first influence: the biological roots of temperament and personality, and how genetic wiring shapes us from the very beginning.




Chapter 1:

How Genetics, Temperament and Personality Shape You

We all come into this world wired in our unique way; this is our temperament. It’s the natural way you respond to things, and it’s the patterns that have been there since you were a baby. It shapes the way you learn, interact with others and process emotions. Temperament is shaped by a mix of genetics, your environment, how you’ve been treated and the experiences you’ve had in life. Personality builds on the foundation of temperament, it’s a more detailed picture of who you are, your thoughts, feelings and behaviours, your unique way of being. Personality grows and changes over time, again shaped by many things, such as your upbringing, relationships, culture and any experiences that have left their mark on you. You can think of it like a garden: the soil is your temperament, the seeds are your experiences, and together they grow into your personality.

Even though temperament is partly genetically determined and informs personality, neither is completely fixed. We often think of genetics as the concrete blueprint for who we are, that we’re just stuck with it, but it’s actually more complicated than that. Earlier ideas that linked specific traits to single genes are now considered overly simplistic. Research has found that it’s not just one gene influencing personality traits but a whole network of genes working together.1 This mixed effect makes it difficult to pinpoint exactly how genetics shape who we are. Research has also confirmed that genes don’t just work alone; how they’re expressed is influenced by the environment we grow up in, our experiences and our relationships.2 Our environment can influence the way our genes are expressed through a process known as epigenetics, with both positive and negative experiences influencing how our genes work.3 For instance, supportive and nurturing experiences can influence gene expression in ways that strengthen your ability to grow and adapt. On the other hand, stressful experiences can leave a different imprint, shaping how you respond to challenges. When these influences continue over time, they can lead to lasting changes in how genes are expressed, shifting the way we experience and respond to the world around us. This process of epigenetics shows how nature and nurture are constantly working together, reminding us that who we are is not set in stone.

So why am I telling you all this? Because it opens the door to a more empowering view of personal growth. This potential for transformation is at the heart of this book. Understanding this ability to transform is key to everything. As a human being how you are isn’t fixed, you have the ability to change and adapt, not just in your behaviour, but in who you are at your core, and how you live your life. You’ve probably come across someone you haven’t seen in a while and been struck by how much they’ve changed. Or maybe you’ve felt it in yourself or had someone point out that you’re not the same person you used to be. My bet is these changes weren’t accidental, they’ve grown out of everything you’ve lived through. And this is exactly what I’m talking about, the remarkable adaptability we have as humans to change and grow. We’re always evolving and growing based on what life throws our way, what we take from that and how much we take care of ourselves.

We all change through life, sometimes slowly, sometimes quickly, and sometimes in ways we don’t notice until much later. And it’s often those very changes that make people stop and ask, ‘Who am I?’ or ‘What’s my real personality?’ It’s such a natural question. Especially when you’ve been through a lot, or you no longer feel like the person you used to be. We’ve all seen the online quizzes or the ‘put a finger down’ videos on social media that claim to tell you your personality. But as a clinician, I can tell you that identifying personality is much more complex than that. It involves an in-depth analysis of a person’s life history, relationships, behaviour patterns and psychometric testing, often done over multiple sessions. All of that is then pulled together to identify personality traits, styles, patterns or even a possible personality disorder. This book isn’t about that kind of formal assessment though. It’s not about labels or fitting yourself into a box or judging yourself. It’s about awareness. A starting point for self-reflection. So, below you’ll find a general list of personality traits, grouped by thoughts, feelings, actions and relationship patterns. Just reflect on what resonates with you, and how these traits show up in your life. This is simply a way to notice what’s there, it’s not to define you in any fixed way, but to help you get to know yourself better.

How you think

Creative: You have a natural ability to think outside the box and come up with unique ideas.

Reflective: You take time to think about your experiences and what they teach you.

Self-aware: You’re in tune with your own emotions and behaviours, knowing what drives you and where you can grow.

Open-minded: You’re willing to consider new ideas and viewpoints without judgement.

Versatile: You have a broad range of skills and can easily switch between different things.

Pragmatic: You take a practical, no-nonsense approach to problems and focus on things that work.

Analytical: You approach problems systematically and logically, seeking clarity.

Spontaneous: You enjoy acting on impulse and embracing the moment without too much planning.

Inquisitive: You have a curious mind and like to ask questions and learn new things.

How you feel

Persistent: You keep going, even when things get tough, and are determined to reach your goals.

Optimistic: You have a positive attitude and believe in good things happening.

Patient: You have a calm and composed attitude, even when things take longer than expected.

Resilient: You’re able to bounce back from challenges and work through them when things get tough.

Courageous: You face your fears head-on and are willing to take risks when you need to.

Grateful: You appreciate what you have and express thankfulness for the little things in life.

Joyful: You find happiness in everyday moments and share that joy with others.

Calm: You have a peaceful, composed presence, even in stressful situations.

Stoic: You remain strong and calm, even during difficult or painful experiences.

Reserved: You tend to keep your emotions and thoughts private and are cautious about people.

Neurotic: You experience intense emotions, worry a lot and doubt yourself, especially in stressful situations.

How you act

Adaptable: You find it easy to adapt to new situations and changes in your life.

Flexible: You can go with the flow and are comfortable making changes when necessary.

Disciplined: You have self-control and stick to your goals, maintaining focus and commitment.

Independent: You enjoy doing things on your own and are self-sufficient in many areas of your life.

Sincere: You’re genuine in your words and actions and express yourself honestly.

Dynamic: You’re full of energy and thrive in situations where change and action are common.

Resolute: When you make a decision, you’re firm in your choices and stand by them, no matter what.

Assertive: You’re comfortable expressing your thoughts and needs confidently.

How you relate to others

Empathetic: You have a deep understanding of how others feel and can easily connect with their emotions.

Tolerant: You’re open-minded and accepting of different views and ways of life.

Humble: You’re modest and appreciate the efforts of others, not seeking the spotlight for yourself.

Sociable: You enjoy connecting with others and feel energized by social interactions.

Agreeable: You have a warm, friendly and cooperative way with others.

Extroverted: You’re outgoing, confident and interactive in social settings, and enjoy being around people.

Charismatic: You naturally attract people with your charm.

Loyal: You stand by those you care about, showing support and commitment.

Gracious: You show kindness and politeness in all your interactions, making others feel valued.

Altruistic: You care deeply about others and feel a strong desire to help and support them.




Chapter 2:

How Attachment Shapes You

Attachment is the psychological bond you form as a baby, with the people who care for you in your early years of life. The attachment style that’s formed then influences your later relationships, emotional responses, personality traits and resilience. Attachment theory was first developed by John Bowlby, a British psychiatrist and psychoanalyst, and was later expanded by developmental psychologist Mary Ainsworth. Their research helped us understand how important those early relationships are.4 Attachment is built on three main ideas:


	We’re wired for connection – from the moment we’re born, we instinctively look for someone to connect with to help us feel safe and cared for.

	Our early experiences create mental maps – from these, we learn how relationships work, how we expect to be treated and how to treat and interact with others.

	A strong, safe bond builds confidence – when we feel secure and supported, we’re more likely to feel brave enough to try new things, trust people and handle the challenges of life.



Attachment theory suggests that we all develop one of four primary attachment styles. One of these is secure, while the other three are insecure. Studies differ in their findings, but on average, it’s reported that around 51.6% of people have a secure attachment, while approximately 48.4% fall into the insecure attachment category, which includes avoidant, anxious/resistant and disorganized types.5 But here’s the part I really want you to know: attachment style isn’t fixed. Even if right now you relate more to an insecure attachment style, it’s entirely possible to move towards a more secure one. This shift is known as earned-secure attachment, and you’ll learn more about this as you read on. This isn’t a fifth attachment style, but more like a shift into feeling secure after starting out insecure. As you read through these attachment styles, take note of the one that resonates with you the most.

Secure attachment

A secure attachment is the healthiest form of attachment; it’s when you feel safe and comfortable with your caregivers, you trust them and you know you’re loved and cherished by them. You navigate relationships feeling safe, understood and valued. You have emotional intelligence and empathy, and you can set boundaries. You’re comfortable seeking comfort; you understand yourself and others. And you can balance assertiveness with affection. And because of all this, you tend to have the meaningful relationships that we all crave. You might hold beliefs like ‘I can comfort myself’ and ‘I am worthy of love and support’.

Anxious attachment

An anxious attachment happens when the attention and care you needed wasn’t always provided, it was inconsistent, sometimes you got it, other times you didn’t. When care feels off and on like this, you long for closeness, but you’re also scared it won’t last. Because of this, trust and feeling safe emotionally in friendships and relationships can be very fragile. You can be anxious about how you should behave with others, because you fear that you might push them away. You might over analyse your interactions, wondering if you said or did something ‘wrong’ that might make the other person not like you. You might be a people-pleaser, hold back when you want to speak up, or put your own needs aside just to keep others consistent and caring towards you. You might hold beliefs like ‘I feel like they don’t really care’ and ‘They’ll find someone better than me.’

Avoidant attachment

An avoidant attachment develops when those who are supposed to comfort you are emotionally distant and unresponsive, especially when you’re in distress and need comfort. When you have an attachment like this, you learn that trying to get help and support is pointless and that your needs are just going to be ignored. The need for connection doesn’t just vanish, though; it’s still there. But you learn to stop expecting your needs to be met; you might shut down emotionally, have a strong desire for independence and choose to depend on yourself instead of others. You might also build walls around yourself, pushing others away or keeping them at a safe distance to protect yourself from the disappointment of more unmet needs. You might hold beliefs like ‘I don’t need anyone’ and ‘I can handle things way better on my own’.

Earned-secure attachment

The earned-secure attachment fills me with hope, and I’m sure it will you too as you read on. Earned-secure attachment can develop after experiencing early insecure attachments. Even if you started out with insecure attachments, it’s possible to grow into a more secure way of relating.

With insight, time, effort, positive relationships, meaningful experiences, and the personal growth we’ll explore throughout this book, you can change things for yourself. Over time, this attachment ends up looking and feeling a lot like a secure attachment. Earned-secure attachment is the result of you finding your own way to a more secure, healthy place later in life, by making sense of your experiences, noticing how you relate to yourself and others, and gradually developing new, healthier ways of connecting with others. It’s called ‘earned’ because it comes from the effort you’ve put in, the reflection and growth that helped you get there. You’ve earned it through what you did.

When you reach earned-secure attachment, you develop a more stable and positive sense of self. You get better at understanding and caring for yourself and others. You learn to recognize when a situation or person is healthy and safe and also spot when it’s not. Your relationships feel more secure, and you’re comfortable being open. You find a good balance between closeness and being independent. You feel more content, and your mental health improves.

You can also make sense of your past experiences more clearly, because they no longer have the same deep sting in them. That doesn’t mean those memories suddenly disappear or that the emotions are gone; they’re still there, and they might still carry some sadness or pain. But over time, they become more processed, and things feel easier. It’s not that everything’s suddenly perfect or that all your struggles vanish. It’s just that the insecurity from your early attachment no longer has the same hold over you. It no longer creates the same kind of chaos or problems in your life. You’ve learned to manage it, and it no longer drives the same reactions it once did.

Over my twenty-plus-year career, I’ve had the privilege of witnessing countless people go through this extraordinary transformation, that has research backing it up!6 Earned-secure attachment is one of the most powerful reminders that change is always possible, even if your journey in life hasn’t been easy.




Chapter 3:

How Parenting Shapes You

Parenting shapes you in ways that are different from attachment. Attachment is about the emotional bonds you form with your caregivers; parenting is about the specific ways in which you were raised. It includes the rules you had or didn’t, the expectations placed on you, and the kind of guidance you were or weren’t given. There are four main parenting styles: authoritative, authoritarian, permissive and uninvolved, and each leaves its unique mark.

Even though most parents usually lean towards one parenting style, they’re not always a hundred per cent tied to it. Certain circumstances can sometimes cause small shifts in their approach, where they blend elements of other styles, most often authoritative, authoritarian and permissive. For instance, an authoritative parent might be more permissive in some situations, giving more freedom and choice, but become firmer when they think more discipline is needed. Authoritarian parents, though typically strict and controlling, may sometimes allow some leniency or flexibility in certain situations. And permissive parents might show some firmness when it comes to things they care deeply about. However, the uninvolved parenting style is often the most consistent one and is usually not combined with any of the other styles, because it lacks responsiveness altogether.

Authoritative parenting – balancing love, limits and growth

Authoritative parenting is seen as the most effective way to raise children, and it’s often considered the gold standard. Authoritative parenting is full of love, care, warmth and responsiveness. Children have a respectful relationship with their parents, who are a dependable source of help and support. These parents are a steady hand that guides rather than controls. They set clear boundaries, explaining why they matter. Open communication means children know they are heard and valued. It teaches children to think for themselves, not just follow orders, by helping them develop problem-solving skills. This type of parenting is about learning, with parents acting like mentors. They help children understand the reasons behind expectations, rules or why particular behaviours matter. Yes, there’s discipline, but it isn’t about punishment; it’s about teaching. Another aim of this parenting style is to help children develop critical thinking abilities that promote independence, and help children make carefully considered choices. This type of parenting helps children to become well-balanced, confident adults who communicate well, set healthy boundaries and have the resilience to deal with all of life’s challenges.

Authoritarian parenting – the control-based approach

Authoritarian parenting might sound similar to authoritative, but it’s completely different. Authoritarian parenting has strict rules, high expectations and low levels of warmth. Above all else, these parents want obedience from and control of their children. It’s a ‘my way or the highway’ kind of situation where rules are set with little or no explanation; simply a case of ‘because I said so’. And if these rules are broken, children often face harsh and disproportionate punishments, with parents believing they are entirely reasonable. Talking back is a huge ‘no-no’ as is expressing an opinion or feelings, or communicating in any way that the parent deems inappropriate or a challenge to their authority. This kind of parenting creates a frightening atmosphere. These children often become adults who struggle with low self-esteem, anxiety, sadness or anger, making life feel like a struggle. They have difficulties with autonomy and making decisions for themselves because they weren’t allowed to. Their history of emotional suppression makes it hard for them to express their feelings. And, because they weren’t allowed to show their emotions, they never had the chance to learn, or be taught, how to regulate them. Forming healthy relationships can also be hard for these adults.

Permissive parenting – the indulgent approach

Permissive parenting has a high level of warmth but almost no boundaries; it’s also known as indulgent parenting. Parents allow children as much freedom as they want. These parents can be almost obsessed with the child’s desires, and the child, in turn, can also be obsessed with getting their way. People often refer to these children as spoiled or self-centred. Regardless of how the child behaves, parents rarely discipline them. Children raised this way might say, ‘My parent is more like a friend,’ and often the parent has the same view. Even though this kind of parenting can make a child feel loved and supported, the level of permissiveness can create serious problems down the line. These children can grow up to be adults who struggle with responsibility, accountability, authority and limit setting. They also struggle with respecting other people’s boundaries. They can be impulsive and want things quickly because they’re used to instant gratification. They often have a sense of entitlement, and when they don’t get what they want, they can have intense emotional reactions. They often don’t know how to deal with these emotions, because their parents gave in to their every whim, which left no opportunity to learn emotional regulation skills.

Uninvolved parenting – the neglectful approach

These parents are dismissive, unresponsive and uninvolved in their child’s life. There’s not just an absence of warmth; these parents can also be cold towards their children. In this type of parenting, there is a lack of boundaries and a failure to meet a child’s most basic physical and emotional needs. Parents with this style provide minimal, if any, emotional support. They are uninterested in their child’s life, thoughts, feelings or opinions. Children raised in these families experience the parent as emotionally and physically absent. I’m stating the obvious when I say that growing up like this really messes up adult life. These adults often end up feeling bad about themselves, like they’re not worth anything; they have a tough time with relationships, struggle with trust and handling their emotions, and even just taking care of themselves. They also face an increased risk of mental health problems, substance abuse, personality difficulties, behavioural problems and employment issues.

It’s heartbreaking to think that there are children out there going through this, and I’m sure it’s tough to read about too. Like many people, you might wonder how anyone could treat a child this way. When I worked with children and families in these situations, I was often asked this question. Many of these families ended up in court, with legal action being taken against them. The entire team wondered whether the harmful parenting came from mental health struggles, past trauma or intentional neglect. In my experience, it was a mixture, sometimes the result of a parent’s unresolved personal struggles, and other times it was wilful neglect.

Exploring these different parenting styles isn’t about placing blame, it’s about holding compassion and acceptance for yourself as that small innocent child, and for the past you couldn’t control. It’s also about understanding where some of your challenges might come from and recognizing that you’re not stuck because of how you were raised. I’ve seen it happen time and again, and it’s one of the powerful aspects of being a clinical psychologist: people who’ve experienced problematic parenting learning to turn things around for themselves. And that’s what this book is about: understanding, learning and doing things differently, so you can move forward in a better way.




Chapter 4:

How People and Culture Shape You

Beyond your home environment, where attachment and parenting play a key role, the people you encounter in life also leave their mark. People can broaden your perspective, by showing you new ways of thinking and being which can then change how you are and how you see yourself. This can happen with friends, peers, colleagues or others – they can all strengthen your beliefs and also make you question them. Your interactions with people also influence your confidence, emotional intelligence and personal growth, shaping who you are and who you want to become. You might see characteristics in others you admire and want to embody, and equally, you might see things you dislike and think may never be part of you.

Sometimes we’re aware of the things we pick up from other people but often it just happens without us even realizing. From childhood, we’re shaped by the people we play with, learn from and grow up around, learning about sharing, fairness, conflict and connection. And that doesn’t stop when we grow up, it continues all through life in the many friendships and relationships we have. When those relationships are healthy, they shape you in healthy ways. Healthy people can strengthen the foundations you already have from your home life. These relationships can also help you grow into new parts of yourself so you feel stronger and more sure of who you are. Through these people, you learn so much – how to communicate, how to deal with disagreements, how to say no when you need to, how to stick up for yourself, and how to live life in a way that’s right for you and helps you thrive.

Culture also brings its influence, through shared values, traditions, beliefs, ways of thinking, interacting and behaving. All of that can mould who we become. Some cultures really champion the sense of being an individual, encouraging you to embrace your uniqueness. In contrast, others lean more towards the importance of everyone fitting in with shared belief systems. These cultural currents shape how you communicate with people, form relationships, define success, and so much more. When the messages you receive from your culture line up with your strengths and who you naturally are, it can feel like things just fit; they feel right. This helps you have a more solid sense of yourself and your purpose. Culture is like the soil we grow in; it’s rich in history, has depth and meaning, and is a base from which you take root. For some people, their culture will provide lasting nourishment throughout their lives. But for others, as life changes, not every part of that soil will nourish them in the same way for ever. Sometimes, the expectations culture brings can make you feel as if you’re stuck in a tight box, with its spoken and unspoken rules limiting who you are and how you want to live. This can create an inner tug-of-war between who you think you should be, who you really are or even who you want to become. On top of this, by being around other people, their cultures and their ideas, you might realize there are other things that feel like a better fit for you. But at the same time, these might clash with the cultural values you’ve grown up with or had instilled into you. If that’s your experience, always remember it’s okay to find your own balance. You don’t have to abandon your roots, but you can absolutely choose which parts of your culture genuinely nourish you and are worth holding onto and which ones you might want to let go of. You can honour where you come from, respect your heritage and also embrace your uniqueness.

The way people treat you, their words, actions, energy, and the feelings they stir in you, can also shape who you are. The negatives you pick up from people can plant seeds of doubt, fear and insecurity. You’re more susceptible to this during adolescence, when fitting in and being accepted feel like everything. If you’re treated badly, a fear of rejection can take hold early in life, shaping how you relate to others because of what you start to believe about yourself in relation to them. If you’ve ever been ignored, criticized or excluded, you’ll know how quickly it can make you second-guess your worth – and how that can lead you to react in all kinds of self-protective ways. People-pleasing often develops at this point, because approval becomes your currency. You might let people take advantage of you, because their acceptance becomes your source of validation. You might pull away completely, move into healthier relationships or retreat into isolation. When people affect you negatively, it can erode your ability to set boundaries. It can make it hard to say no or stand up for yourself. You learn to avoid conflict and suppress your feelings just to keep the peace. The problem is that when these patterns continue they leave you vulnerable to unhealthy relationships, where you get manipulated or treated badly. And the longer it goes on, the more it shapes what you think about yourself, and what you believe you deserve. When you believe you deserve less, you can easily end up stuck in repeated patterns of unhealthy relationships, unknowingly seeking out what feels familiar even if it hurts you, because it fits with what you believe. Sometimes people stay in these unhealthy dynamics for years, believing it’s just how relationships are meant to feel. Often, it’s because the slow slide into them makes it harder to recognize what healthy actually looks like, especially when it’s not been your main experience.

Regardless of whether it’s people or culture, the key is recognizing and understanding which influences have shaped you, and in what ways, so you know what serves you and what limits you. When you start to see things clearly, you can make choices that match who you want to be, and who you already are underneath everything else. It’s worth asking yourself, who are the people in your life that really bring out the best in you? Who makes you feel more like yourself? And are there relationships that pull you away from that?




Chapter 5:

How Trauma Can Shape You

Trauma is an emotional response to something painful and overwhelming. Trauma is the invisible weight many of us carry, and it shapes us in ways we don’t always fully understand or even recognize. Trauma of all kinds can weave its way into how we see ourselves, how we interact with others, and how we let people treat us. This is especially true for relational trauma, which is all about people. It’s the kind of trauma where your sense of safety, trust or emotional well-being gets shaken by someone else. Since this book is all about you and how others affect you, shaping who you are in ways you don’t want, like or can’t break free from, my focus here will mainly be on relational trauma. There are lots of ways relational trauma can show up, and here are just some of the most common ones.


Bullying

Emotional abuse

Verbal abuse

Toxic friendships

Toxic relationships

Childhood neglect

Witnessing harm

Relationship breakdown

Betrayal

Humiliation

Physical harm

Loss



The trauma may have happened in the past, but its effects don’t stay there. It quietly echoes in the present, influencing the choices you make and the patterns you find yourself in. And regardless of whether it happened years ago or more recently, whether it was big or small, it can still affect who you are today. It’s not the size of the trauma that dictates how deeply it affects you. What feels traumatic to one person might not land the same way for someone else. That doesn’t make it any less valid though. The impact of trauma depends on all kinds of things – your personality, your resilience, the support you had around you (or lack of it), and how your nervous system processes stress. It’s about how distressing it was for you. And if someone else walked away from a similar experience seemingly unaffected, that doesn’t mean yours isn’t valid or didn’t leave a mark.

Trauma can shape what you expect from others, how you show up and what you believe you deserve. Relational trauma can leave you feeling worthless, because it means you’ve been treated as if you didn’t matter. It can set beliefs like ‘I’m not good enough’ or ‘I’m not loveable’ into your mind. And when you carry beliefs like these, you’re always bracing yourself for problems with others. For instance, it might be a fear of rejection that pops up in small moments, like waiting for a reply that never comes or takes too long, or in bigger fears, like worrying that people will exclude you or sensing judgement when it’s not there.

Boundaries can also be hard, because trauma itself is a violation of them, and it skews your understanding of where limits should lie. You might not even know that boundaries are a thing. Even when you do know about them, you might not know where to start with them. You might even wonder if you’re allowed to have boundaries, or allowed to say no. You might also worry that if you set boundaries, people will react negatively to you, reinforcing a sense of fear and insecurity about having choice and control over yourself.

Trauma can also make it harder to be assertive. At the time of the trauma, staying quiet or passive might have felt like the safest way to avoid more harm, making passivity a kind of survival tool. But when this carries on over time, this passive response can become a habit, making it tough to assert yourself even in safe situations. People-pleasing can often be tied to past trauma in this way too. In the moment of trauma, pleasing others might again have been a way to stay safe or minimize harm, another survival instinct. It’s that belief, ‘If I do what they want, and please them, everything will be better.’ But this can leave you constantly searching outside yourself for validation, instead of trusting that your worth is already there.

Trauma can also shape how you view conflict, often making it feel bigger and more threatening than it actually is. This makes sense, because conflict can stir up the same feelings of vulnerability and helplessness you might have had during the trauma. Because of this, you might believe that even small disagreements have the potential to spiral into something overwhelming or dangerous, with confrontation causing you instant anxiety. Sometimes, people can have the opposite reaction, where they might overcompensate, reacting aggressively at the first sign of conflict almost as a defensive or protective mechanism to prevent themselves from being mistreated.

When you have difficulties with boundaries, assertiveness, people-pleasing and dealing with conflict, it can also mean you’re more likely to tolerate toxic behaviour from others. Firstly, because you don’t know how to address it. Secondly, you might allow it because it feels familiar. Thirdly, you don’t believe that you deserve any better. You might also find yourself stuck in old patterns of letting toxic behaviour slide, out of fear of being hurt again.

When you carry beliefs like you’re not good enough, it’s also very easy to slip into making negative comparisons with others. Even though comparison is something we all do, trauma can twist it into something much more harsh and painful, with you measuring yourself against other people to try and figure out how worthy you are and what you’re lacking.

Trauma can pull you away from yourself, and away from how you want to be. It can also make it harder to know what’s going on inside you. What you’re feeling and why you’re feeling it, and why you react the way you do. That’s because, at the time of the trauma, your system was overwhelmed, and there wasn’t space to sit with what was happening, it was about surviving. For a lot of people, it remains about surviving long
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