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Preface

To be in a relationship means to be involved, connected. This book explores some ideas of how to build and maintain relationships. Because we are all engaged in relationships, from the cradle to the grave, it is a subject which is not often written about.

We can think about primary relationships – with parents, siblings, spouse, children – where there is emotional involvement; or secondary relationships – those that are more casual, with people we meet only occasionally, and with whom we do not have deep emotional contact. Yet both primary and secondary relationships have a vital function in life, and each presents its own difficulties and rewards, and each demands of us different skills if we are to make them work.

‘If we are to make them work’ begs the question, ‘How can we make relationships work?’ Some might argue that there is nothing they or anyone else can do; either the relationship works or it doesn’t. This book will argue that there is much that we can all do to enhance any relationship. However, it has to be said that for any relationship to work and to be satisfying, making it work does not rest with one person. If the other person does not want the relationship to work, then it will not develop or it will cease.

This book is not a blueprint for successful relationships; there is no such thing. If you want to understand more about relationships, this book will challenge you to rethink some of your ideas about yourself and other people. It will help you to develop your ability to deal with people.

It would be arrogant and presumptuous of me to even think that I have all the answers: I don’t. No one person does. However, having worked with relationships for the best part of my life, I have learned a great deal of what makes relationships work, and what hinders effective relationships.

It is essential to note that effective relationships does not mean ‘perfect’. There is no such state as the perfect relationship. Many people chase that particular elusive butterfly, and never catch it. This book deals with reality. Relationships can be healthy and satisfying, even though at times they are stormy. Others can be disastrous, where there is constant war. That, too, is reality.

If you know that getting on with people is not your forte, then there is something you can do about it. You don’t need to live another day with the knowledge that you act like a Jonah on people. You can change the way you relate to people. That change will benefit you, as well as other people. Remember, if you don’t establish and maintain effective relationships, everybody suffers. This book is for you; for us all. We can all learn how to enhance our relationships.

William Stewart
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Getting the Most from this Book

Books can be read for entertainment, or for instruction, which includes personal development. Being a self-help book this is a cross between instruction and self-development. Its main purpose is to help you build relationships. Here are some hints to help you get the most out of the book.

APPLYING WHAT YOU READ

Throughout the book keep asking yourself, ‘How does this apply to me, to my situation?’ In this way you will read with understanding and purpose. Indeed without this self-application it is unlikely that what you read will make much lasting impression. As a writer I have to try to develop a relationship with you, the reader, in much the same way that any relationship is established and maintained. As you ask yourself ‘How does this apply to me, to my situation?’ you are reaching out to me, and listening to what I have to say; trying to understand why I have said something in this particular way. The relationship between writer and reader is imperfect, because it is one-way; I cannot hear what you have to say, there is no feedback. However, taking that limitation into account, there are several things you can do to enhance what you read.

CHALLENGING WHAT YOU READ

Do not take everything I say as gospel. Challenge it. Criticise it. Say, ‘This is not for me.’ But don’t reject it out of hand. Think through why you are discarding it:

•   Does what I say challenge you too much?

•   Do you find it offensive, if so, why?

•   Does it not apply to your situation?

•   If it doesn’t apply fully, does it in part?

•   How could you adapt what I have said so that it is more pertinent to you and your situation?

•   If you and I could have a conversation, what would you want to say to me on that particular issue?

One way you can make up for this lack of contact with me is to write it down, or even record it on tape. In this way you will add to your self-awareness, and if in so doing your relationships with other people become more satisfying, then your work has been worthwhile.

TAKING TIME TO ABSORB THE IDEAS

If you were reading a novel you would probably read through each chapter fairly rapidly, moving forward, eager to find out what the principal character was up to next. Certainly you may do this with this book, but you are the principal character, not me, not the handsome, rich Lord Wellbethought, who is intent on capturing the love of the ravishing beauty. Just as a clever novelist develops the character gradually – you don’t learn everything about him in the first chapter – so with this book. The book is progressive, and in this way your understanding will develop gradually. Take time to absorb the material.

CHECKING YOUR UNDERSTANDING FREQUENTLY

When you reach the end of a chapter ask yourself, ‘What did I learn from that? What lessons can I take with me into the next chapter? What lessons can I take with me into the world of relationships? How can I adapt this to my situation?’

Work through the exercises and case studies

Take time to work through the exercises. Then think how you might apply the principles. Examine the case studies and think how they apply, or do not apply, to you.

MAKE NOTES OF IDEAS

Read with a notebook to hand to record anything that appeals to you. You may want to mark something for further study. Some people hate making notes on a book, but a tiny number in the margin will guide your eye to a reference. Treat the book as a study guide or workbook. Devote space to recording your self-observations. Be specific. But be cautious; if you are writing about other people, or even about yourself, do you want other people to have access to what you write? If not, then keep your writing safe from prying eyes. Even the most trusted of people may be consumed by curiosity about what you are writing. On the other hand, being open about what you are writing, with the proviso that it is private, might be enough to avert curious eyes prying into your inner thoughts. One of the advantages of such a record is that you can look back on it and see the progress you have made.

As an author I find it necessary to read and reread what I have written, for by the time several chapters have been written the details of the first few are sometimes vague. That is why you might find it helpful to mark issues for review.

APPROACHING CHANGE GRADUALLY

Not everything in this, or any other, self-help book can be absorbed and put to use all at once. Remember, change takes place little by little. Be like a tree; let your leaves burst out slowly at the correct time. Given the right atmosphere you, too, will flourish. You have to create the atmosphere that encourages change.

This book can be a stimulus; it cannot create change. If there are things in your life you want to alter, then only you can do it. This book will encourage you to challenge the way you do things, the way you are. The rest is up to you. If one of your relationship traits is to heavily criticise, you have to determine to change that by trying to understand rather than criticise. If you find yourself constantly judging other people, then you can change that by trying to see things through their eyes. If your competitive spirit brings you into conflict with people, learning to be co-operative might be what will make a difference for you.

Listen to the underlying message

This book is not so much about absorbing information as hearing the underlying message. Just as a handful of people can look out of the same window and see something different, so no two people will hear the same message contained in this book. That is one of the things that will make the reading of this book exciting, discovering what you can take from the book to help you.

PUTTING THE IDEAS AND PRINCIPLES TO WORK

Relationships do not work in isolation. However much you may want to improve the way you relate to people, you will only judge how successful you are by making contact with people. Try to find someone to act as your trustee, someone to whom you can tell your hopes and dreams. Someone who will listen to your successes and failures, who will challenge you, encourage you, and whom you can trust to put up with you, because he or she loves you enough to believe in you.

CARRYING OUT REGULAR PROGRESS CHECKS

Related to the above is carrying out regular checks on how you are doing. When you have had an encounter with someone, consider how you feel.

Are you pleased with how you handled the situation? What went right for you?

If you feel dissatisfied, analyse what didn’t go according to plan. What exactly are your feelings? Write your thoughts and feelings down. Maybe you can’t identify more than a vague discomfort, a feeling out of sorts. Stay with that feeling. Something has upset the emotional balance. Run over the encounter again. Recreate the conversation, and try to identify what it is that now causes you to feel as you do. For example, did you say something to put the other person down, and that led to breaking off the conversation? Did the other person say something to put you down? Why did it have this effect on you? Did it touch a sore spot? What might you have done or said to generate the other person’s response? This time of analysis need not be heavy, or time-consuming. It can be done as you go for a walk, lie in bed, or dig the garden.

Using drama to improve your performance

An excellent way to improve your awareness is by using a tape recorder. Recreate the encounter. Play both parts (or all parts if appropriate). Try to get all the facts and feelings in, with the innuendoes, as if you were recording a script for a play. Give the characters names and personalities. Create the dialogue, as much as you can remember.

You will find that the more you do this, the more accurate your recall will be. Play yourself, and be scrupulously honest with the words you used. Be again the person you were – angry, aggressive, whinging, sickly, sympathetic, over-solicitous and so on. Replaying it in this way will show you areas you could improve. If you are courageous enough, you might allow your trusted friend to hear what you have recorded.


Improving the way we relate to people means changes, and change demands courage. Go for it!
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