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To younger Josh. Thank you for going out there and chatting, even when you were anxious and scared, because those conversations made me the person I am today. I hope you are proud of how far we have come.
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INTRODUCTION

Hi, How Are You? 
Let’s Chat . . . 

‘I love people. Everybody. I love them,

I think, as a stamp collector loves his collection.

Every story, every incident, every bit of conversation is raw material for me.’ 

Sylvia Plath



I love social occasions, be that a pint down the pub with a pal, a stunning wedding, a slutdropping session in the club with my best friends or organising my own surprise birthday party (I am aware this is unhinged). But the most memorable events or moments I have experienced are never about walking away the drunkest, or with a free goodie bag, or having eaten a slap-up dinner. Instead, they’re when I felt welcomed into a room, left with a stronger connection to those I care for or when I’ve magically connected with a stranger who taught me something about the world or myself.

One of those magic moments of connection happened at my friend Charlie’s wedding. Always making it my mission to befriend someone new, I started talking to her sister, Annie. I asked her the entry-level question, ‘What do you do for work?’ and she replied, ‘You won’t know what this is, but I am a speech therapist.’ But I knew exactly what she meant because I had to see a speech therapist as a child for a debilitating speech impediment. This pretty basic question opened up a whole new level of conversation. As we chatted about how life-changing speech therapy can be, I suddenly had an epiphany as to why I love connecting with people through conversation so much. It’s because I used to be afraid and ashamed to speak, something that was solidified when five-year-old me asked for fish fingers from the dinner lady and she laughed in my face because I couldn’t get the ‘f’ words out.

That conversation with Annie says everything about why chatting to anyone and everyone is so important: you never know what you might learn about yourself or others, and it’s a symbol of the two rules I live by. Firstly, you still haven’t met all the people who are going to love you or teach you a lesson about life or about yourself. Secondly, always ask questions because you never know when a ‘great chat’ and a great connection can occur.

‘Great chat’ makes life-changing connections happen. But what do I mean by ‘great chat’? It isn’t about being the best communicator in the world or having the best banter or wooing everyone. Instead, it’s about being open and willing to chat to anyone by asking questions, sharing your story, truly listening and building safe, encouraging spaces for those you know and those you don’t know yet. Great chat enables you to increase your outlook on the world and understanding of yourself. It’s about always being open to the possibilities of connection through conversation.

Once I found my voice and confidence, I have LIVED for great chat – from the deep and meaningful convos to those which are just unadulterated gossip dripping in juice. Great chat gives me an endorphin rush greater than any high-intensity, is this actually going to kill me, fitness class ever could.

I also live for great chat because it’s been a hard journey to not only find my voice (literally), but also find my people. I grew up in a secluded ex-council house in a village of 200 people with the nearest town reachable only by my parents’ car. Whilst growing up in a place where everyone knew everyone and looked out for one another, taught me a lot about the power of community – there weren’t any fellow queers dancing around a disco ball to Kylie Minogue. I was the only gay in the village. Whilst I tried to find my people, I lived for the rare sleepover invitations. Those nights of endless chat where you would take turns revealing your deepest, darkest secrets were pure joy for me; the way that just talking bound you together, made you closer and made you feel less alone. I have taken that spirit of confessional chat and turned it into my how the hell did I get here job . . .  which is interviewing celebrities for a living. From politicians to singers to actors to reality TV stars and even Olympic weightlifters, I have sat down with over 500 globally recognisable people and simply chatted.

So, what have I learnt from being the boy who was scared to speak to speaking every day for a living? Everyone has the power to shape the conversations they need in life. From the seemingly meaningless to the deeply sincere, every single conversation has truly helped me understand the world, the actions and the behaviours of others a little more, but also myself. They’ve allowed that scared, anxious, self-hating boy to feel like he belongs, that he isn’t alone in his differences, feelings and struggles.

Ultimately, I have learnt that conversation can change your life and great chat is, and should always be, a self-development practice. When you think about it, conversations are the OG self-help practice that’s existed since humans first learnt to communicate and, ever since, we have used them to broaden our understanding of the world and personally grow. Conversation is literally a free practice, available 24/7, which I turn to in good times – when I am sky-high and desperate to share life’s experiences – and in bad times – when my mental health is on the floor and I need to understand, or find, a way out and know how others have achieved the unthinkable.

The fact is, whilst we may still think of therapy as a luxury, if we commit to nurturing meaningful, trusting relationships throughout our lives through sharing experiences and information, we can truly change our lives and the lives of others. And yet we continuously underestimate how even the smallest interactions can help our wellbeing, and the incredible impact they can have on others, too. Talking is proven to benefit our wellbeing: it creates a sense of belonging, which is a fundamental human need virtually on a par with eating and sleeping.1 Conversation helps our mental health whilst improving our cognitive functions and problem-solving skills, and it creates a social support network which helps combat loneliness, which is an epidemic of its own. Loneliness is just as bad for your health as smoking 15 cigarettes a day, and social isolation is thought to be a greater health problem than obesity. Increasing your social connections, meanwhile, can reduce your risk of early death by 50 per cent.2

Part of the reason for this loneliness epidemic is because we aren’t regularly putting ourselves in the company of others or in spaces which give us the opportunity to meet new people. Traditionally, we met friends, lovers or foes through work and careers, but around 42 per cent of UK employees say they don’t feel a connection to their colleagues and 25 per cent don’t think they have a friend at work. And a lower feeling of belonging means you are 80 per cent more likely to quit your job, too.3 In this context, we are crying out for meaningful conversations – we are fed up and exhausted with chasing connections in a digital world. And whilst we are keen to forge real-life relationships, fewer than half of our conversations are meaningful, or substantial.4

But we can’t just click our fingers and make great chat happen. Great chat is always a work in progress and it always will be. Conversation is a muscle to be exercised; the more you do it the easier it becomes. I still sh*t myself talking to some people, be that celebrities, someone I really fancy or one of those people I’d just immediately be intimidated by – I have interviewed Victoria Beckham four times and she still makes me sweat to the extent I once had to go to the toilet to wipe the sweat off my body pre-interview.

Through the vast amount of chats I have had in my life, I want to teach you how to become a better conversationalist, but why me? This might be a good place to tell you how the five-year-old boy who couldn’t say ‘fish fingers’ got here because it was by no means a straight line.

My mum worked multiple jobs, including cleaning the local Travelodge, whilst my dad, who used to be a greyhound racing trainer, took a job at the national greyhound racing board (NGRC). Niche, I know. We had next to no money and my mum (in a recent deep chat) told me she even worried at times how to put food on the table. Whilst my brother played with tractors and spent hours watching them move up and down fields from his bedroom window, I dreamt of branching out and finding my people. I love my family deeply and I have learnt so much from them, but those relationships cannot entirely sustain you in life – not one single relationship ever should in fact. In order to find who you truly are, and to achieve what you want to achieve, you have to get out there and meet people.

In case it wasn’t obvious from the above, I had no connection to the entertainment industry or any industry really, and, to be honest, I don’t know what my destiny would have been if I wasn’t able to hold a conversation. Some people are great at maths. Others can throw a shot put really far. We all have our skills, but once I rid myself of my speech impediment, I realised my power was just chatting.

Moving up the career ladder for me came through a series of chats. At university, I started interning at magazines, saving any money I could working at Topshop part-time to make it happen. Working my way up the industry, I learnt one valuable lesson very quickly: finding a way to make yourself unforgettable gets you a long way.

I greeted everyone in the various magazine offices every morning with a ‘How are you?’ I volunteered to make the tea whilst getting the tea. I listened to what people liked and didn’t. I worked those rooms and made connections with everyone from the post room to the editor-in-chief. I was working hard, but I found myself genuinely connecting to people and learning so much, not just about the career I wanted, but about myself and the kind of person I wanted to be. You might think this is all down to being charismatic, and many think you cannot teach that, but you can learn to become charismatic because charisma is simply being interested in others, whilst being intrigued and intriguing.

All those conversations got me where I wanted to go and, now, I literally have conversations for a living. It’s a strange job, sitting down across from a person you’ve never met before and asking them questions until something interesting comes up. It’s given me the most fulfilling, exciting, mind-expanding experiences, but, possibly most importantly, it’s also taught me a lot about having better conversations: how to do it, why we should make it a priority and the revelatory power of a great chat.

There are a few things that become wonderfully apparent when you become a professional chatter. We have the power to make any interaction interesting and fulfilling. Everyone likes having conversations, and we like them far more than we anticipate we will, especially with new people. It’s within our power to have great chats – for instance, we get to decide when to go deeper and when to wrap up. Everyone you come across has a unique past and outlook on the world which can teach you something, you just have to listen, ask and share to find them. And, above all, conversation is a skill.

However, as I am finding, great chat is a lost art form and, in my opinion, we are living in the time of The Great Disconnection. We are having less and less real face time with each other and favouring digital FaceTime instead, which is making us feel more disconnected from one another and even ourselves. So let me start by opening up a conversation with YOU, to connect with you, by asking you a question: how many chats do you have in a single day?

There are the internal chats you have with yourself whilst, for instance, getting ready in the morning, which range from rhetorical questions like, ‘Why are you late to everything all the time?’ to the deep and meaningful internal debates like, ‘What shall we have for lunch today?’ or ‘Babes, you deserve the treat, go all out!’

Then there are the transactional chats like the one you have with the local coffee shop chap: ‘Was that a soya milk or normal milk latte?’ ‘Oh, actually I said almond milk, sorry!’ ‘Almond milk is £1.50 extra!’ (Which brings you back to the internal chat for a hot second: ‘What a f**king joke! This economy.’)

There are also surface-level chats like the one you might have had this morning with the workplace receptionist: ‘Morning, Susan, how are you today?’ But you were already halfway into the lift whilst Susan was answering, you weren’t listening to her response and now you don’t have the latest update on Susan’s kids/cat/bad back/big night out with her gals (delete as appropriate).

There are the dreaded chats, where the person gives you the grand total of zero or they are so self-obsessed they just talk at you, so you feel like you are conversing with a brick wall and you can barely be bothered to converse with them as a result. Having awkward chats about tricky subjects also falls into this category.

And then there are the deep and meaningful chats or the ‘Oh my God, you will never guess what just happened’ chats you will have with your family, friends or partner that cover topics ranging from your worries to a fresh-off-the-stove piping-hot plate of gossip.

We need all of these conversations in our lives to feel truly fulfilled. You may look at these groups of conversations and think the number of chats you have had so far today are endless or you may not have had any at all. Either way, when did you last have a great chat where you felt a true connection to the person you were conversing with? One where you felt listened to and valued? Or one where you actually listened to the person who was speaking to you and learnt something you never knew about them, the world or yourself?

This holy grail of conversation may seem like something that is hard to come by or something that just happens – an ephemeral thing that can’t be pinned down. But there are key things happening in those great chats to create and foster connection, and you can and should take responsibility for making them happen. You can’t rely on others to do the work for you. It is in your power to work on it, no matter how bad those around you are at communicating (or how great they are). The idea that a great chat is something that just happens is a myth, and not working on these skills means we’re missing out on the potential for new friendships, opportunities and emotional growth.

You might be reading this book because you are lonely and seeking connection, whether that is with friends or in romantic relationships. You might want to win over people at work. You might already be great at chatting, but find yourself increasingly unsatisfied with the way you connect with friends or your partner. You might be the life of the party by night and a chronic people-pleaser by day. You may be very socially anxious and want to find a way to improve your confidence. Whatever your reason for picking up this book, this book is for everyone; it’s about taking into account who you are as an individual and working on what you need to succeed so you can have better conversations with everyone – those you already love; those you don’t; those you agree with; and those you couldn’t ever imagine seeing eye to eye with. Because that is the art of great chat: it’s being able to connect with everyone for better or worse. It’s showing up for yourself so you are better for all the people who come into your life.

I want to teach you to hone the great chat skill – this book will be your CHATIFESTO. It’s a toolbox that you can delve into to find the appropriate conversational tools to apply to any facets of your life where you feel connection is lacking. It will give you practical advice, research-backed guidance on how conversation truly helps us and a series of tasks – called the Chatterboxes – which you’ll find at the end of each chapter to help you change the way you approach conversation and push you out there to make life-changing connections. And you can come back to this book anytime you need a little extra help.

I want this book to be your conversation wingman/wingwoman/wingperson, no matter the reason you picked it up. So here is everything I’ve learnt from countless hours of sitting across from some of the most powerful and in-demand people in the world, boiled down into seven lessons that have the power to transform your life. That journey begins with YOU, so let’s start by working on the conversations you have with yourself.


CHATTERBOX: Check Your Inner Chat

If you suffer from social anxiety or find certain social occasions or conversations more nerve-racking than others – that could be first-date nerves or awkward chats with a co-worker; you name it – the conversation starts far before you see anyone: it starts within you.

I spent so long thinking or worrying that people don’t, or won’t, like me, and that worry came from the way I thought about myself. I wasn’t speaking to myself positively and that created a lot of self-hatred, which followed me into my social interactions. If I don’t like myself why would anyone else? So I might as well not bother chatting to anyone.

Over time, I learnt that the only way I was going to build connections with others was if I started by working on the connection I have with myself first. It all starts with YOU and your inner chat becoming a positive dialogue. The longest-lasting relationship you will have in your life is with yourself and, unless you work on this relationship, you will never be able to build positive relationships with others.

Studies have shown that, if you have a more negative inner voice or a self-critic that talks badly about yourself, you are less likely to push yourself into social situations and, if you are talking negatively about yourself to others, the people in your life are less inclined to want to be around you.5 So you need to work on your internal monologue to ensure it is as positive as possible in order to believe you are worthy of great connections and able to have great chats.

If you are anxious about socialising and find your inner critic at the forefront, you may think you are alone in this, but you are not. Everyone has an internal dialogue which can take negative and positive turns, and everyone gets apprehensive about social interactions at some point.

We often think that people won’t like us or aren’t interested in talking to us, so why should we talk to them? 6 Is it worth all the effort? Well, yes, it is, because, according to research, we all underestimate how much people enjoy talking to us and being around us and this is what researchers call the ‘liking gap’.7 This is a gap which exists because we don’t think it’s socially acceptable to ask someone if they like us after a conversation is over, so instead we fill in the gaps ourselves, rehashing the conversations we had until we find imagined faults and convince ourselves they weren’t fans of us at all. We all need to put a stop to this cycle.

Think instead of everyone who likes you and is your fan – from the strangers you have been kind to who you will never meet again to the more permanent people in your life who you have supported, made laugh or changed their lives with the smallest bit of advice. You have built connections and made people feel better about themselves, and sometimes you don’t even know the impact you have made on others.

Instead of falling down this rabbit hole of social anxiety, I want you to remind yourself of that and go into every single social situation feeling like you belong. Enter as your best self, as the true you, and believe everyone will like you. I want your inner voice to tell you that you are a worthy conversation partner for anyone and YOU are worthy of connection. You unlock another level of self-worth by doing the things that scare you – whether that is just stepping foot in a party, saying the first word to someone you fancy or having that difficult chat. Those hard things, those things that scare you, build your confidence and self-esteem – they make you believe in yourself.

The important thing is always to be authentically yourself. Yes, that takes a lot of courage in a world that tells us to follow the patterns of others, but being authentically YOU will make you magnetic and attract the people you need into your life. People are drawn to authenticity. Being different makes you stand out and there is truly no one like you. That is something you should celebrate, not run away from, and you should start seeing authenticity as a bonding tool. You need to embrace you and you need to put yourself into the conversation to truly build connections with others.

Before we go any further, we need to focus on the conversations we have with ourselves and turn any negative chats into positive ones. This is important because your subconscious can’t tell the difference between a truth and a lie. If you are telling yourself you are scared of socialising and that you are a terrible communicator, you will believe it. If you tell yourself you love to socialise and are an amazing communicator, you will start to believe it and will enter conversations confidently.

Let’s start by thinking back to a time when you were nervous to enter a social environment. When was it? What was the event? Why were you nervous? What was your inner voice telling you when you were apprehensive? What were you telling yourself before you arrived?

What were you telling yourself during the event? How did you feel afterwards? I can guarantee you didn’t die and you lived to tell the tale, right? And I can also guarantee that your negative inner voice made it seem way worse than it actually was.

If you were telling yourself negative things in the build-up to a conversation, I want you to swap those thoughts for positive emotions. If you were saying, ‘I am so nervous,’ over and over again, I want you to start saying to yourself, ‘I am so excited for this.’ Small switches like this will refocus your brain, your body and your emotions. Sounds simple? So why not try it?

Before I go into an interview I always go to the bathroom, look at myself in the mirror and give myself a good talking-to. I also do this in social situations when my social battery is running low (more on this later), so if you ever feel stuck mid-chat, take yourself to the loo, repeat the chat-irmations below and you will start to believe them:

 

• ‘I am confident.’

• ‘People should be and will be interested in me.’

• ‘I have interesting things to say and I deserve to share them.’

• ‘I am rich in experiences and I have valuable experiences to share.’

• ‘People I already know have so many positive things to say about me, and anyone I talk to will think the same’.

• ‘However I am feeling now is coming from me; it’s not reality. This is my time to shine.’

 

Don’t ever be afraid to take a moment to yourself to recompose – think of it like social charging.

You can also start to convince yourself that your inner voice is wrong by saying the following phrases:

 

• ‘It’s easy to meet new people.’

• ‘I am excited to meet new people.’

• ‘I love talking to people.’

• ‘People I like have a lot of positive things to say about me.’

• ‘I am a great friend and deserve the relationships I need and want.’

• ‘If this goes wrong, what’s the worst that can happen?’

• ‘Just because X happened before, it doesn’t mean it will happen again.’

 

Equally, if you leave a conversation filled with anxiety that someone didn’t like you, or days, weeks or even – in my case sometimes – years later you worry that you didn’t say the right thing, remind yourself of these chatirmations and of the sobering fact that the other person is probably not thinking about that moment as much as you are. Above all, remind yourself of this: ‘Even if they didn’t like me, there are people in my life who do and I haven’t even met all the people in my life who will not only like, but love me.’

Crucially, the first step to connecting with others is being kind to yourself and forgiving yourself for any worries you may have and trying in the process to take the social pressure off your shoulders.

Yes, you are looking to connect, and not every social situation is going to end up with you on someone else’s Christmas card list, but it will teach you something. Yes, you are going to make mistakes and sometimes it might feel awkward, but everyone makes mistakes, everyone gets anxious, and awkwardness is a state of mind, it’s not a reality. As long as you and your inner voice are positively connected, you will make the connections you need, want and deserve. This also won’t change overnight; you need to consciously work at it and, over time, I promise your confidence will grow.

And throughout remember this – which is something the actor Hayley Atwell taught me: you have the power within you to have life-changing conversations. You take YOU wherever you go. Keep setting the tone you want and give yourself permission to go for it. If you do, you never know what might happen . . .

Now, repeat after me: ‘I AM AMAZING. I AM INTERESTING. THE NEXT CONVERSATION I HAVE MIGHT CHANGE MY LIFE, SO LET’S CHAT.’





LESSON ONE

Think of a Conversation Like a Great Sandwich*. . .

(*Rest assured, this sandwich is suitable for all dietary requirements.)

 

‘Ultimately, the bond of all companionship, whether in marriage or in friendship, is conversation.’

Oscar Wilde



How does a bond occur through conversation? It’s not just about what you say in a conversation, it’s how you frame it or, as I like to think of it: it’s not just about the filling, it’s how you sandwich it.

When you think about the best chats you have had, they just seem to flow, don’t they? Those bonding moments just happen. It feels like there is no one controlling the narrative, everyone is getting their chance to share, all parties involved are being listened to and, because everyone is so engaged, it could go on for hours and hours. Like one of my trademark lunches with one of my best pals, Joely, which famously start at 1pm and continue until 1am, by which point we have had two meals and a McDonald’s on the way home, whilst still talking.

Of course, those kinds of social interactions are more likely if you know the person well. You have spoken hundreds of times before, so you know how to communicate with them and what will pique their interest to not only keep the conversation going, but to make it enriching for you both. These conversations feel unstructured, but, in reality, all good conversations follow a quite simple structure, however unique they are up close or how many hours they go on for. Think back to the different types of chat I laid out in the Introduction (see pages 9–10). From internal chats (which you may be having right now and, given the title of this chapter, it might all be about sandwiches) to the deep and meaningful chats (DMCs) with your best friends: they all follow a structure.

All conversations have a beginning, a middle and an end – even the surface-level chats, like the unremarkable chat when you ordered your coffee this morning. You started with a hello. You asked how they were (if you didn’t then we will work on that later!). You chit-chatted about the weather (highly probable) or about how busy work is (again, highly probable). You then made your order and said thank you and then goodbye once you had your coffee in hand. When you truly understand the framework that all conversations follow, you can shape all the conversations you will have and gear them towards making the connections you want.

I always have a blueprint of conversations in the back of my mind when I go to interview anyone, but whilst being consciously aware of this framework, I have to make a conversation seem as organic as possible. I have to make sure it progresses naturally whilst, in the back of my mind, I am really pulling the strings, keeping the conversation moving, gently pushing it in the direction I want it to go in and orchestrating what I want to cover. I have had to become a conductor of conversation and, given the fact I use my arms and throw them around like I am bringing a plane in to land, I do truly look like one at times, throwing off Last Night of the Proms energy, and then some.

Mastering conversation is about nailing not just what you say, but how you create and shape the conversation in order to be able to say what you want to say and allow others to say what they wish to in return. It’s all about the structure.

I like to think of great chat as being a great sandwich or a social sandwich (personally, it is practically my number-one food group, so I’ll use any excuse to relate something back to a sarnie). It’s a structure most of us are familiar with, and we have probably all had one at some point, so it’s easy to imagine: every sandwich consists of two slices of bread containing a filling of your choice.

When you think about that mouth-watering sandwich, the filling is objectively the reason you chose it. It’s the tastiest part and it is sometimes quite literally the meaty centre or the meaty centre alternative. The same goes for conversations; we come for the gossip and the topics that build deep and meaningful connections – the satisfying core of the chat.

You can’t have a great sandwich without slices of bread and you can’t have a great chat without them either, because then there is no structure. Everything hangs off this framework. Without both slices in a sandwich, you just have some filling slapped on a plate and, in a chat, you just have someone’s verbal diarrhoea presented to you. You don’t want either.

A great chat, just like a great sandwich, is all about balance. It’s a give and take between talking and listening. It’s a meaningful connection wrapped in Positive Penny first impressions, warm welcomes and reassuring goodbyes. If you feel like you are finding yourself having conversations that never quite hit that magical or memorable level of greatness, you may need to take a step back and observe the whole sandwich and its structure. So, let’s break down the first slice, then the filling and then the last slice of our conversation sandwich.

The First Slice: How to Get Any Conversation Going

This first slice lays the foundation for any conversation and is all about how to get the conversation going. When you are kneading the opening slice of bread for any conversation it is important to think about warmth and giving off a positive first impression first and foremost. Whether or not this is the first time you have met someone, this is your opening act and it is crucial to making any conversation part of a meaningful connection. It is imperative to remember from the very beginnings of any chat that your attitude is a form of communication, your behaviour is a form of communication, and you should always make sure you check your attitude before chatting. Here’s how to leave a positive first impression . . .

Do your warm-up

It’s important to remember that you are always contagious – the way you project yourself and your mood will affect others and, to have great chat, it’s important to come across as warmly as possible. If you give off a negative vibe, people won’t want to talk to you. Instead, you need to try to always be as overtly warm and welcoming as possible, lift the mood of anyone you are talking to and make them more receptive to you and open to chatting. If they enter the conversation in a bad mood, your good mood will cut through their negativity. It’s really hard to be difficult/moody/rude (delete as appropriate) with someone who is warm and, if they stay moody, it’s never a good look for them.

So shake yourself down and warm up your personality. This is where faking it till you make it also comes in if you are socially anxious or you are just not in the mood. Putting on your Positive Penny pants can make a huge difference. Psyching yourself and your mood up will convince you that you are in a good mood and that you are ready to chat and connect.

Read your body language

Whenever we talk about talking, we focus on what we say. But our non-verbal signals are 12 to 13 times more influential than accompanying words, so being aware of, and working on, our body language is key to building connection.1

Our body language is the entry point to our psyche for others. It shows the mood we are in, how confident we are and how ready we are to talk. We give off visual clues of how we are doing through our body and, if you aren’t feeling confident about communicating, your body language will be the first indicator.

People want to connect and spend time with a positive and welcoming person, so projecting positivity (even if you don’t feel it) is key to building connections with others. If you are reading this and are worried about your conversation confidence tripping you up at the first step to connection, don’t panic. No one on this planet is born with this confidence or knows how to master body language – it’s something which you can work on and learn through socialisation.

Whether you aren’t feeling confident or you just need to get into the zone, there are some simple pre-chat checkins I do with my body language and that I also monitor throughout a conversation. Let’s do them together as you read this: straighten your back, loosen up those shoulders and then pull them back so you are as upright as possible. Not only have you immediately opened up your space to greet others, but do you also feel a bit more confident and empowered? YES, YOU DO!

Let’s now place ourselves in a social situation. You need to make sure you are not closed off to others. Face your body so it’s parallel to the person you are communicating with, showing with your entire body that you are fully locked into the chat. If you are sitting down alongside someone, always move your legs and body in their direction. If you are in a group environment, keep moving your gaze and body around to face everyone in the conversation as you talk, so you can visually bring them into the conversation and make them feel included.

People want to connect with and be around confident people, but just remember that confidence isn’t about being the boldest or the loudest, it’s about confidently putting yourself and your personality forward. Confidence comes in all forms and, even if you don’t feel comfortable at first with correcting and adopting new body language practices, remind yourself it will make the other person feel instantly more comfortable with you, and it will also eventually make you feel more comfortable too.

It is proven that, in social situations, people will also start to mirror your body language.2 They will subconsciously observe your confident posture and your welcoming warm, open body language and replicate it, which will build a non-verbal rapport that will affect all aspects of your communication and build towards a connection. I have seen this so many times in interviews. If someone starts by being closed off, I almost see it as a challenge to get them to open up their body and their chat. The more open and confident my body language is, the more they slowly start to replicate it and open up physically and verbally in return.

On the other side of the mirror, if you aren’t feeling as confident and the person you are talking to feels more confident, observe their body language and replicate it. You will not only gradually feel more confident, but mirroring their body language will subconsciously – in their mind – create a bond and build an understanding.

You can even practise this at home. Look at videos of a celebrity whose confidence you admire and observe their body language when they communicate or even just walk into a room. Michelle Obama is my go-to for this: if you look at the way she confidently communicates in her speeches, she is always looking around to bring everyone into her space; when she walks into a room to greet someone she is looking directly forward and at them, commanding the opening moments of connection; and when she is being interviewed or talking one-on-one, she maintains open, warm body language throughout. Practising this will feel so strange at first, but think of it as a confidence-building exercise. If you want to improve your fitness, you practise at the gym; this is no different – it’s a workout for your confidence.

This may also feel overwhelming, but think of it this way: it’s so powerful that you can communicate so much without even saying a word. Going forward, think of body language as your visual superpower in chats and your punctuation points which pepper your chat, and bring conversation and connection together.

Look into their eyes

Do you feel awkward maintaining eye contact with someone? Well, we are going to work through that awkwardness because it’s such an important tool for building warmth and connection in a conversation.

Eye contact, like body language, pulls people into your space. It is a visual indicator that you are open to connecting and are paying direct attention to the person you are speaking to. As a result, it increases ‘the effective connectivity’ between yourself and others, so, even if you find it a little awkward at first, it’s imperative to try to maintain eye contact as much as possible from the moment of introduction.3

I have grown to think of maintaining eye contact with someone as an exercise in being and remaining truly present. It physically forces you to focus your mind on the person and conversation in front of you, shutting out distractions and reminding you to be present. This will, in turn, improve your understanding and show the other person that you are truly engaged and interested in them. So, try to start adopting this mindful practice in all social interactions and even start with you – look at yourself in the mirror and practise maintaining your own eye contact.

The power of ‘Hello’/‘Hi’/‘Hiya, babes’/‘Alright, mate?’ (delete as appropriate)

Never underestimate the power of a short greeting, whether you are simply walking past someone in the street or arriving for a long chat. A proper hello and a smile can be just the acknowledgement, encouragement or positivity someone needs to share in a conversation and open up to a connection.

The way you say hello isn’t just the opener, it’s the start of your connection each and every time. It’s a verbal handshake or greeting and, just like a handshake or a welcoming hug, you don’t want it to be floppy or rigid, it needs to be warm. It is the first moment of connection, and putting your positive energy behind it will hype you up, even if you aren’t in the mood to chat, and will hype others up in return. Some people – you may even include yourself in this camp – need to be encouraged to connect and share, and starting with a little positivity in your greetings can cut through nerves and immediately make people feel comfortable.

Hello is the gateway to connection and it is a verbal acknowledgement of someone, which is critical to connection. Everyone deserves to be acknowledged, however small or big the chat is, and this greeting is a pathway into their world and into a connection every single time, even if it’s fleeting.

Getting into the habit of doing this throughout your day is the start of positive communication routines. Try to say hello to absolutely everyone you come across in the day, even if saying hello to your neighbour as you skip off to work feels uncomfortable at first. Why is this important? Saying this one simple word makes you more comfortable with communicating with anyone – it increases your confidence to communicate whilst opening you up to connections and deeper chats.

When I was a kid on the bus on a school trip, we always played a game called ‘Sweet or Sour’, where we put our thumbs up or waved to passing vehicles to see if they waved back. If they waved back, they were sweet; if they ignored us, they were sour. It was hours of fun. I now play this game as an adult, seeing who will say hello back to me when I am going through my daily life. What I have learnt is that nine out of ten people will speak back, even if it’s out of shock that you said hello to them on the street.

Here’s the secret I have discovered from resurrecting this game in adult life: if you feel disconnected right now or have done in the past and you may well do in the future, speaking to someone, even just by saying hello, will immediately make you feel more connected to the world around you. Whenever I feel low, even the simplest hello chips away at my isolated mindset by making me feel connected to the world around me. It makes me feel like I am acknowledged and not just walking through this life alone. If you regularly do this, over time you will feel more and more connected, and this, in turn, will positively affect your wellbeing.

Say my name, say my name

When meeting someone new, always remember to introduce yourself after saying hello and ask what their name is. Identifying yourself and acknowledging someone else directly by name means you care about them on some level and want to get to know them, however long the conversation and connection lasts for.

As someone who was raised in the era of Girl Power, I will never forget going to interview Victoria Beckham for the first time. As she strolled over to greet me backstage at New York Fashion Week after her show, she said, ‘Hi Josh, I’m Victoria.’ I first thought no sh*t, Sherlock but later I realised how powerful this was. I, along with most of the world, knew who Posh Spice was, but it immediately put us on the same level; we were just two humans meeting for the first time. As a result, I felt acknowledged, I felt valued and I felt an immediate sense of warmth.

In return, remembering people’s names after they have introduced themselves is so important – after all, everyone wants to be remembered. You can then use their name throughout the conversation, and it makes them feel like you are truly taking an interest in them directly. It makes them feel like you are personalising a chat with them, and peppering their name into the conversation when you are asking questions puts the spotlight firmly on them and encourages them to open up.

The way I try to remember people’s names is to think of a celebrity with the same name and repeat it three times in my head. It works every time – trust me! Or, repeat the name in your head a few times over and, for the first few times you ask them questions or you respond to them, add their name in, like, ‘It’s so great to meet you, Madiya,’ or ‘What do you think, Kate?’ to etch their name into your brain.

Intonation is integral

Whatever your opening greeting of choice, it’s not just what you say, it’s how you say it. Your intonation is key to communication and projecting, or feigning, your positivity and warmth.

We will tackle this in more depth in the Chatterbox in Lesson Seven (see page 252), but it’s worth noting now that, however your voice sounds naturally, every time you greet someone try to make your voice sound alive. You can make your voice sound excited by raising your pitch a little and making your voice go up at the end of greetings, like at the end of, ‘How are you?’ A monotone, downbeat voice blocks people from communicating with you and stops connection in its tracks before you have even begun.

Great First Impressions Impress

The warmth you radiate from bringing together your body language, your greetings, your facial expressions, your eye contact and getting on the same level as others will create the first impression others will have of you.

Before we take a look at the sandwich filling, I want to take a moment to unpick why all of this is so important: research shows that people gain a first impression of someone within seven seconds and experiments even suggest that we can make accurate judgements of others within one-tenths of a second, so that introductory smile, hello or handshake we have been talking about couldn’t be more powerful.4 The way you immediately enter, position and hold yourself in a conversation is key to the likelihood of building a connection because we believe our first impressions are 76 per cent accurate, too.5

Undoing a negative first impression is an uphill battle as a result. This, whether we like it or not, will inform all future ideas someone has of you, and research has shown that we do not easily sway from these first impressions – we tend to focus on the information that endorses our beliefs and overlook the evidence that challenges it. So, even if you warm up over time, people are going to be less likely to want to see you again, introduce you to people or even do business with you. Would you put a grumpy person in front of your best friend or a client you want to make a lot of cash from knowing it’s going to be an uphill social battle?

It typically takes eight subsequent positive encounters to change another person’s negative opinion of you.6 Now that is a LOT of work, so isn’t it just easier to put the effort in from the word go? It’s 100 per cent easier to do the small amount of work it takes to create a positive first impression than not do it and regret it later. At least then, if you do want to build a connection later in the conversation or later in your relationship, you won’t have as much work to do in the future undoing your lazy and negative work.

The truth is you never know who you are going to meet. That person might be your future partner, your next boss or the friend who is going to transform your life, so always look to build a good first impression and enter social situations on a mission to create incredible first impressions. After all, first impressions are the foundations upon which the structure of your chat and connection are built upon, and the great thing is that you can control others’ reactions to you even in the first few moments of conversation by your opening remarks. It’s all in your power.

The attention war

Why do we make snap judgements? Not only does it save time and energy, in a world where our attention spans are dwindling and we feel we are becoming increasingly time-poor, first impressions and the opening parts of our conversation are becoming even more imperative to the possibility of creating connections.

According to studies, we now lose concentration after eight seconds, which brings our attention span below that of the notoriously inattentive goldfish, which can concentrate for nine.7 Let’s take a moment for that to sink in and to reward yourself because it means if you have made it to this part of the book, you are already swimming.

Some researchers are even calling this an ‘attention war’ as half of the UK think their attention spans are getting shorter due to our digitised lifestyle, algorithms and short-form content. So our bodies and minds now need to be immediately stimulated.8 With mobile phones constantly in our hands (more on this later when we talk about listening skills – see pages 100–103), the possibility of distraction in social situations is high, too, and it makes first impressions not just important but imperative if we want to build connections because time is of the essence.

In turn, everyone is not just busy, but busayyy. How many times do you hear people say, ‘I am so busy at the moment’? Increasingly, they seem distracted from the moment you begin to talk and their minds feel elsewhere, perhaps mentally checking off or adding to a never-ending to-do list. You may even feel the same way. Do you feel constantly distracted with your busy life swirling around you and taking control of your mind? Do you find yourself constantly telling people you are busy too? Well, try not to as it immediately gives them the impression you are too time-poor to chat and connect.

This is why it is so important to be present from the word hello, as it grounds you in the moment and makes you truly present and ready to converse. So, think of conversation and curating first impressions like a mindful practice from the word hello. Use a conversation as an opportunity to apply yourself without distraction and forget about your worries and anything on your mind outside of that conversation. Concentrating from the opening words, expressions and greetings will focus your mind immediately and, gradually, your mind will switch off from the world outside of your conversation. Think of it as turning down the volume on the rest of the world and turning up your chance to focus. Equally, if you dazzle someone with first impressions and they enter into a conversation with you not feeling able to properly chat, you can prove them otherwise. Your first impression will force them to be present and in the moment with you, and it can awaken their mind to the possibility of connection.

However, in this social context don’t think that you need to say all the juicy or exciting things you want to say within the first eight seconds of a conversation to get someone’s attention and make a connection. Unlike some short-form content we see on social media, good conversation isn’t about giving all the information at once. You don’t want to dump information on someone within the first few words, like ‘Oh my God, babes, you are never going to guess what happened to me last week,’ as it immediately makes the conversation all about you and you are not welcoming the other person in.

Put your prejudice in the bin

With first impressions being made at record speeds, you also need to put your prejudice in the bin. In this social environment it’s even more likely that you will base first impressions on superficial things like appearance, who people are already talking to and your past experiences. Psychologically it is human nature and, sadly, people’s prejudice comes into this. We all have inherent or unconscious biases and, whether you like it or not, you will have some prejudice or preconceived idea of what someone is going to be like.

We all need to work on how we immediately judge others, and I think about this all the time moving through life as a gay man. Not everyone wants me to even exist just on the basis that I like men. So, when I meet anyone, I try to disprove their preconceived ideas of me by being the best damn gay they have ever met, by being warm and friendly, saying hello to cut through their judgement and asking how they are. I figured out very early on that if someone is going to judge you, make it so difficult for them to judge you that their own prejudice is thrown back in their face and they feel internally uncomfortable. If they leave still judging you, still not wanting to move beyond their preconceived impressions of you, even though you have been nothing but friendly and kind, then at least you haven’t given them any more ammunition. Kill them with kindness is the motto.

If you are reading this and find yourself judging people by their cover, it’s time to unlearn this. This is getting in the way of you unlocking enriching connections you never saw coming. Think about what you are shutting yourself off from. And for what? And why? Just so you aren’t proved wrong? Embrace being proved wrong. Prejudice is formed through a lack of understanding, through having no knowledge of someone’s life and lived experiences. The way to overcome any prejudice is to get out there and talk to people – it will chip away at any prejudice you have and make you realise we are all, at our core, human.

Now, let’s build on your first impressions by bringing in the small talk . . .

Small Talk Leads to Big Talk

It’s time to kick off the chat with some small talk. Think of small talk as the foreplay of conversation. It gets you in the mood for what you are truly here for (wink, wink) and it’s a powerful tool for building connections steadily before reaching the climax (wink, wink x 2).

A lot of people say, ‘I hate small talk,’ but small talk is an entry point to big talk. It sets the wheels of a conversation in motion and it takes up a third of our speech, so it should not be overlooked.9 So why do so many of us hate or feel nervous about small talk? In my experience, we often worry it will be awkward, boring or we will simply run out of topics to talk about. It’s time to let go of that worry. Whilst we may roll our eyes at the idea of small talk, studies have found that it has a big impact on our wellbeing.

According to one study at the University of Kansas, ‘People generally feel better, have more positive social emotions and a sense of connection when engaging in small talk. These little conversations go a long way in making us feel like we belong.’10 So, if you want to build better connections, this is a regularly overlooked place to begin and we need to rebrand small talk as an important tool and unmissable stepping stone to great chat. If you want more great chats, you need to work on your small talk, but how?

Firstly, you need to accept that small talk is a social ritual. It is required if you want to have conversations and make connections in your life. Even I don’t love small talk all the time and, in those moments, I think to myself, ‘Babes, just treat this like a game. Get your best Poirot on and act like this is a fact-finding mission – the person in front of you is a mystery to be solved.’ You have to mean your small talk. If you don’t come across as interested in someone at this stage of the conversation, ultimately they’re not going to open up to you enough to form a connection, so put a little bit of meaning behind all parts of your small talk.

We do, however, need to also realise that not all small talk is created equal and not all small talk is appropriate. Going to a family gathering and being asked nine times by nine different family members who you don’t talk to from one year to the next if you’re ‘seeing anyone special’ is enough to drive anyone to despair. Or, in my case, it’s ‘Will you and your partner adopt?’, which is just infuriating. Asking someone if they are married or want to be married or have kids is an example of small talk to be avoided. You don’t have the right to know about anyone’s womb or personal life and it can immediately be a barrier to connection if someone feels you are being intrusive. Unfortunately, these personal questions tend to be people’s go-tos when it comes to small talk.

Instead of pursuing the personal route straight away, the key to small talk is discussing topics that open up a conversation to bigger topics. Simple questions like, ‘What have you been up to lately?’ to even discussing the weather (British, much) are conversations and questions everyone can respond to, and everyone can then share their own experience. Equally, we can improve the first impressions people have of us by making these more upbeat and focusing on positive questions like, ‘Are you working on anything exciting at the moment?’ or ‘What’s the best thing that has happened to you today?’ Using words like ‘exciting’ and ‘best’ whilst asking questions about someone else makes you come across as a positive person, who not only cares about someone and their recent experiences, but makes you someone they want to be around and open up to more.

People like curious people, so channel any curiosity you have into small talk and approach the conversation with genuine interest. Curiosity in small talk not only invites further chat, it sets the tone: people are more likely to keep talking to someone who isn’t just interesting but interested. Plus, if you are socially anxious or feel anxious, small talk questions will get them talking and, before you know it, you will be chatting in return. For instance, if you ask, ‘How was your weekend?’ and they respond with, ‘Oh my God, I had a really heavy weekend, my hangover was a 10/10,’ it shows you are listening to them if you then provide a thoughtful response of your own like, ‘Whenever I am in that situation Quavers always cure me. What did you do last night?’ Before you know it, they will be sharing more details and you will be given more opportunities to dig deep, show an interest and then build a stronger connection.

Remember, in small talk situations you have the power to make it interesting, so never enter a conversation giving one-word answers – you need to give people something to work with. ‘Fine’ is never a great response to ‘How are you?’ for example. You need to say, for instance, ‘I am good, thank you for asking. I am going on holiday soon and I can’t wait.’ That invites the other person to ask where you are going and allows a whole conversation about a destination and holidays to unfold. In turn, if the person you are talking to is giving one-word answers, you can respond with juicy titbits and add in your own hooks to draw out the fish of conversation.

You can also create small talk from free information around you. For example, if you find yourself at a birthday party and you are standing with someone you have never met before, that person also knows the person whose birthday it is, so ask how they know them. That will always come up with an interesting story and lead to other conversations. For example, if they knew them from university, you can then ask, ‘What were they like at university?’ and ‘What did you go on to do next?’ It all starts to build a picture of the other person and their life – and you might just get some great gossip about your friend too.

Asking questions about someone’s appearance works in a similar way. I am not talking about being creepy and commenting on how beautiful someone is or their eyes (unless it’s a date because that kind of attention is ALWAYS welcome if it’s not, again, creepy or cheesy). Instead, asking questions about their self-expression like what they are wearing can invite in chat. For example, ‘I love that dress, where is it from?’ could start a whole conversation about how you are both obsessed with Zara, the innumerable great buys you have found and the shopping hacks you know. Simple things like this start a connection as, by showing an interest, you can hunt for similarities.

However, whilst small talk is great talk, you shouldn’t linger on it for too long. A whole conversation filled with small talk won’t make for a satisfying sandwich. You simply need to use it as a stepping stone for big talk. And if the small talk is going on for too long, it’s time to draw it to a close.

Now, with your small talk underway it’s time to get your teeth stuck into the filling of your sandwich.

The Filling

Before you get too excited, in case you are licking your lips already, we are not going to serve up the filling straight away. So, you will have to curb your appetite, but rest assured we will pick this up throughout the book, as much of the book is about the filling and the bits that happen between the beginning and the end.

As a little taster, the quality of the filling or how tasty it is isn’t just down to the content you are serving up, or gobbling up. Its quality is down to the seasoning, so that’s how much you listen, how much you share, how you ask questions, whether you can build trust and how you navigate boundaries.

One structural point to bear in mind at this stage is that conversation is created through a wild coordination of human skills, where everyone should have or feel like they have the equal space to speak. Great chat is structurally defined by people taking it in turns and passing the right to talk fairly between them.

In amongst this wild coordination of human skill, we will or won’t click with another person and a connection will or won’t be made. The click can be set in motion with first impressions, but it truly happens in the filling of a chat. A click of connection happens when you relate or bond over certain topics, find shared interests or experiences, or you show an understanding or empathy for someone, or vice versa. But it is also defined by our gaps between conversation turns. So, whilst we are looking at the structure of a conversation in this first lesson, let’s look at the structure of a click and what creates a connection.

Mind the gap

As humans we are able to respond to each other at a mind-blowing rate. In an average conversation – clearly not a DMC – each turn talking lasts around two seconds and then the typical gap between these turns is only 200 milliseconds.11 That means your conversations are out of the blocks at the rate Usain Bolt reacts to a starting pistol. This figure is universal across all cultures with only slight variation and is even seen in sign language conversations. So, if you thought your mind was creating first impressions quickly, it’s constructing speech at an equally fast rate.

Surely with conversation topics offering innumerable possible responses our response times should be longer? That is not the case because we are formulating and thinking about our response to what someone is saying whilst they are talking, so, when it’s our turn to talk again, we make sure the gap is as short as possible. (Hence why working on your listening skills is so important, which we will pick up on later in Lesson Three.) We are practically allergic to silence and the dreaded awkward silence in return. This is seen as the ‘basic metabolism of human social life,’12 as it’s a human trait across the world to want to minimise the silence between us.

The gap between each individual talking is therefore so important to building connections – the shorter the gap, the greater the connection. Research has shown that we perceive conversations with faster response times to build better connections than the same conversations with slower response times. So, in conversations, shorter gaps between turns means we are more likely to click with others.13 That magic click is the benchmark for connection.

Making the gap as small as possible means you really have to listen and pay full attention, without distraction, to what someone is saying, so you are prepared to take your turn quickly and your response still relates to what someone has just said. These speeds are so short it’s impossible for us to totally control our reactions too, so we also become more unfiltered in our conversations – we are sharing more truthfully and having to ask the questions we really want to ask. That is where the click of connection happens as quicker connections shorten the psychological distance between us and therefore make us feel closer to one another.14

This creates the free-flowing conversations I spoke about at the start of this chapter and, if you are reading this and panicking about how long the gaps are between your conversation turns, don’t. Shortening these gaps will come with practice, and sometimes taking a moment to simply breathe between turns will give you time to think. I also find that using statements like, ‘That’s so interesting’ or ‘What you just said is really making me think’ are helpful because they close the gap and give yourself time to formulate what you want to say next. Don’t live in fear of the silence in conversations, just be aware of it. The more practice you have and the more questions you have stored in your chat box (more on that later), the more you will instantly be able to fill any awkward gaps.

With the best parts of the filling still to come, let’s move our attention to the final slice.

The Last Slice: How to Leave on a Good Note

Does ending a conversation fill you with anxiety and dread? I’m sure I am not the only one raising their hand, because it’s a real minefield and it’s so hard to get it right so that no one leaves feeling short-changed of connection or conversation. For some of us, the thought of ending a conversation is so unsettling we’ll avoid getting into a chat in the first place. Am I right or am I right? The idea of being trapped at the office Christmas party talking to that awkward colleague is enough to put anyone off starting a chat, but don’t worry as you can master the art of making a graceful exit.

It’s taken me YEARS of practice to get this right. I used to think I needed to keep going, to cover every last topic, and, if I didn’t talk about everything I wanted to – especially in an interview – I would leave feeling deflated, as if the conversation had failed. But what I came to realise is that you need to be okay with letting conversations go; it’s key. Let go of wanting to discuss a specific topic if the time isn’t right and you have already been chatting for ages. Let go of expecting someone to tell you something, react in a certain way or be a certain way. Conversations can go down very different roads than the ones you first expected, and you need to be okay with reaching a destination you didn’t anticipate. And you need to let go of your dread of talking to certain people, because you can give them your time and leave in a way that makes you both feel good about yourselves.

It’s a hard lesson to learn, but leaving a conversation at the right time is a great way of practising your boundaries and respecting the boundaries of others too. One thing I always find so frustrating about when we, as a society, talk about boundaries is that the discussion always focuses on our boundaries, and rarely takes into account the boundaries of others. But, in order to build true connections with people, through conversation, we need to respect the boundaries of others, so this is a great place to start working on that discipline, which we’ll cover in more detail in Lesson Six.

So how do you leave a conversation correctly? You might always be stuck talking to that aforementioned colleague in the staff kitchen, you might be cornered at a party by your ex and be unable to escape or someone may just be monologing about a niche hobby they have for far too long. The following tips will work with your boss/crush/parents/friends/nosy next-door neighbour/the slightly annoying fellow dog mum in the park . . .  the list goes on.

Concentrate on conversation cues

The better understanding you have of the signals another person is giving you, the easier it will be to hold a satisfying conversation together. Your ability to pick up these cues is known as ‘empathic accuracy’, and it involves reading a person based on their words, emotions and body language.15 If someone is fidgeting, looking at their watch or phone, closing off to you with their body language and looking around or not looking at you at all, it means they are indicating they want to leave the chat.

If they start saying short words like ‘Alright,’ ‘So’, ‘Okay’ or ‘Well’ after they or you have finished speaking, they also want to leave the chat. Use these natural lulls in conversation when you could easily introduce another topic or point to reignite their interest to allow them to leave. Equally, take these lulls in conversation as your chance to leave if you want to exit a conversation too.

Gear up for goodbye

If you need to leave a conversation or you sense the time is nigh to end it, wave the white flag in conversation. For instance, if someone is talking about a topic, try to wrap it up with a positive note. For example, if someone is talking about their children, try, ‘Oh, I have just seen someone I need to say hey to. But before I go, what is the number-one greatest thing about being a parent?’ It’s a positive ending and, before you say your final goodbyes, it leaves the conversation on a caring note. And they may even say something that truly sticks with you.

The exit plan

There can be a lot of uncertainty about when a conversion is over and has run its course. This can cause a huge amount of anxiety as we worry about what happens next and that we won’t be able to make a graceful exit. If you want to leave the chat, be clear you are done and don’t be afraid to signpost you need to go or want it to end. The worst thing you can do when leaving a conversation is fabricate an excuse out of fear of it being awkward because it’s only going to make it more awkward. If you say to someone at a party, for instance, ‘I need to leave now and head home,’ and two seconds later you walk over to someone else and spend the rest of the night chatting to them, that will hurt their feelings and leave them with a negative impression of you. Therefore, it’s important to enter every conversation with a get-out-of-chat plan. Here are some phrases which work across parties and one-on-one chats:

 

• ‘I need to go to the bathroom.’

• ‘I made it a goal to meet three new people tonight.’

• ‘I am just going to see my friend over there now.’ (Only use this if the person you go over to is your actual friend.)

• ‘I just need to get another drink.’

• ‘So sorry, I have got to get going.’ (Only do this if you are actually leaving!)

 

Always then end on a positive note with a reassuring goodbye, for instance:

 

• ‘It was so great getting to chat with you.’ (Not TO you, as it was a joint venture together.)

• ‘I just wanted to see how you are.’

• ‘I am so pleased life is going well for you.’

• ‘I don’t want to take up all your time!’

• ‘I am sorry we didn’t get to talk long, but I loved our chat.’

 

Briefly recapping the conversation, for example ‘I loved hearing about your life/your journey, and so on’, and ‘I hope I get to speak to you again soon’ work as positive notes to end on too.

Another strategy that can be deployed at parties, networking events or group events is inviting the other person to come with you to another part of the space. Try: ‘Do you want to go get a drink?’, ‘Do you want to go meet my friend over there?’ or ‘Do you want to go to the bathroom?’ Then, once the conversation gets going in the new environment, you can slip away and make your exit.

If someone else is around you, like a friend you know, you can try introducing that person to them. Only do this, though, if you know they will click, as no one is going to thank you for lumbering someone with someone else who is dull as dishwater. Introduce them with a positive statement like, ‘I know you two will get on because you both have an interest in X or Y,’ and then say, ‘I’ll leave you guys to chat.’ If in doubt, think of the infamous Bridget Jones school of introductions: ‘Introduce people with thoughtful details’ about them. But don’t say what’s truly on your mind à la Bridget!

If you want to connect with someone long term, pick up on parts of your conversation – ‘Ohhh, I would love to connect with you again on X or Y’ – and ask for their social media handle(s) or number and say you will message. You can then leave the conversation with the promise of more to come.

You can use physical communication as a way to end a conversation too. A hug or a handshake, depending on the person, or a reassuring touch of the arm does this perfectly. And when it comes to knowing whether the other person has had enough, read their body language. If someone wants to leave the chat they will tend to fidget more, move around more, look around more or look at their phone more. It’s important to acknowledge these cues, even if you want to carry on conversing, or ask more questions, or get to know someone more – you need to respect that others have reached their limits. Not just reading but acknowledging someone else’s conversation cues is a great lesson in recognising other people’s boundaries, and boundaries are imperative to creating great chat, which we will cover in more depth later on.

Check timings

The perfect length of a conversation is one of life’s great mysteries. There is no hard-and-fast rule and it turns out nobody really knows how long a conversation should be. Do you know when to end a chat? If your answer is no, you aren’t the only one as it was revealed in a recent study that conversations almost never end when people want them to.16

The best way to combat this conversation crisis is if we become better and more honest communicators, so that more of our conversations will last for the right amount of time. We need to be more honest about our thoughts and feelings – if we need to go then we need to go and, if we want to carry on talking to someone but they have visibly had enough, we need to let them go.

Having said this, if you are visibly connecting with someone, please keep talking – don’t just give up on a chat because you need to do something else or you are just worrying they want the conversation to end. Tell that person you want to carry on talking or offer them a way out just in case like, ‘I am really enjoying talking to you and want to carry on, but if you need to go or I am taking up too much of your time, I totally understand.’ If we are more vocal about what we want from a conversation, we will stop second-guessing ourselves and others. Push yourself out of your conversation comfort zone and just tell them – that way, everyone benefits.

Most of the time I find that it’s better to be left wanting more than it is to be wanting less – you can always get more, but you can never get less. We can be guilty of thinking that a conversation is a one-time entity, but you need to remember that the great thing about building connection through conversation is that it will offer you the chance to talk again. Conversation once connection has been made can be a rolling entity so always leave some topics for later and leave the other person wanting more.

In turn, remind yourself that it doesn’t mean people don’t like you, or they will think you don’t like them, if they or you bring a conversation to a close. We worry it means, I don’t like you, I am bored, I am over it BUT that is not the case (all the time); sometimes you or they need to stop talking, don’t have the energy or have to be somewhere else. That’s why reassuring goodbyes such as, ‘It was so great chatting to you, hope to talk again soon,’ are so important: it’s the difference between someone worrying and someone being reassured.

When drawing a conversation to a close, it’s also important to remember that you are not the only person in the conversation. You know when you are at a party or cornered at work by someone and you want the conversation to end? They might actually want it to end too.

Turn first impressions into lasting impressions

All of these factors – from observing conversation cues to being aware of whether a conversation has gone on a touch too long – come together to turn the first impressions you made in the beginning of your conversations into lasting impressions. Think of ending a conversation as a direct mirror to the beginning of a conversation and, just as you wanted to create a strong first impression, you want to leave a lasting impression.

So, instead of ‘It’s great to see you’, this time around say, ‘It was so great chatting with you’. Instead of ’Hello’, it’s a friendly ‘Goodbye’. And if you want to give people the idea you want to talk again say, ‘Hope to see you soon or chat to you again’. If not, it’s ‘Have a great rest of your day’. All of this will come together to not only ensure you can leave a positive impression on others, but also so you feel great within yourself about any conversation, from the brief to the deep. Doesn’t that sound like the most satisfying sandwich?

The power of balance in conversation truly starts here. It starts with you understanding the framework, learning to get it right and looking at ways you have done it wrong in the past so you are better prepared for all the great chats to come. And checking back in with this structure is a helpful way to monitor how your communication is progressing, too.

With your sandwich in place, let’s get into part of the filling which I think is imperative to building connections and bonding: asking questions.


CHATTERBOX: The Social Sandwich IRL

Now we are more aware of the structure of a great chat, let’s put the sandwich analogy into action and break down some of your conversations IRL. This task is designed to peel back the layers of your conversations to reveal the inner workings of great chats in order to have even greater chats.

This is a rare space to take a step back and give yourself time to really think about how a conversation works. Before you know it, you will see the blueprint of chat and how you structurally create connections. Putting this framework into your own conversations or observing this framework will show you that connection and great chat isn’t just a magical thing, it’s a process which happens thanks to a specific structure. I want you to bear in mind that this will feel hard at first, but it will be so beneficial to your conversations going forward. You can also either write down your responses or take this as an opportunity to simply have a chat with yourself.

I want you to approach this exercise from three different viewpoints. Firstly, I want you to think about a memorable conversation you have had where you felt you truly connected with someone. It could be anything from an unexpected DMC at a party with a stranger, a date which went really well or a time you spoke to a friend and you truly realised how special they were to you. Secondly, I want you to go into a social event this week with these things in mind. Seek out a conversation with someone you have never met before and come back afterwards and reflect back on the chat. And thirdly, I want you to look at these questions and think about a conversation scenario which fills you with dread. This could be a first date, an awkward chat you need to have with your boss about a pay rise or any upcoming social event which is weighing on your mind. I want you to think about how you can deploy this structure to make you feel more confident to have the chat you need and want to have. In each of these social setups, start with the context:

 

• What was the chat about?

• When was it?

• Where were you?

• Who was it with?

• Was it one-on-one?

• Was it a planned chat or a spontaneous one?

 

Then, let’s break it down with the sandwich method, starting with the first slice of bread:

 

• What attitude/mood did you or they take into this conversation?

• How warm were you and how warm were they?

• What was yours and their body language like?

• How did you physically greet one another?

• What verbal greetings did you use?

• Did you both maintain eye contact?

• What small talk did you partake in?

• Did you ask each other how you were?

• Did you feel like they truly cared about how you were?

• Did you both introduce yourselves if this was your first time meeting? Did they remember your name?

• Were your faces expressive?

• What were the intonations of your speech like?

• What were your first impressions of them? Did you click straight away?

• Did you judge them prematurely if this was the first time meeting them?

• What was the initial small talk about?

 

Now, focus on the filling:

 

• What did you talk about in the middle of the conversation? What part of the conversation felt like the juiciest or most fulfilling?

• Did they ask you questions? If so, which questions?

• Did you ask questions? If so, which questions?

• Did you listen?

• Did they really listen?

• Did they or you appear distracted or were they distracted by phones, people passing by, and so on?

• How did the conversation make you feel?

• Did it feel like a meaningful chat and, if so, why?

• Did you leave feeling like you made a connection or built a stronger connection?

• What kind of connection was it?

• Did the chat feel evenly distributed between the parties involved?

• Were there any awkward silences? How long were the gaps in between turns chatting?

• At what point did you feel like you clicked, or you understood them or they understood you?

 

Now, turn your attention to the last slice of bread:

 

• Did you feel like you read their conversation cues and they read yours?

• How did you wrap up the chat?

• Did it feel like it ended at the right time?

• Did you or did they not pick up on clues that someone wanted to end the chat?

• Did the goodbye feel genuine?

• What impression do you think you left on them?

• What kind of impression did they leave on you?

• Did you learn something about the other person or yourself?

 

After you have completed this, you will now have a better understanding of how you converse, where you need to improve and how you connect with others, which is so important going forward.





LESSON TWO

Ask the Question

‘I keep six honest serving-men (They taught me all I knew);

Their names are What and Why and When And How and Where and Who.’

Rudyard Kipling



The most common reaction I get to my interviews is, ‘I can’t believe you can get people to open up so much.’ People think there is a magic trick to get others to say things they’ve never shared publicly before, but it’s actually a lot simpler than that.

It’s about asking the right question at the right time. I truly love to ask questions – always have done, always will do. Asking questions for a living has taught me that, no matter how long or short your conversation with someone is, questions have the power to create a long-lasting impact, not only on who you are conversing with, but with yourself too.

When I became a celebrity interviewer (before I was trusted with big interviews like cover stories and my podcast interviews), I was basically speed dating A-listers for a living. I was sent off by my editors to junkets where, to promote their major movies or TV shows, celebrities will go to a hotel, sit in a room for hours and even days at a time with different journalists coming in every five to ten minutes. And yes, if you’re thinking of the Notting Hill scene where Hugh Grant pretends to be from Horse & Hound whilst talking to Julia Roberts . . .  I can confirm it’s just like that.

Five minutes is not a long time to get anything juicy – or so many people think. I became obsessed with making the most of my mere minutes and quickly learnt the one shortcut available: asking different kinds of questions. So, instead of asking the common questions every other journalist asked such as, ‘What was it like working with your co-star?’, ‘What did you love about the film?’, ‘Talk me through your character’, or even the dreaded ‘Describe your character in three words’, I asked myself what would make this not just a good interview, but a genuinely great chat.

From asking Pamela Anderson to give me a lesson in flirting to asking Hailey Bieber if she knew what a ‘spotted dick’ was, I soon realised that my questions were snapping these celebrities out of a robotic pattern they’d been lulled into by answering the same questions on five-minute loops. It took them by surprise, warmed them up and relaxed them, which then enabled me to dig a little deeper. They looked for something more interesting to say and were genuinely grateful to be having a conversation unlike the others. It was a light-bulb moment when I realised the person asking the questions tends to have the control, directing where the conversation will go and setting the tone.

How many times have you been at a dinner party or a wedding and felt that you were just asked the same boring questions like, ‘Do you have a partner?’ or ‘What do you do for a living?’ But when someone asks you something that you didn’t expect, like ‘What is your greatest fear?’ or ‘When have you been proudest of yourself?’ it not only shows they are putting actual effort into your chat, it also takes you by surprise and makes you think, immediately making you feel more engaged and aware of the person you are talking to. Similarly, if someone asks you questions about what you are already talking about, it shows they are truly listening to you. Questions can make people feel valued and show you care about them, and taking people by surprise is the key to upsetting the monotony of sh*t chat.

Questions are FUNdamental

The more I engage in conversations, the more I realise asking questions is an underrated skill and its importance in building genuine connection cannot be overstated. People want to feel like they matter and they want to talk about themselves, and questions enable both of those things to happen. But they also enable you to understand others, the world and therefore yourself.

A 2017 study by Harvard Business School found that people who ask questions build better relationships because they make you more likeable.1 When you ask someone about their experiences or invite them to talk about their views or obsessions (no matter how far they are from yours), you not only build a connection, you also add a new piece to the puzzle of your relationship with that person – whether you have just met them or have known them for years.

Now, let’s think about the best date you’ve ever been on. The location might have been notable, how hot they were could have been a plus and their job, looks and financial assets could have been a tick, tick, tick situation, but what really matters is whether they were interested in you and asked you questions. Am I right or am I right? And I mean not just asking you questions so they could wait for their chance to talk about themselves, but so they actually learnt about who you are, what you like and what you stand for.

Continuously volunteering information without the interjection of questions is just the world’s most boring PowerPoint presentation of someone’s knowledge or feelings. On the other hand, questions have the ability to shift the course of a chat and also shake up what someone may think. They also give people the opportunity to interrogate their own opinions, delve into their experiences and make everyone involved feel like they are learning.

Feeling seen, valued and heard by someone is one of the greatest feelings in life, and someone just asking you questions conjures up that feeling. Questions are a powerful foundation for relationships and, if we ask more questions, we allow others to feel heard and understood in the same way we want to be.

The right questions can help you find out what a person’s concerns or needs are and therefore can guide a conversation in the right direction, so they best serve both parties. Even the most unruly of bucking broncos can be overcome with the right tactics, and the same can be said for those who are hard to talk to – you just have to learn how – and I firmly believe asking the right questions at the right time is that tactic we’re all looking for.

Asking questions also increases our emotional intelligence as it increases our understanding of others and makes us like ourselves more too, as we feel we are more engaged in our relationships and more interested in others – and that is good for the soul. As we increase our emotional intelligence, we are more aware of the right questions to ask and when to ask them: win–win.

But, as adults, have you also noticed that we ask fewer and fewer questions? Why are we overlooking a key part of our lives that can increase our self-worth? According to a study, it is estimated that about 70–80 per cent of children’s conversations are made up of questions, whereas, amongst adults, the estimate was 15–25 per cent.2 Why is that? Well, a child is learning about the world for the very first time, so questions are essential to their growth and understanding of the space and people around them, but as adults we stop. We are set in our ways, think our learning days are over and really do think we know it all already. But I am here to tell you, you do not. None of us know it all. Not even Beyoncé. We need to re-embrace the inquisitive four-year-old within us, the one who asked questions morning, noon and night on a loop.

Why? Because everyone around you can become a teacher. Each and every one of us can provide a lesson in life if we ask questions and share experiences. As we grow up, social pressures and a fear of judgement start to infiltrate our lives and get in the way of asking questions. We start to develop a fear of being perceived to be annoying or difficult, opting instead to remain tight-lipped and nodding through something we don’t understand rather than running the risk of looking stupid.

This fear is not just stopping us from knowing what we need to know, but it’s also standing in the way of real connection and growth. We owe it to ourselves, and the people around us, to shed this fear and learn how to ask really good questions.

What Makes a Good Questioner?

Curiosity may have killed the cat, but in conversations curiosity is a lifesaver because talking alone can’t keep a conversation alive. You stand to gain more by being inquisitive and you learn more by adopting a curious standpoint, so be that four-year-old who asked questions ALL the time, because that openness to the world and willingness to let that show is very powerful. Cultivating curiosity is also the best way to fake it till you make it whilst finding common ground and it has the power to take a sh*t chat to a great chat. Studies show that the more curiosity you express, the more people will be attracted to you and the more they will disclose, share and ask you questions in return.3

I always go into conversations with some questions in my back pocket, but I never have an overarching preconceived agenda. If you are spending your time mentally ticking off a list of questions, you won’t listen to the answers and you’ll miss the cues in front of you that can open up a conversation and inspire even better questions.

If in doubt, and you truly can’t think of a question to ask, let the person you are conversing with tell you about themselves and then ask questions about what they are saying. There will always be a follow-up question you can ask off the back of something someone says. For example, if someone is telling you a tale from their travels, ask for their top tips or if they are telling you about something new happening in their lives, ask them how they feel about it. Simple yet effective questions will always keep the conversation flowing.

However, it’s important to recognise that not everyone finds it natural to be asked questions. Many people do not like to be put on the spot, but there is a way of asking questions that makes them feel comfortable enough to open up. That is where the entry-level questions can come in. Stay tuned for those.

It’s also important to give people space. Don’t immediately pin them against the wall with your questions. Instead, start with simple or open questions and go from there. These questions start with ‘How’, ‘Why’ and ‘What’, such as, ‘How has your week been?’, ‘Why are you out and about tonight?’ and ‘What are your plans for the weekend?’ Those are all simple, open questions which can lead to many responses so, in turn, people on the receiving end can feel they can share as much or as little as they wish.

Another tip is to build up to the big stuff. If someone is uncomfortable or uneasy with questions, start by offering information. For example, talk about an epic TV show you have just watched and ask them if they have seen anything amazing recently. If there is a question you really want to ask someone, wait until you’re settled into the conversation and trust has been built. I would never go into an interview and say, ‘So, tell me all about your divorce.’ Bide your time and let the conversation build. Great chat is not a sprint.

If you are going to ask the question, give people the respect of listening to their responses. Don’t just ask the question and think the job is done. You need to actively listen. You can do this by simply giving people space to respond, allowing them to get into their response flow, resisting the urge to interject and maintaining eye contact and open body language, so you always appear engaged. We’ll discuss the art of listening in much more detail in Lesson Three.

Make sure you do your homework too. Obviously, there’s a line between showing interest and seeming like a stalker, but using the things you know about someone to help target your questions will get you somewhere interesting more quickly. Let’s think about this in a dating sense. If you are meeting someone from an app, look at their profile again before meeting them and prepare questions in case you get stuck like, ‘Oh, I saw you were into high-octane BMXing on your profile. When did you get into that?’ or ‘The other day you mentioned you were going to see your goddaughter; what do you love about being a godparent?’ This can be applied to any work, social or even job interview setting. Everyone wants to feel valued at times, so if you are meeting someone for a job interview, research them and ask at the end of the interview when they open it up to questions, ‘I know you worked at X before, how have you found working here?’ or ‘What has been the most career-changing moment for you in this job?’

If you are not a natural chatterer, then social interactions can make you nervous, but doing your homework and having questions in mind will make you feel more at ease and comfortable. This, in turn, will, make the chat more conversational and seem more authentic.

Remind yourself that you have so much to learn from asking questions and you can grow from the experience, even if the person may seem boring. Everyone’s an expert in something, so, if in doubt, ask questions that a person knows a lot about as you will increase your knowledge in a random field, even if you don’t get anything else from the chat.

That’s a Good Question

Do you remember a teacher saying to you at school ‘There is no such thing as a stupid question’? and you rolled your eyes the second their back was turned? Well, prepare to roll them out of your sockets because they were right . . .  in a way. Any question can be a good or even a great question, but, like many things in life, it’s about timing and relevance. Both of these components need to come together to create a great question and form your asking behaviour, which you need to work on to ensure your questions have the right impact.

Let’s start with timing. You need to start nice and slow before you go in deep. Wink, wink! In life it isn’t always about diving in the deep end. You need to build up to it – foreplay before the main event is always a good idea; conversation is no different and questions are conversational foreplay.

You may have the most incredible question to ask or have been itching to ask someone for a while, but, if you just throw it into a conversation at the beginning or at a time when it is not relevant – say you are talking about something completely unrelated – it is not going to get the answer you want.

So, always think about timing and start simple because there is no such thing as a silly question. In fact, the simplest questions are sometimes the most effective.

That is why you should always ask how someone is first and foremost as it’s the greatest gateway to great chat. I will never forget my friend who came to visit me whilst she had been struggling to conceive, which was causing anxiety to spread throughout her life. I knew she was struggling mentally and wasn’t getting many outlets to talk about her true feelings, but asking her a big question about her pregnancy journey would have been too overwhelming to begin with. Instead, I simply asked her, ‘How are you?’ That simple question was a gateway to her opening up about how she truly was, and the anxieties and fears that were consuming her. It was her entry point to talking, and it gave her permission to speak further about her feelings. As my friend left my house that day she said to me, ‘I thought on the train down you were going to get this all out of me,’ and that all happened from the simplest of questions. Let’s delve into the simple power of ‘How are you?’

The power of ‘How are you?’

‘How are YOU? I mean it, how are YOU really?’ It’s a simple and short question (some gems do come in small packages, apparently), but sometimes the most probing (sorry, I am really not trying to make this kinky).

How you are is the foundation of not just a conversation, but your entire make-up. It defines your relationship with yourself and others, your mood, your tolerances, your actions and your reactions. It shapes the course of your life every day and being honest about your feelings allows you to have better relationships with others, and also yourself.

How you are might make you snap over the smallest mistake by a colleague or it could open your ears to a conversation you never expected you would have. And asking someone how they are will indicate what kind of conversation you are about to have. It might show you that they are open or it might show you that they are closed off. It gives you conversation cues and allows the responder to build boundaries if they do not wish to talk.

But for all the potential of this little question, when did someone last truly ask you and you felt that they really listened to the way you said, ‘Alright’ a few decibels lower than your usual tone, because you were suffering and they didn’t register your response? Or when you said ‘Absolutely amazing’ in a sarcastic tone and they didn’t just ignore it, they carried on with their agenda – their set idea of what they wanted the conversation in front of them to be – ignored the signs and skipped straight on to another point? Or you just faked it and put on your best, ‘I am absolutely pretending to live my best f**king life, but really I am breaking on the inside’ face and they were none the wiser? How many times have you wished someone asked you that question, but they just didn’t?

On the flip side, how many times do you ask, ‘How are you?’ in a day and neglect to really listen to the answer? When did you ask yourself that question and reply to yourself truthfully? We can all lie to ourselves and one another if we, or others, aren’t willing to listen.

Here’s a one-word solution to transforming a throwaway question into something powerful: add a really. ‘How are you really?’ shows you aren’t just asking it out of politeness. You’re genuinely inviting an honest response. I became acutely aware of the power of ‘really’ the day I met Chrissy Teigen. After a somewhat wild night out in LA – involving shots, go-go dancing boys and losing my phone – I found myself wrestling with my most aggressive hangover of the year on my way to an interview in her LA home the following morning. On arrival, I was quickly coerced into a hair-of-the-dog glass of ‘breakfast’ rosé at 12:39pm on a Monday. As I nestled myself into her sofa in the centre of her open-plan living room-cum-kitchen-cum-John Legend’s display cabinet for Grammys, an Oscar and a casual Golden Globe, I just asked, ‘How are you really?’ in a soft voice with the rosé glass shaking in my hand.

‘The last month has been really tough,’ she said, sighing whilst I sat there. ‘I’ll tell John, “Deep down, I know I am happy,” but I think anyone with anxiety knows it’s physically painful to think about doing things.’ What ensued was an open and frank conversation about her mental health with Chrissy saying, ‘Sometimes reaching for your medication is like picking up a 60kg dumbbell that I don’t feel like picking up and I don’t know why.’

My mouth was on the floor. This was a woman who lives in a Hollywood palace with a loving family, millions of followers on social media, multiple magazine covers hanging in her office and an incredible modelling and TV career to her name, dropping all barriers and talking honestly after just one question. There was a tone of truth she carried throughout our hour-and-a-half-long chat as we made our way through everything from boob jobs to postnatal depression, before we hugged goodbye and Chrissy said, ‘Thank you for being so kind to me.’ I thought, ‘I didn’t really do anything except ask how you are.’

In the car ride afterwards, I thought about the conversation, and I think about it regularly because it confirmed a few things:

 

1. Asking people how they really are is an imperative start to great chat and one of the most important questions of all.

2. People just want to be asked the questions and to feel like someone actually cares.

3. Entering into a conversation truly caring about someone creates a real connection.

 

We think that having a great conversation with someone means asking a tonne of big questions, having some sort of really intense intellectual conversation – which of course it can be – but the real connection happens when you truly care about how someone is. That’s why the simplest question of all is so powerful.

‘How are you, really?’ creates a feeling of belonging for you and for the person you are chit-chatting with. As someone who felt like a loner for much of my teenage years, who didn’t feel bonded with those around them, I can see how powerful that question is for creating bonds. It’s a bond that allows you to feel seen and it has the ability to create a conversation that benefits our wellbeing. That is the basis of great chat, but there are multiple types of questions that can do that too . . .

The Seven Types of Questions

There are seven different kinds of questions which can take a conversation where you want it to go. They can help you discover something new or even confirm what you already know.

1. Clarifying questions

Clarifying questions help you to understand, make others feel understood and challenge our assumptions. These questions are narrow and specific, which means they are perfect as conversation-starters to get to know someone, warm them up or understand more about what someone is saying. They also help avoid much-dreaded awkward misunderstandings, unscramble confusing chat or invite someone to open up further.

Clarifying questions tend to start with ‘Why’, ‘How’, ‘What’, ‘When’, ‘Where’ and ‘Who’. Simple questions like ‘How are you?’ and ‘Where do you live?’ are not only questions everyone can answer, but they can be the gateways to deeper conversations. Think about this: whenever anyone calls into a radio station, for example, the host always asks, ‘What’s your name?’, ‘Where are you calling from?’ These are simple questions that allow the caller to become relaxed and overcome any nerves – the same can be said for real-life conversations.

Asking simple clarifying questions gives us a chance to warm ourselves and others up, whilst allowing us insight into our conversation partner’s state of mind at that moment. If they are clearly not in a good place, it might not be the time to go deeper.

Clarifying questions are useful for confirming or denying what another person said or what you think they meant. Therefore, they are great for delving into someone’s opinion, and they also help you inform your opinion on the matter too. They are also a brilliant way of pushing you out of your comfort zone and allowing you to let go of that idea that you should know exactly what someone is talking about. Faking it till you make it can be an empowering pursuit, but, when it comes to asking questions, faking knowledge or understanding doesn’t push yourself or a conversation forward.

Think back to a time when you were at work and were told something or asked to do something and, because you wanted it to seem you knew exactly what you were doing, you pretended you understood and didn’t ask the person to clarify. Cut to you seconds later panicking internally, breaking into a sweat and spending the next few hours flapping about what to do because you were too fearful to ask. Asking clarifying questions is all about letting go of that fear we talked about earlier and openly admitting that you need some clarification, so they also require an element of vulnerability.

Let’s look at a typical scenario with two imaginary pals, Jada and Chinazo, discussing a tale as old as time – should Jada come off dating apps for good? – which shows some clarifying questions in action:

 

Jada: ‘I have decided I want to meet a man IRL, so I am quitting dating apps early next year.’

 

Chinazo: ‘I am sorry, babe, I hear you, the apps are the Wild West of basic men, but why have you made this decision? Walk me through.’ (Recognising life can be a sh*t show and offering a little sympathy goes a long way, always.)

 

Chinazo: ‘Are you okay, hun?’ (Always a strong, faithful clarifying question.)

 

Chinazo: ‘Where are you going to find men to date if you do quit the apps?’ (We know that Jada isn’t putting herself out there IRL enough to meet a man another way, don’t we?)

 

All of Chinazo’s questions hope to clarify Jada’s stance and rationale whilst pushing the conversation forward.

 

2. Devil’s advocate questions offer a new perspective

Devil’s advocate questions help us look at problems or topics from a different angle. They invite different viewpoints or allow you to cover new ground that might have been missed by the person you are talking to in a conversation. Let’s eavesdrop into another chat with another set of pals, Ambika and Cleo, to see this type of question in action:

 

Ambika: ‘I HATE my job so much. I’m quitting and moving to Australia to get away from it all and find myself a hunky Australian surfer . . . ’

 

Cleo: ‘OKAY, breathe. I know you have been finding work hard at the moment. Have you addressed this with work yet?’ (Always encourage people to take a step back from their problems and have a moment of mindfulness to regain composure so they can enter the chat with a clear head.)

 

Cleo: ‘How about you look for a new job before moving countries?’ (Offering a more actionable and less drastic alternative can be just as calming as taking a deep breath.)

 

Cleo: ‘That’s a great idea, but what happens if you don’t find the Australian surfer of your dreams? Will you still be happy with that outcome?’ (We all want a hot Australian surfer to grind on our wood, but a little reality check is sometimes necessary.)

3. Probing questions dig a little deeper

Think of these questions as like drilling down into the good bits and getting to the real juicy centre of the chat, allowing you to get deeper into intimate and non-intimate topics. These are questions which allow you to challenge assumptions about why someone thinks the way they do, what happened to them, and help understand the root of their stance or their problems. Let’s listen in on Tom and Hassan’s date to understand this in action:

 

Tom: ‘I have really bad commitment issues and I don’t have a great relationship with my parents.’

 

Hassan: ‘I am sorry to hear that. What happened between you and your parents?’ (Offering empathy or sympathy first and foremost is key to getting someone to open up further, as it shows you care and are creating a caring space.)

 

Tom: ‘My parents got divorced when I was younger and it caused the family to divide.’

 

Hassan: ‘Do you think your parents’ divorce has impacted or changed your view of commitment?’ (We all know the answer to that, but maybe Tom doesn’t yet?!)

4. Elevating questions to upgrade the chat

Elevating questions upgrade the chat to another level by bringing in the bigger picture and a broader range of opinions. They can help challenge someone who has a narrow viewpoint and equally broaden your outlook too. And we all know that, when someone is so immersed in a current problem or stuck in a rut mentally, it’s hard to see the big picture, so these questions invite people to let go with the help of some perspective and see the broader context. Nat and Anthony are here to simulate this for us:

 

Nat: ‘I feel really unmotivated at work at the moment and I just can’t shake myself out of it.’

 

Anthony: ‘Is work the problem or could there be something else going on outside of work that is making you feel like this?’ (Always try to find another perspective on problems as often people are so focused on one viewpoint it’s hard to look at the bigger picture.)

 

Anthony: ‘When did you last take a real break from work? Have you tried some self-care practices to help zone out from work when you are at home?’ (Not only are you encouraging them to take a step back from their problem, here you are offering actionable solutions which you can both discuss. You can also share things that have helped you before, which may in turn help them.)

 

Anthony: ‘Babes, how long have you felt this unmotivated for and do you think it’s specifically this job or your career choice in general?’ (Sometimes people hide behind problems when there is a bigger problem at play, and this question will allow them to open up to you and unlock another level of chat they really need.)

5. Open questions give people space to answer on their own terms

Not everyone is comfortable with being asked a probing question, an elevating question or even a devil’s advocate question. Open questions are the perfect way of getting someone to open up who might be shy or wary of conversations or certain topics. They take the specificity out of the chat and allow them to bring what they want to say to the conversation. I use this tactic of questioning regularly in interviews, especially as I often talk about very personal topics. For instance, asking someone, ‘What have been some turning points in your relationship with your mental health?’ is an open question which allows them to adapt the question as their own, and bring what they want to the table. Scarlett and Thandiwe take it away with this example:

 

Scarlett: ‘I have always struggled with my mental health.’

 

Thandiwe: ‘What has your journey with mental health been like?’ (This gives Scarlett so much space to answer as she can choose to be as specific as she wants to be as it’s such a broad, unintrusive question.)

 

Thandiwe: ‘We all deal with our mental health at one time or another. What’s helped you manage yours?’ (Offer a generalised acknowledgement, so you aren’t making this about you, but you show they are not alone and then encourage them to open up if they wish.)

 

Thandiwe: ‘Have you been able to talk openly about your mental health?’ (Again, you aren’t focusing on the problem itself, but you are allowing them to open up about the bigger picture as they see fit.)

 

These questions allow Scarlett to talk about what she is willing or wants to share about her mental health without openly challenging her and demanding answers to specific questions which she may not be prepared to give. Taking the specificity out of questions always allows someone to feel more comfortable.

6. A linking question shows you are listening and value others

These reassure the person you are speaking with that you are actually listening to them. A truly great question takes a statement someone has said, quotes it and segues into a new question from there. The more specific in your detail, the better, as it really shows you have been listening and that you actually do care about the person and value what they are saying. This type of question relies on you listening carefully and taking a word they have said or mentioned at some point in their last statement. Linking questions also let the conversation flow instead of it feeling disjointed with the constant introduction of new questions. Jude and Travis are here to show you how:

 

Jude: ‘I struggled with my identity when I was a teenager – especially when I was around 15 years old. But now, as an adult, I feel like I have a greater understanding of who I am.’

 

Travis: ‘You said you struggled with your identity at 15 years old – what happened to you at that age to feel like that? What caused it? How were you feeling then?’ (A specific factual detail has been pulled out to show you are listening before you start to probe.)

 

Travis: ‘Struggling with your identity is so hard, and it’s a lifelong journey figuring out who we all are. What’s helped you gain a greater understanding of yourself as an adult?’ (Here, it’s evident they have listened, have picked up on the fact, shown sympathy or acknowledgement for how hard that must have been and invited them to open up further.)

 

Travis: ‘You said you feel you have a better understanding of who you are now, as an adult. Do you mind me asking how you define your identity now?’ (Picking up on their words, paraphrasing, putting them into your own and then opening up the conversation further shows you listened and care to know more.)

7. Breather questions

No one likes a person who monologues – that one person who dusts off their best GCSE drama skills and just lets their life story flow like Niagara Falls (like many men I have dated – anyone else relate?). Questions will always prevent you from making a chat all about yourself if you are going off on one or will stop someone else running away with the chat. If you are in auto-chat mode and are monologuing, when you ask questions, you force yourself to take a breath – like a punctuation mark – and rebalance any conversation which may feel like it’s one-sided in the talking department. For example, if you have been wanging on about a disastrous situation at work for a while without taking a breath, ask the person you are conversing with if they have had a similar experience. If so, ask them how they dealt with it. This brings your fellow chatter into the chat instead of them being an exhausted listener. You will benefit from their advice and they will benefit from not getting bored. Let’s look at how Freya and Omari, two professional monologuers, put on the chat brakes for one another:

Scenario one

Freya: After ten minutes of talking about work non-stop and a difficult relationship with her boss, without being asked a question in the first place . . .  ‘So sorry, I went on for a while there, I just needed to get it off my chest! Have you ever had a difficult relationship with a boss and what helped you work through it?’ (People also appreciate it when you show some self-awareness and acknowledge that you may have been hogging the chat.)

Scenario two

Omari: It’s been another solid ten minutes of Freya not coming up for air and falling back into her monologue about work. ‘Wait, Freya, pause for a second. I see this is really affecting you so let’s just take a break and let me tell you about something that happened to me at a previous job which I think might help you realise you aren’t alone and hopefully could offer you some solutions. Are you up for hearing it?’ (Here, Omari isn’t moaning about Freya wanging on for ages or showing he is an exhausted listener. Instead, Omari acknowledges it’s been a hard time for Freya and invites her to hear his story to help her out whilst snapping her out of a bad conversation habit.)

Scenario three

Omari: He’s now gone on for far, far too long talking about his experience . . .  ‘Does that sound similar to your experience, Freya? Is there anything helpful in there for you?’ (The brakes have been put back on again and this time they are checking not only if Freya has been listening but also returning the favour of listening. It’s okay to monologue at times as long as you give people the space to do the same and you listen to them too.)

 

Hopefully you can see that the great thing about these seven types of questions is they offer infinite possibilities in conversations, they can truly be used in multiple different chat environments and they can be tactically used to pull conversations out of the abyss or take the conversation in a new direction, which is beneficial for everyone involved. And if before you thought some people were boring, they weren’t – you just weren’t asking the right questions. There is no such thing as a boring person, just a lazy questioner.

But how do you know when to ask a question or if you simply ask too many? Now that is an art form all of its own . . .

To Ask the Question or Not to Ask the Question?

Now, that is the ultimate question. Every good, bad and intense-as-hell TV police drama involves a scene where a suspect is interrogated with questions, one after the other, mostly made up of ‘Why’, ‘How’, ‘What’, ‘When’, ‘Where’, ‘Who’ questions asked again and again, in order to find the facts and crack the case.

A great chat should never feel like an interrogation and the way to avoid that is to switch between the types of questions you ask – from clarifying to open, for instance. As much as you should release the curiosity of your inner four-year-old, you should not ask ‘Why’ and ‘How’ with the same intensity; you need to mix it up, just like Napoleon once said: ‘Why and how are words so important that they cannot be used too often.’ Some questions are so important they shouldn’t be overused; you should pick your moments and watch the cues of others. It’s not always appropriate to ask questions, and you can tell if it’s appropriate by the other person’s reaction. If someone is feeling uncomfortable, change tack or exit the chat altogether.

It’s fundamentally about asking the right questions at the right time, which comes with practice. There will be times when you go in too hard and push someone too far, but it’s better to ask than to not be curious. If you don’t ask, you don’t get. And if you are inviting the conversation into the room with stunning questions and they are not returning the favour, that is not a connection you need so leave the chat.

You do get better at asking questions with the more questions you ask. It’s all about practice, especially if you are out of practice. Asking questions can create so many benefits – from emotional intelligence to leadership skills and becoming a better member of our communities.4 So, why not ask the questions until there are no more questions to ask?

Everyone has a question in the back of their throat which they wish they asked; you might have one there right now desperate to get out. Or, like me, you may think back to the people you lost from your life – for me it’s my grandma – and you may regret never asking them the questions you wished you had asked. There are so many things I wish I knew more about my grandma. Who she was as a person before she became a wife, a mother and a grandmother because that part of her life is now gone, and it can’t be unlocked or told by anyone other than her. We all think we have an infinite amount of time to get to know someone and so long to ask questions, but we simply, sadly, don’t. So do it: I am giving you permission to ask the question. The worst question is the one you never asked. You may get it wrong at times, but it won’t be as bad as a sh*t chat.


CHATTERBOX: Finding Your Toolkit of Questions

We’ve talked about questions, now I want you to get out there and ask them. In this section, you will find a list of questions. Think of them as a toolkit of questions which you can pop in your back pocket and whip out in social situations. First, though, I want you to use them in two different scenarios to start off with.

Firstly, arrange a dinner party or drinks night at your house and invite a group of friends around to play the Great Chat Game. You can either put a question underneath everyone’s place card or place them in a bowl in the middle of the group. Each person should take a turn in asking a question and responding. Then, everyone will also respond to the question in turn before the next one is produced. I LOVE doing this with my friends as it gives everyone an equal chance to talk and be involved. And you can throw some racier questions in there depending on the crowd, too. Trust me, ‘What’s the one thing you would never want your grandparents to find out?’ is always a crowd-pleasing talking point. I just hope your friends aren’t as wild as mine . . .

Secondly, I want you to read through these questions and arrange to see a friend or relative you love already or want to get to know more. Remember what I said about my grandma? Perhaps pick someone who you have a lot of burning questions for who you might not have all the time in the world to spend with.

Using these questions in these two scenarios will allow you to connect with the people around you on a deeper level, show the people you think you already know in new lights and speed up connections with new people you meet, too. This will show you just how powerful questions can be and, once you test some of them out on more people, you will soon find your own toolbox of questions suited to you:

 

• How are you, really? (You know by now, we always have to ask this question!)

• What has been one of the biggest changes you have made to your mindset?

• When have you truly faced yourself?

• When did you find your voice and when are you proudest of using your voice?

• What was a key moment in finding or coming to terms with your identity?

• What’s the best advice you have ever been given? When, where and who by?

• Is there a no or a moment of failure that has empowered you retrospectively?

• When have you been proudest of yourself?

• If you could sit down with yourself during a moment in your life when you were struggling, when would it be, what would they say to you and what would you say to them?

• Who has been your greatest ally and how has that relationship shaped you?

• When was your mental health awakening?

• If you could redo any day in your life, what would it be?

• What is the one rule you will always live by? (This one is the final question on every single one of my podcast episodes. The reactions are always varied and will deliver amazing life advice.)

• What is your greatest regret? (And they are not allowed to reply with ‘none’ because that is absolute bullsh*t; everyone has regrets, even if it’s a dodgy pair of jeans they once owned.)

• What is the one thing you would never want your grandparents to find out you did?

• Where do you find or what gives you hope?

• How do you define your personality?

• What relationship has defined you the most?

• What challenge has defined your character?

• When and who was your first kiss?

• What is the weirdest thing someone has said to you whilst trying to flirt?

• What were your hopes and dreams as a child?

• What was the most rebellious thing you did as a child or teen?

• Who do you think knows the true you?

• What is your biggest red and green flag in a person?

• What is the one thing you love about yourself and what is the one thing you always wish you could change about yourself?

• What motivates you?

• What is the best and worst holiday you have ever been on?

• What is the one guilty pleasure you hope no one ever finds out about?

• If money was no object, what would you do tomorrow?

• What is the greatest act of love you have experienced?

• When have you ever felt like an imposter?

• What does success mean to you?

• If you could change your relationship with one family member and friend, who would it be and why?

• What was an act of kindness that changed your life?

• What is your most irrational fear?

• What is the one thing on your bucket list right now?

• What would you do if you knew you could get away with it?

• What is the song you dance to when no one is watching? (Maybe even demonstrate.)

• What would be the title of your memoir?

• When was the last time you cried?

• What is your most unpopular opinion?

• What is the worst date you’ve ever been on?

• What’s the cringiest thing you have done when you have been obsessed with someone?

• Who was your first crush?

• What is your number-one piece of dating advice?

• If you could be anywhere else right now, where would you be and what would you be doing?

• When have you or when do you feel the safest?

• When have you been the bravest in your life?

• What are the key qualities you look for in a friend?

• Have you ever had a spiritual experience?

• How can someone lose your trust? (Name names!)

• How many times have you been in love and what is or was your greatest love?

• What makes you angry?

• What has been your biggest epiphany about life?

• What do you love most about life?

• Are you a people-pleaser or boundary-builder?

• What is most niche fact you have ever learnt?

• If your phone could talk, what text thread would you live in fear of it revealing?

• What is the best conversation you have ever had in your life?

• If you had a warning label, what would it say?

• What is a harsh truth you wish you learnt earlier?

• What is your superpower?





LESSON THREE

Listen Twice as Much as You Talk

‘Being with someone, listening without a clock and without anticipation of results, teaches us about love. The success of love is in the loving – it is not in the result of loving.’

Mother Teresa



Building a connection is an active, not a passive, process, and there is nothing that shows you care about someone or that you are open to connecting or boosting a connection more than truly and really listening without anticipating what they are going to say. But in our busy lives, where we are increasingly distracted with our own minds and time-poor schedules, and where the default opener for conversations is how busy we all are, listening is moving further and further down our list. We say we don’t have time to do it, but we do.

At the same time, we live in a culture of monologuing where everyone is talking and no one is listening. And if we are so busy telling people we are so busy all the time, it implies, ‘I don’t have time to really listen to you’, and that becomes a barrier to connection. We also find ourselves talking a lot about the power of being seen by the people around us and feeling represented in our culture, but that isn’t enough. To feel truly valued by others and engender self-worth inside of us, we need to not only be heard, but listened to. And so, with Mother Teresa’s line in mind, I want to declare a war on our ‘I am so busy’ culture, where we all try to define our worth as individuals by how busy we are and how much we have to do. If people are lonely or feel disconnected, all they want is to be listened to, so taking a sincere active interest and giving people space to share is a powerful gift we can give one another.

A life-changing moment compounded this in my mind, when I stopped a teenager from taking her own life. I have never shared this with anyone other than my boyfriend, so deep breath. I was on a dog walk one evening and, along my route, I found a teenage girl on the wrong side of the river’s barrier, sobbing and staring down at the Thames below. I approached her slowly, gently asking if she was okay. After what felt like an eternity of reassuring and talking to her, I persuaded her to come back over the barrier, helped her over and asked if she needed a hug. She said ‘Yes’ and then I simply asked, ‘Do you want to tell me what is wrong?’ She told me what had pushed her to the edge and I just listened. It turned out she didn’t feel she had anyone who would listen to her and her problems. What she needed more than anything was a listening ear and to be heard. As the Victorian essayist William Hazlitt once said so perfectly, ‘The art of conversation is the art of hearing as well as of being heard’, and that sums up perfectly the reason we need to hear others and be heard ourselves.

That traumatic moment highlighted something I have long thought: truly listening to one another is indeed incredibly rare. Most of us aren’t great listeners, because of the distractions that swirl around us, and it’s making us miss out on not just seeing the suffering of those around us, but some incredible conversations too.

Let me ask you now, when did you last feel truly listened to? How often are you afforded the space to talk and the other person listens? How many times have you gone for dinner with friends and, midway through talking, found they are distracted and scrolling through their phones? How many times has your partner or flatmate asked, ‘How was your day?’ and not listened to a single word of your response?

The truth is – and we need to be brutally honest with ourselves here – we have all been that person in all of those scenarios. But let’s not beat ourselves up about it; let’s just make a joint pledge to work on it together. Like all things in conversation, truly listening is a skill that we can develop. It’s one I have learnt and honed through interviewing, so I want to start by sharing with you how much listening has changed my life.


MY LIST OF LISTENING LESSONS

• First and foremost, I have learnt that you need to listen twice as much as you talk. Let’s visually look at ourselves right now: we have TWO ears and ONE mouth. Let that be your reminder to listen twice as hard.

• Listening has made me smarter. Truly. It’s woken up my mind to other viewpoints and it’s increased my emotional intelligence and comprehension of people. It’s made me a smarter communicator, too, as it’s made me pick up on non-verbal signs and see someone in their entirety. From my perspective, speaking less also makes you seem smarter as it shows greater confidence and self-assurance if you listen more than you talk.

• Listening has increased my memory. Once I forced myself to listen, I found myself remembering full conversations. I have a Rolodex in my brain of topics, so, when I see someone, I pull from this. Nothing shows you care about someone like memorising/remembering something they have said.

• Listening is an active process. I have had to work to become a better listener. It doesn’t happen by accident – you have to train yourself and it’s an ongoing, continuous active process. With that in mind, you should actively listen for the duration of a conversation because, if you switch off at any point, you might miss something.

• Listening creates the foundation of a safe space for people to open up. Remember, it’s rare to be heard and truly listened to, and be given the space to talk and feel listened to. If you give people this, you will unlock another level of chat and another level of connection in turn. Celebrities, I have learnt, are rarely truly listened to. They have people who want things from them, who will talk to them to get what they want, but, in the process, they won’t actually listen. Listening in many people’s worlds is a rare commodity.

• Bad listening shows a lack of respect for someone – it shows you are consumed by yourself and your own thoughts. If you remain a lousy listener, you will continuously miss information and miss out on connections. Listening has built a stronger trust with the people I come across and the relationships in my life.

• Listening has improved my mental health. If you listen, everyone has a lesson in them that you can draw on during a problematic time you are experiencing or will experience later. (More on this later.)

• Listening can take the chat to another level. If you are just waiting for your chance to speak whilst others are or to ask a question you already pre-planned in your head, you won’t listen to what someone is saying. They could, in their responses, be leaving conversation titbits that could unlock another level of chat which you are missing because you are so focused on your own agenda. I’ve seen journalists completely zone out during interviews when someone is replying to their questions because they are so fixated on what their next question is that they forget to listen to the answer and miss a response that could have sparked a more interesting conversation.

• Listening is the ultimate gift. Giving someone your listening ear and listening without judgement or butting in is the greatest gift we can give to one another.

• Above all, I have learnt that we can all become top-tier listeners, which means becoming an active listener.



Active Listening

This is an elite level of listening, a level I promise everyone can unlock. It’s important to start by realising what listening actually means because there is a huge difference between hearing someone (passively receiving information) and listening (actively paying attention). Active listening is doing all of this whilst making a conscious effort to understand someone and what they are saying.

It means that, when others are talking, you don’t just sit there, remaining silent and not talking – you have to be active internally and externally. It’s giving someone your undivided attention, eliminating distractions and taking in the full picture of what someone is really saying by reading both their verbal and non-verbal language, including their body language and tone, and tweaking your body language to show you are listening, too. Every single gesture has a voice – you just have to tune in and listen.

This level of listening will show you that words are only part of what someone says. How someone feels in any given moment can be read by their body language and facial expressions, and, when you start to listen to these cues, you will unlock what someone is saying or their personality in its entirety. It makes them more likely to open up and share more, and it builds better and stronger connections.

Active listening is listening twice as much as you talk, and I believe it is truly the gateway to connection which builds trust and rapport. If you actively listen to others, particularly in moments of conflict, it can also reduce the likelihood of misunderstandings, so it’s imperative to the health of the connections you already have in your life too.

Listening actively is not just beneficial for others, though; it is good for you, too. If you actually listen to people, it makes chatting to you far more enjoyable and therefore makes you more socially attractive and increases the likelihood of you making connections. But many of our poor listening habits are stopping us from being active listeners. So, let’s get into those now.

Listening Habits That Drain a Chat

If actively listening is good for us and others, why aren’t we all great listeners? Because it takes real effort. Think about it: saying words out loud takes far less effort than intently listening to others, doesn’t it? But, according to research, an average person talks at 225 words per minute and can listen to up to 500 words per minute.1 This should make listening an absolute breeze, but in reality our minds tend to fill the rest of that word count with other thoughts. With our internal voices working in overdrive, our to-do lists swirling around in our head and distractions everywhere, it’s almost impossible to actually listen. In a time of short-form content and clickbait headlines, we are now entering into conversations just looking to highlight the key points, and this is turning us into lazy listeners. It also means we are missing out on so many nuances in conversation that create connection. Unfortunately, our own biases can also stop us from wanting to listen to some people at all.

We’ll get into how to hone your listening skills shortly, but, before we can do that, we need to cut out five bad or toxic listening habits we can all be guilty of. Raise your hand as you read this if you have ever done any of the following . . .

Selective listening, AKA Dad listening

Sorry not sorry to the dads of the world, but you and I both know this is a typical habit of yours. This is listening as if you have a metaphorical highlighter pen in your mind and you only pay attention to the things that are relevant to you. Put yourself in your work setting for a hot second. Your boss needs something so desperately from you that they enter into a conversation only to give you a task, having completely overlooked the fact that you just said you were slightly overwhelmed with your workload at the moment, and they left once their request was actioned. That is textbook selective listening because it’s self-serving. We have all been at the receiving end of this and, if it irritates us, why do we still do it to others?

Can’t-be-arsed listening

Can’t-be-arsed listening is not giving who you are talking to your full attention. We have all been at a party talking to someone and in walks your new crush and all you want to do is flirt and have ‘fun’ with them. Whilst you are so distracted by their proximity to you, you barely listen to the person you are currently talking to. Although you need to get your fix, just think about all the conversations or connections you have missed out on by being distracted by someone else, rather than focusing on the person in front of you. They might have said something truly interesting and you didn’t listen. And besides, if said crush saw you so engaged in conversation rather than distracted it’s only going to make them like you more. So let’s change can’t-be-arsed listening to can-be-arsed listening – deal?

Me, me, me listening

This is listening to make a conversation all about you and making what someone is saying about you. Now, unless someone is directly making a point about you or your behaviour, I am going to break something to you right now: it’s not always about you and isn’t that a refreshing realisation? I am sure you can think of many times you have tried to talk to someone about a problem in your life and they have used it as an opportunity to talk about their own barely relatable experience. It’s really f**king annoying, isn’t it? And that kind of behaviour isn’t listening to you – it’s listening to make a conversation about them, so let’s not do that to anyone else.

Outright rude listening

Physically fidgeting by drumming your fingers on a table, tapping your feet or fiddling with your pen is the physical manifestation of a rude listener. This can also manifest verbally in people who routinely finish people’s sentences. That is only cute when you are in the honeymoon phase of dating and you are trying to convince yourselves you are meant to be. Beyond that, it’s beyond annoying, isn’t it?

Nosey listening

Eavesdropping into a conversation that is happening nearby when you are in the middle of talking to someone else makes you not only a lazy, toxic listener, but a nosey listener. Yes, you may want the gossip (I mean, who doesn’t?), but if you are in the middle of a conversation already, concentrate on that one. You are not Gossip Girl xoxo.

 

Did you raise your hand at any point? I know I did. And above all, there is one thing we carry around with us at all times which can make us guilty as charged of all of the above: OUR PHONE. So, let’s address the enemy in the room, the one that is probably in your pocket right now as you read this or is right alongside you, shall we?

The phone: The enemy of great chat

Not to sound like a nineties Alanis Morissette here, but isn’t it ironic that a device which was created in order for us to communicate has made our communication skills worse, especially when it comes to listening?

There is plenty of evidence that higher rates of mobile phone usage are linked to lower wellbeing2 and that people who are preoccupied with the internet will suffer in social situations,3 so it’s no wonder that people who spend more time online – whether that’s on their phones or the internet in general – will have increased levels of depression or social separation.4 So it truly is time to put down our phones and actively listen.

We also need to stop pretending that we can truly listen to another person if we are doing something else at the same time. It’s not possible and will put you in one of the aforementioned categories of bad listening habits. Truly listening means giving people your undivided attention. Think of it this way: if someone is holding their phone when they talk to you, do you feel like the most important thing to that person? No. If someone has a phone on the table at dinner, does that show you have their undivided attention? No. So, let’s make a pact right here to put our phones firmly away when talking to people. And I am not just saying turning your phone over so your screen is facing down on the table, because it’s still a visual reminder of its presence and that is a distraction. I mean putting it in your bag, pocket or, if possible, in a different room altogether.

I am preaching from the converted here, mind you. I have been chronically guilty of this before and I had a huge wake-up call when, a few years ago, my friend Kenny said to me, ‘You are a much better friend to be around now.’ I asked him why and he instantly replied, ‘Because you are not on your phone all the time when we are hanging out. You were never really listening.’ It hurt, but it was a wake-up call I needed.

I now call this practice ‘moglect’/‘mogelecting’/‘celect’/‘celecting’ AKA neglecting a conversation by being on your cell/mobile phone. And it’s an epidemic all of its own. A study in 2015 found that 89 per cent of Americans used their phone during their most recent social interaction and 82 per cent of people said it deteriorated the conversations they were in.5 Are you shocked? If you looked at the amount of time you spent on your phone right now, some of that time would be within a conversation or when you were firmly in the company of someone else, wouldn’t it?

If you are always talking about wanting to reduce your screen time, becoming an active listener can help you with that. Remember when I mentioned that our concentration spans are dwindling? Our phones are part of our concentration problem. Putting them out of sight and forcing yourself to listen to a conversation will improve your concentration skills, too.

Trade Technology for Touch

With your phone out of reach, you can trade technology for touch to show that you listen and care. Touch is in fact a crucial part of active listening that is frequently overlooked. With your phone out of your hand, it will allow you to non-verbally respond to the other person’s words and emotions, making you come across as a truly empathetic person. Even the smallest touch of the arm will visually show ‘I am here, I hear you, I am listening, and I have got you.’

If you want to instantly feel more connected or less isolated, touch is the way to do it. It physically brings the other person into your space, and shows you reaching out into their world, too. Touch is such a powerful tool of communication and connection as, according to a study, social touching enhances ‘interpersonal physiological coupling’.6 It solidifies connection from the moment of introduction via handshakes or hugs, and it can be used as a powerful form of communication to show you are listening and present. The power of touch cannot be underestimated, as studies have shown that a simple touch can not only convey empathy and alleviate stress in yourself and others,7 it can have an analgesic painkilling effect.8

Remember when I said earlier in the introduction to this book how detrimental loneliness is to our health? Well, handshakes and hugs, and reassuring (note: appropriate) touches of the arm don’t just give reassurances in conversations, they are clearly medicinal, too. They produce serotonin, dopamine and oxytocin hormones in the brain which boost your immune system.9 Think of touching in conversations as being as powerful as taking your daily vitamins or taking paracetamol for a headache, because it is.

Are you uncomfortable with touching or being touched? If you are nervous about reaching out physically to others, don’t be – it’s a vital part of being human we all need: you need it and the other person needs it on so many levels. Like with any conversation skill, the way to become more comfortable is through practice and, over time, you will push through to a place of comfort. So, practise your hugs, and even touch your own arm when you need reassurance. Above all, think about how lucky we are to be able to reach out and touch the people in our lives and those we meet. In the time of international Covid-19 lockdowns, touching anyone was ruled out and one of the things we longed for was to be hugged. A simple touch at the end of that collective journey was like food for the soul. So, take the opportunity to bring people physically into your world and connect with them because we all crave it. And if you are ever worried about touching someone else, simply ask, ‘Is this okay for you?’ or ‘Are you comfortable with being touched?’ as it will show you care enough about them to ask and make them feel comfortable to express how they feel about being touched.

Aside from removing our phones from the chat so we have the capacity to reach out physically, as well as reaching out mentally by listening, there are some other steps we can take to improve our skills to become an active listener. Let’s look at these now.

Fourteen Steps to Becoming an Active Listener

Step 1: Don’t interrupt

This is the golden rule – if you don’t do any of the other steps, do this: resist every urge to jump in and interrupt someone’s flow as it will show you are not listening at all. It will throw the other person off course, but it will also derail your listening. So, why do we fall into this habit? Usually, it’s because we want to show we are actively engaging with someone or so we can control the conversation. But whilst it’s been thought that interrupting someone shows we have the power or we are controlling the conversation, instead, there is a great power in sitting back and allowing someone to speak.10 That is why listening can be so hard at times. We want to appear sure of ourselves and in control and prove we have the authority to speak, but we need to always see ourselves on an equal footing/playing field/level to the person we are speaking to – and everyone involved is entitled to their equal share of the conversation. When it comes to active listening you need to leave your ego behind so whenever you feel the need to talk whilst someone else is, use a ‘Mmmm’ or a ‘Yes’ as it shows you are listening without interrupting their flow. If there’s anything you need to pick up on, make some mental notes and wait until it’s your turn to speak.

Step 2: Be attentive through eye contact

Remember in Lesson One, when I said that maintaining eye contact with someone is an exercise in being and remaining truly present (see page 28)? If you are truly present, you will truly listen, and focusing your eyes on one person will focus your attention. So don’t look around and don’t look beyond them – look them in the eye and be ready to listen to what they have to say.

Step 3: Meet people on their level

Think about every video you have ever seen of Princess Diana – the Queen of Listening – when meeting and talking to people. When she spoke, whether it was with children or to people in hospital beds, she always physically put herself on their level. Why? It made everyone involved immediately on the same mental level, created a connection and showed she was actively listening. Such a move cuts through all pretence and fame and makes everyone equal, too. I remember this clearly from interviewing Kylie Jenner on a bed in a hotel room at the Chateau Marmont in LA. For all the differences between us – including significantly different bank balances – when we sat on the bed to chat, we were very much on the same level, levelling out our chat and standings in life to make us equal partners in a conversation and ready to listen to each other.

Getting on the same level as someone radiates approach-ability, too, as well as a keen interest in listening to another person, so always be more Princess Diana. If you want to show someone you are listening and you find yourself on a different level – for instance, they are sitting down and you are standing up – sit down or invite them to join you on the same level, like on a sofa, and simply look them in the eye and show you are open to and ready to listen. (Note: This is probably the first time Kylie Jenner and Princess Diana have ever been in the same paragraph, so let’s embrace this moment too.)

Step 4: Do some housekeeping on your mind

In order to attentively listen, you need to clear your mind. Before interviews I will take two minutes or so away from other people, my phone or any distractions in order to focus my mind on the conversation I am about to have. I will close my eyes, take three deep breaths in and then breathe out the distractions swirling around in my head. This is trickier in social situations, but, like I said in Lesson One, if you find yourself getting distracted within conversations, take yourself to the bathroom. It’s a simple principle, but the results are transformative to your listening skills and you will be, and appear, physically present in a conversation with a clear mind afterwards.

Step 5: Open your body language

Open body language shows that you are actively engaged and receptive to what someone is saying. Whilst in Lesson One, we touched on using body language to be receptive and welcoming, you can also use your body language in similar ways to show you are listening to someone and putting yourself in the mind frame to listen. So, with your phone firmly away, open up the top half of your body, unfold your arms, take your hands out of your pockets and keep your arms either side of you so you can reach out and offer the other person reassurances that you are listening. This listening tactic paired with eye contact is a winning active listening combination.

Plus, you can look at the body language of others in order to listen to what they are saying. I once made friends on a trip to Ibiza with a Swedish girl who could barely speak English and I could barely speak Swedish, but we were inseparable because we listened to each other’s body language. Body language is an international language we can all master to become truly active listeners.

Step 6: Summarise

Great listeners reflect back what they hear and doing this before you begin to talk will verbally illustrate that you have listened to the person you are conversing with. Once you are in the flow of conversation, you can show you are listening to someone by using some of the words they have just said when you respond. Every so often, summarise what someone is telling you or paraphrase what they have been saying before asking another question, or ask a question using words or statements they have already shared with you. I love to do this in interviews; I take words they say and use them to shape the next question. Even if it’s unrelated it will seamlessly segue the chat into a new topic so it’s a great way of keeping the conversation going.

This is a good example IRL: if someone says, ‘I have had the worst week ever at work, because I am not getting on very well with one of my best friends at the moment’, a bad listener will reply with, ‘Don’t worry, it will pass. I had a problem with my best friend recently, too.’ But a great listener will say, ‘I am sorry to hear that you have had the worst week at work. What happened with your friend?’ Nothing shows you are listening or care about what someone is saying more than picking out key statements and words they have used like this.

Step 7: Clarify in the chat

If you are confused or need to make sure you heard something correctly, it’s always best to clarify what someone has said before moving on. Pretending to know something or pretending you have listened when you actually haven’t is the worst, so don’t be afraid to ask for clarification. This is also great for taking a breather to gather your thoughts if you need a second to consider where to take the chat next.

Step 8: Use brief verbal affirmations

Statements such as ‘I see’, ‘I understand’, ‘I am a big fan of [enter thing the other person was fangirling about here] too’, ‘I really resonate with that opinion’ or, if you don’t, ‘I hear what you said about [enter topic here] but my viewpoint is slightly different . . . ’ are all simple yet effective affirmations that not only make people feel more comfortable, but are a great way of showing that you are listening. Non-verbal affirmations will complement this perfectly too.

Step 9: Adopt therapist listening if you need to

If someone really wants to hit full throttle mode on the chat – and you’re up for that level of conversation – you can give them the space to talk and share without interruption. To show you are listening, you can give non-verbal reassurances like nodding and maintaining eye contact. Doing this, and challenging yourself not to talk or interrupt, will also encourage you to listen. Sometimes listening and showing you truly hear someone is about giving people the space to talk.

Step 10: Sparingly share your own experiences

You can show you are listening to someone and relating to what they are saying by sharing your own similar experiences. This creates a dialogue of listening as it shows both parties involved that this is a safe space for sharing where each person listens to the other. However, this should only ever be done if your experiences are directly relatable or warranted. As an interviewer, you tend to hold back on sharing your experiences to make space for the person you’re interviewing. As a general rule, that is true – listening isn’t about waiting for your chance to shine in the conversation – but sharing related life experiences is beneficial to bonding. We will come back to sharing and when to sit back in Lesson Five.

Step 11: Don’t offer unsolicited advice

If you are readily dishing out advice, you are not listening. If you feel the need to give advice, ask permission just by saying, ‘Do you want any advice or do you just need me to listen?’ This is important if you want to become an active listener, as studies have shown that when we are in the company of active listeners we feel more understood than we do when people simply dish out unwanted advice. This makes us more ‘socially attractive’ – and who doesn’t want to be socially attractive?11

Step 12: Respect and listen to silence

Listening is about giving people space and this means not always interjecting when someone is silent and taking a moment to gather their thoughts. I am, like so many of us, naturally allergic to silences in conversations. I have always tried to fill every last second with words. But I have learnt to give people the time to think, especially after asking questions, and to respect their silence. It may feel like a silence is lasting an awkward eternity, but it isn’t – space is just as important as the words. Listening to someone’s silence without interrupting shows you are holding space for them.

Step 13: Internally repeat, repeat, repeat

If you feel like you’re struggling to stay present in a chat, use this one failsafe trick: repeat the words the other person is saying mentally in your own mind as they are saying them. This will keep you focused and, in time, everything else will fade away. This is also a handy trick when you are listening to someone and you want to make a mental note of what they have said.

Step 14: Be honest

Part of being an active listener is admitting to yourself and others when you do not have the capacity to listen. If you find your listening tank running low or empty, excuse yourself from the situation. We can all become worse listeners at different times in our lives, especially if we are distracted by other things. That’s okay – it’s just good to be aware of it and know you can’t give people the space they might need. Just be honest about it. If you are a fantastic active listener the rest of the time, you will be fine. Your relationships will benefit from this honesty, trust me.

 

Doing all of these things to turn yourself into an active listener will not only benefit others in your life, it will also benefit you, and listening can be a mindful practice for us.

Make Listening a Mindful Practice

I look at actively listening as mindful listening – a self-help practice we should all partake in as it forces us to zone into the moment and cut out other distractions. Mindfulness is paying attention to, being open to and truly experiencing the present moment.12 This is another level of active listening, as mindful listening puts ‘the listener in a unique position to determine when psychological barriers are affecting how they process the speaker’s message’.13 And if you are truly present, you will not be clock-watching, and will then achieve the level of presence Mother Teresa was talking about in the opening to this chapter.

When it comes to self-help and mindful practices, how many times do you hear, ‘Listen to your gut’ or ‘Listen to your inner voice’? All the time, right? But how many times are you told in self-help practices to listen to others? I’ll guess hardly ever. Yet, listening to others is, in fact, the ultimate self-help. It not only enables you to work on your interpersonal skills, but also broaden your opinions, your outlook and your world view, and will force you to challenge yourself. It will also enable you to listen to yourself better and strengthen your mind.14 Research has shown that listening not only connects us, it ‘facilitates self-reflection and helps us understand and develop our ways of thinking and feeling’.15

So, whilst we hear all the time about the impact of talking on our mental health, truly listening may be your personal development secret weapon. Learning to listen helps you retain information better, pay attention for longer and, crucially, improve your self-esteem.16 From my own experience I know how much it has reduced any anxiety and increased positive feelings – just like listening to your favourite song or a relaxing playlist can, it immediately distracts you and, over the course of your listening experience, it allows you to enter a new frame of mind, even if it’s just temporarily.

We all know how beneficial it is to take a step outside of our surroundings to enter a new frame of mind, so start to think of listening like taking your brain on a walk. It’s got the same benefits: it’s exercising another part of yourself to distract or clear your thoughts and calm yourself down.

Listening allows you to shut out the rest of the world for the length of a conversation and it gets us out of our own heads. If you are truly listening, it’s a moment of mindfulness, allowing you to exist purely in the moment. As someone who finds the idea of meditating overwhelming, doesn’t this seem easier?

As you become a more mindful listener, you will also become more aware of your own mind when listening, and of your own psychological barriers. One such barrier we put up when we are listening to others is our own biases.

How to Listen Without Bias

Being an active listener is about listening without bias and distraction. Great listening is keeping your mind open to everyone, and I mean everyone.

Have you ever found yourself not listening or switching off from a conversation when it is with someone you fundamentally don’t agree with, or you don’t need or don’t want something from that person? You might switch off because that person is sharing an opinion about a topic you fundamentally disagree with or you might even just have a silly bias based on the way someone looks, so you automatically think they believe a certain way so why bother listening? Well, you need to work on that because being a great listener isn’t just defined by how well you listen to the people you care about, it’s about how you listen to the people you don’t care for or about too.

This is becoming more important as we live in increasingly polarised times. The algorithms of social media, and now the algorithms of our lives, reward and push the extreme left or right on every viewpoint. The result is we are not listening to one another, and we are not listening to different opinions to find a way forward. This means we now live in our own echo chambers, filled only with the opinions of those we agree with. But we need to listen to other people – it’s the way we grow, it’s the way we learn, and, for that reason, we need to stay open to the possibility of people.

I had a transformative conversation with Sabrina Elba about this very topic. As a UN goodwill ambassador she has to regularly engage with rivalling opinions to her own, without ever getting political. She said, ‘We get education from listening to other people, but we have found ourselves in this world where we cancel other voices out if they don’t fit into our echo chamber. We find ourselves not learning . . .  Don’t be afraid and just trust that the community that you have built around you and the friends that you have in your life will tell you, “Hey, have you thought about this side of it?” Then be willing to change, learn, listen and adapt. That should be how life is. There’s room for all the voices. We need to create spaces to listen and talk at the same time.’

You need to engage with and have a diverse range of voices around you that will challenge you and enable you to look at the world and different topics through different lenses. Even if these connections only last for the length of the conversation, you need to connect with people who you disagree with as you might be able to change their viewpoint or you might understand a topic on a deeper level. By understanding certain people or events in a different light, it will make you more connected with the world around you.

Not to sound too dramatic here, but it’s also imperative to our survival as humans. In conflict, we do not listen to one another, and we need to listen to each other more. As author Kate Murphy once said, ‘Evolution gave us eyelids so we can close our eyes but no corresponding structure to close off our ears. It suggests listening is essential to our survival.’17 We therefore need to start thinking of listening not just as an act of survival, but an act we can learn to thrive in. The way we can do this is by putting our biases and judgements to one side and not letting ourselves jump to conclusions. You need to be brutally honest with yourself here. Think about a time when you have stopped listening to someone on purpose. Identify why that was and push through that bias at every given opportunity going forward.

I’ll share a bias that I have if that makes you feel more comfortable. I used to have a bias against straight men in the workplace. I have always worked in female dominated spaces, where I am the minority and sometimes the only male in the room. My experiences with women in the workplace were so positive I started to view them as all powerful and developed a reverse sexism towards straight men. I found myself assuming that their contributions weren’t worthwhile and would think ‘please can we get a woman in here to get this sorted properly’ the moment things started to drag.

My experiences with straight men at work were so minimal and many of my experiences with straight men outside of work weren’t positive either, with 99.9 per cent of homophobic bullying in my life coming from straight men. These moments built up to create a bias – it is after all a series of moments that create biases. But when I actively caught myself having these thoughts and noticed I had held them for a while, I forced myself to interrogate them and as someone who believes in the power of listening to everyone, I realised I needed to start listening to everyone and not letting my reaction to someone be predetermined by past experiences alone. Everyone has something of worth to offer and me shutting my ears off to them immediately based on their appearance as a ‘straight male’ was stopping me from possibly learning something from them or them having the opportunity to learn something from me. Actively pushing myself to do this has opened my ears to a whole group of voices I have long not listened to.

Equally, forcing yourself to listen to someone you disagree with will be the making of you as a listener; it’s the ultimate illustration of your listening skills. But what do you do if you are listening to someone and they are not affording you the same grace?

How to Deal With Toxic Listeners

Once you know what makes a good listener, you will start to spot poor listening skills in those around you. You might be on the receiving end of someone else’s biases; you might have a boss who talks over you instead of listening to what you have to say; or you may have a friend in your life who never listens to what you want to do. You can tell when others aren’t listening to you when they interrupt you in the middle of a sentence, talk over you, look at you but don’t acknowledge anything you have said or look away altogether, start to take things out of context and even say things you didn’t say at all. Below are a few ways to deal with people who you meet for the first time or those around you who fall into these bad social patterns.

Weigh up the worth

If any of the above is happening to you, weigh up in your mind how important the topic you want to raise or conversation you want to have actually is to you. If it doesn’t rate that highly to you, serve up small talk comments or responses. This will eventually make it impossible (even for the greatest monologuers alive) for them to dwell on a topic for too long and it might provide you with an exit too. Save your energy for conversations that matter to you.

One-line wonders

If you know you can only get one sentence in, make it a good one. Make it a funny anecdote or throw in a phrase which might make the other person stop in their tracks. You might even try something so off-field it completely changes their thought pattern and switches up the topic of conversation.

Give them the headlines

If someone isn’t listening to you and they are screaming, ‘I am too busy and time-poor to speak to you or listen’, be your best BBC News at Six self – invoke your inner Fiona Bruce and hit them with the headlines to grab their attention. Get rid of the background material because they don’t have the time to hear it, so why waste your breath? Just give them the top-line details.

Don’t reply with one-word answers

When or if they finally ask you a question, make sure you say something more substantial than a yes or no or another one-word answer. Lasso the control of the conversation onto your side with new thoughtful questions or statements.

Set a time limit

If someone is continuously monologuing in response to you or your questions or you sense they are not listening to you at all, set a timeline for your tolerance. It could be a couple of minutes, ten minutes or longer. Once you have reached the time limit, subtly let them know they need to listen to you or involve you more by deploying some of the bad practices we are trying to put a stop to, like looking elsewhere. Alternatively, when they come up for air or say ‘Ummm’, use it as an opportunity to interject or pick up on a certain word they have just said and use that word to push the conversation back into your control. If you have truly given them ample time to talk, doing any of those things can never be seen as an interruption or rude. The other person may even be nervous and have malfunctioned into monologue mode, so they might welcome an interruption.

Check in

If someone is distracted and not listening to you, it is important to recognise that they might be dealing with something which means they cannot give you their listening skills. If you sense someone is very distracted or distant, use it as an opportunity to check in on them, and acknowledge their distance. Simply say, ‘I feel like you aren’t here, are you okay?’ It will either start a whole new topic of conversation or snap them out of themselves.

Call them out

If someone truly isn’t listening to you, make them take responsibility for their bad listening because it will make any toxic listener short-circuit. For instance, if they are just talking and interrupting you, say, ‘Would you mind just listening to me, and then we can get back to you?’ or ‘I want to hear what you have to say, but you are talking over me at the moment, please can I finish?’ If they are ignoring your question and talking about something completely unrelated, say, ‘Oh that’s interesting, let’s get back to that topic in a second, but I just really wanted to know the answer to my question about X.’

If they are distracted and looking elsewhere, try saying, ‘Please would you mind looking at me when I talk?’, which will enable you to regain their attention. If they are saying things you didn’t say or that are out of context say, ‘I am so sorry, I think you have misunderstood me, I didn’t say that’, and re-clarify what you did say and mean. In any of these situations you can just simply say, ‘I don’t feel like you are listening to me.’ Some people do need gentle reminders, and calling people out tends to stop them in their tracks out of sheer embarrassment. But you don’t have to turn this into a negative or awkward situation; if you say it calmly, people will not and cannot take offence. The important thing here is to remain as non-emotional as possible and lead with logic. If it is clear to you they aren’t listening, you calling them out will be seen as a logical reaction from both sides. And if it develops into an argument or a difficult conversation, don’t panic – I have got you and we will pick that up in our final lesson, ‘Get Awkward’ (see page 223). Of course, if you need that help right now, please do sashay over there.

If in doubt, move the f**k on

If you have tried all of the above and the other person STILL isn’t listening to you, move on. If they are terrible listeners from the off or someone who continuously doesn’t listen to you, you do not need them in your life. If you afford them your time and your active listening, you deserve to be given the same respect.

* * *

Actively listening by definition is giving and showing someone respect and ensuring they equally respect you by listening to you, too. Truly listening is about fundamentally keeping an open mind, one that is clear of everything from distractions to biases, to allow you to be present in the moment. Improving your listening skills will make you appear and feel more present. And if you actively listen, people are more likely to want to hear what you have to say in turn.

Becoming a better listener takes practice, but, if you succeed, you’ll find yourself learning new and interesting things about the people you communicate with. You’ll also make yourself happier, with healthier connections which will benefit your health, and it will make you more productive in the process. But, most importantly, you need to not do it for reward – be that to get something from someone or just so you can talk – but so you can truly connect with others. Listening shows you are making an effort, and, fundamentally, making an effort builds connection. So, now you are listening, shall we start sharing? But before you can do that we need to learn how to find and build safe, trusting spaces. Just like somewhere you might find yourself past midnight on a weekend . . .


CHATTERBOX: Rated or Slated – Are You Actually Listening?

Remember when I said my friend Kenny gave me some brutal feedback on my listening skills? Well, it’s time to get your ears burning and choose someone you trust to review yours. But before you ask them to complete the below ‘Rated or slated?’ questionnaire, review your listening skills from your perspective first. You may think you are a better listener than you actually are and, although it might be awkward, getting someone you trust and who loves you to review your listening skills and comparing them to your own notes could be the listening awakening you need and show you how you can truly improve. Always remember that, when it comes to chat, constructive criticism is needed from those we care for and love, because it makes you a worthy partner in any type of relationship.

You can also use this to assess the people in your life and, if doing the below shows they regularly don’t actively listen to you, it might be time to address it with them (à la Kenny) as it’s our responsibility as friends to help one another better ourselves. If it’s a chronic problem, it might be time to leave that connection behind altogether.

As we’ve explored, your ability to listen will fluctuate throughout your life, according to your circumstances and what you are personally going through, so regularly check back in here to see how you are doing. If you find yourself slating your own listening skills, it will show where you need to listen harder and it might also show it’s time to take a break from your social schedule and come back refreshed, focused and truly ready to listen. This is all about deconstructing our own and others’ listening experiences and it’s always important to reflect on what works for you, what doesn’t and how you listen to help you listen in any given situation.












	I/they focus from beginning to end.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	I/they regularly zone out.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	I am/they are always guilty of ‘moglecting’ (see page 101).

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	I/they interrupt throughout a conversation.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	I/they make and maintain eye contact.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	I/they use non-verbal cues to show I am/they are listening, like nodding my/their head and reaching out with reassuring touches throughout a chat.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	I/they pay attention to body language.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	I/they always face whoever is talking.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	I/they daydream a lot whilst listening to others.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	My/their mind wanders, and I/they look distracted regularly – from looking around to fidgeting when others talk.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	My/their facial expressions show that I am not/they aren’t listening or interested.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	I am/they are clearly thinking about what to say next.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	I/they ask questions and don’t listen to the answers.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	I/they turn the conversation immediately back to myself/themselves when others talk.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	I/they encourage other people to elaborate on their points by asking questions specifically about what I/they have said.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	I/they let people finish before making a mental judgement or even a verbal judgement on what someone says.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	I/they leave my/their biases and don’t let my/their thoughts or opinions get in the way of listening to others.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	I/they offer unsolicited advice.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	I/they always finish another person’s sentences.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	I/they quickly change the topic of conversation if it clearly isn’t of interest.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	I/they get bored if I’m not/they aren’t leading the chat, both in terms of leading the topic and controlling the pace of the chat.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	If I am/they are in a room full of people and someone I/they want to talk to more is there, I/they will zone out and eavesdrop.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	I/they appropriately relate topics back to myself/themselves when others talk.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	I/they always relate topics back to myself/themselves when others talk.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	I/they give others appropriate amounts of time to talk and share.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never




	I/they respect silence when others are thinking of what to say next.

	Always

	Often

	Sometimes

	Rarely

	Never










LESSON FOUR

The Club Toilet Principle: Creating the Ultimate Safe Space

‘We can’t be brave in the big world without at least one small safe space to work through our fears and falls.’

Brené Brown



The world can be an overwhelming and scary place at times, whether it’s because of what is going on around you, what is going on in your world or both. So we all need a safe space we can retreat to, where we can be ourselves, let our feelings and thoughts flow without fear of judgement and truly share.

Safe spaces are vital for our conversation skills and our connections. Research has shown that every individual needs a safe space where they can be allowed to feel entirely comfortable sharing fears, ideas and their lives.1 We all know that, when we have anxiety or feelings of anxiousness, fears can arise and this can lead us to adopting avoidance patterns like isolating ourselves from others.2 And that is exactly why safe spaces are important – they give you a space to just be and to escape to, even when you are retreating from other people, spaces or social occasions. We all need to know where the fire exit door is, so, when needed, we can escape to our safe space.

A safe space looks different to everyone and, when you think of a safe space, you might immediately think of a physical space that makes you feel comfortable. It could be your home, a specific bench in your local park, your best friend’s house with a glass of wine (or two) in hand or even a community space (for me it’s always a gay bar complete with pole and disco balls, naturally). But it isn’t always a physical space; it can also be an emotional one: a person or a particular group of people who are your people, the like-minded people who get you wholeheartedly. You might even be lucky enough in life to have multiple physical or emotional safe spaces.

Some people also require different things from their safe spaces, at different times. You might need to sit comfortably in silence with someone you care about and just be. Other times you may need to vent, be asked questions or chat sh*t about The Real Housewives. Whatever your requirements, a safe space is defined as somewhere you can simply be you.

On the flip side, certain environments will feel less safe for you than others – and I don’t just mean where you fear for your safety; it’s also the spaces you feel most socially awkward in. That might be at after-work drinks with colleagues, spending time with annoying in-laws or simply sitting next to a stranger at a wedding dinner. You might see all parties as an unsafe space for you or alternatively being surrounded by multiple people might be the very definition of your safe space. It’s different for everyone and it’s important to register where and why you feel safe or unsafe.

Let’s start by unpacking what YOUR safe space looks like – the one(s) where you feel entirely comfortable being yourself and the one(s) where you don’t. What is it you like and don’t like about these environments? Why do you feel like you can be or can’t be your true self in either? I also want you to think about safe spaces you used to love in the past and can’t access anymore. It could be your grandmother’s house or a friend you used to know. Think about or write this all down and identify what you need mentally (this could be anything from a reassuring hug to someone who actually listens to you) and physically (this could be cosy or a freeing space). If you can’t think of a space where you can truly be yourself, note what constitutes an unsafe space for you. Then, think of the opposite of this and write down what you would like to have in a physical space or person to make you feel safe. Don’t worry if this is you, as we are going to work on building safe spaces in this lesson.

If you are also now freaking out thinking about the spaces that engender sheer social panic within you, I have good news for you. You may think you need to avoid your unsafe spaces altogether, but you don’t – you can turn them into safe spaces for you, even if it’s just in order to tolerate them for only a brief period, by borrowing aspects, be it physically or, crucially, mentally, from your safe space. Focusing on the mental aspects, especially, will teach you how to not only operate, but thrive outside of your chat comfort zone.

Whether it’s a physical or emotional space or one that you are silent in or you just speak sh*t in, the safe space(s) you are thinking of give(s) you psychological safety and you can find psychological safety in any environment. Psychological safety is about feeling in a given environment that you can express ideas, concerns and things on your mind.3 It’s a feeling that you can be truly candid as it creates a safe space where you feel you can fail, make mistakes (and, crucially, be honest about them) and not be judged. When you actively listen, ‘honesty share’ (more on that term in Lesson Five – see page 157), ask thoughtful questions, show up and show appreciation and kindness towards those who do speak up and those who are more nervous about it, you also create psychological safety for others too.

Being in, and creating, safe psychological spaces will create and foster stronger connections with strangers or people you already have in your life. Becoming a great conversationalist means not only finding and creating safe spaces for you, but making sure you do it for others as well. That means not just creating a space so you benefit from a conversation, to grill someone or get something from them, it’s about creating a space so others can authentically be themselves and that’s it. Nothing else. No agenda.

Jodie Comer once said to me, ‘You make every space feel like home’. In that moment, I realised my job isn’t just about listening and talking. The fundamental thing I have learnt is to not only create but become a safe space for others. Some people thrive in interview scenarios, whilst others will be more guarded, just as some people thrive in conversations in real life and some don’t. I have learnt that you can reassure people who are nervous about conversations that it doesn’t have to be like other times when they felt put on the spot or cornered by a conversation; instead, this can be a safe space. We have to create a trusting environment within seconds (that’s why our first slice of the chat sandwich/chat-wich is so important) in order to make them feel comfortable to not only share, but to be themselves. That has shown me that anyone can become a safe space for everyone else, at any time, and YOU have the ability to make people feel safe in their unsafe spaces by giving them psychological safety and becoming a human/mobile safe space.

The power to do this is within you. But how do you unlock it? I always think of and aim to recreate one very specific physical and emotional safe space whenever I enter an interview or a conversation with my friends, or even with a stranger. I think of and try to replicate a club toilet at 2am and you should aim to recreate it, too. So get your IDs and your clutch and let’s go to the (great chat) club.

Welcome to Da (Great Chat) Club

You may be thinking why a club toilet at 2am? Well, let’s picture a scene many of us will be familiar with. You have sashayed or stumbled into the club toilet, fresh from the dancefloor with your mates in tow. You are either gossiping about the night over the toilet cubicle with your pals whilst doing your business or you find yourself in the same cubicle as your pal having an emotional DMC about another friend who is out of line. Or you might find yourself consoling a stranger you have never met before who has been wronged by their lying cheat of a boyfriend and you are giving them an empowering pep talk about how they don’t need no man and how amazing they are. In return, you also divulge your entire life story to them, take a selfie to mark the beginnings of your new friendship only to wake the next day and have no idea who the person you are posing in the mirror with is. You may be crying in the toilet about a long-repressed pain that has come to the surface. You may be debriefing at the urinal having a boys’ chat or you may be reapplying your face whilst giving your friend some home truths she has long needed to hear, but you haven’t had the courage to say before. You may even be sitting on the toilet, alone, taking a social break.

Whatever the scenario, the club toilet is a hotbed for an array of unfiltered social activity. It’s a safe space that gives everyone psychological safety. It’s a place where social etiquette is down the toilet (literally), strangers no longer seem scary and can become your new best friend in an instant, your filter has well and truly slipped, and you are just you. It is a space where everyone is equal, comfortable with themselves and others, and, as there is no filter on the chat, we are free of fear of judgement too. It also operates as an enclosed private space in a very public space, one we can retreat to when things get exhausting or tough or we just need to debrief with a friend.

The club toilet at 2am is THE safe space where everyone is themselves, and it is a breeding ground of great chat. That’s why I think we should recreate the feeling of this space in all social environments, to make every space you enter, or are already in, a safe one for everyone. So, next time you are in an awkward meeting with your boss or need to have a frank and honest chat with your best friend because they have been out of line, mentally replicate the scene as if you are in the club toilet because it makes even the most intimidating people and conversations feel approachable. Or, if you want to make others feel safe – whether that is in an ideas meeting at work or in a group DMC – aim to create this environment for others too. Deploying what I call the club toilet principle is exactly what I do whenever I am nervous as well. I will imagine the person I am interviewing in this scenario with all the psychological safety it brings for everyone involved. After all, you can totally imagine Margot Robbie giving the best debrief of your life in the club, can’t you? Exactly – it works!

The club toilet rules and guidelines of entry

Here are the guidelines for the Great Chat Club toilet, so you can create a truly safe space for yourself and your fellow clubbers in any space or time.

This is a safe space for everyone

Firstly, you don’t need to be 18 years+ or even like going out past midnight to enter the club toilet. The aim is to make this not only a space for you to thrive and be yourself, but a place for everyone of all ages, interests and backgrounds to thrive and be themselves, too. This is a euphoric club where everyone is seen, valued and heard, and the more we create and hold these spaces for others, the more we are likely to recognise they exist for us too, even in the most unexpected of places.

Stop filtering your chat

We will talk in more detail about the importance of letting go of our social filters, but in the club toilet all filters are gone. At 2am in the club there is a strong likelihood that you are no longer looking your best (no judgement), so your physical filter has dropped and, along with it, so has your social filter. In many environments, there is so much power in stripping away, letting go of social expectations and fears, and, in doing so, you are going to build connections quicker.

We can be guilty of thinking that people are going to judge us and that can lead to us disengaging with deeper chats and putting up a filter to our conversations in everyday life because we want to protect ourselves. We don’t do that on a night out in the club toilet, so why should we do it in real life? By letting your guard down, you let go of social inhibitions, you let go of worries and you jump over the social hurdles that stop you from always being yourself. You are able to be your amazing messy self, and guess what? People won’t just like you, they will like you even more because of it! Breaking down our self-protective behaviour is key to this as if we are afraid of being candid and intimate in conversations, we’re unlikely to connect on a deeper level. The goal therefore is intimacy – and I don’t mean X-rated intimacy, although that is great; I mean letting people in instead of operating in self-protection mode.

When we enter self-protection mode in our life or relationships, we enter into a state of survival, meaning we hold back part of ourselves from others. Yes, it is important to be wary in certain places and with certain people, and of course it is important to always keep part of you for yourself and operate with a seasoning of Destiny’s Child’s Independent Women energy, but it is not healthy for you or your existing or possible connections to make this your main characteristic. I would argue that, in our culture, self-protection is having the opposite effect it should have – it’s not helping us, it’s cutting off our social skills to spite our connections. It’s a mode we enter especially when we have low self-esteem as we focus on protecting ourselves to avoid our social losses rather than finding connections that help build up our self-esteem.4 So, to overcome feelings of low self-esteem we need to push ourselves out of self-protection mode.

Here’s the thing to remember: if a person wants to be your friend or have any kind of relationship with you and they have objectively given you no reason to doubt this, you owe it to yourself and them to give the relationship a go.

Barriers and boundaries can be helpful in life, but if you have been hurt by others before or have grown to mistrust people through previous experiences, you need to be conscious about repeatedly putting down your guard when you meet someone new. The same defensive pattern that protected you before can stop a new connection from starting and flourishing. So, try to be the open ‘you’ at 2am in the club toilet, always.

Of course, social codes and etiquette are necessary at times – you don’t need to tell your boss that you had a one-night stand last night and you are 10/10 hungover and still wearing the same knickers from the day before. Your grandma doesn’t need to or want to hear that, either. Filters are clearly needed on occasions, but using them all the time is stopping us from sharing and connecting in the most authentic manner. Start by trying to let this go, just like you do in the club toilet.

Become a role model for honesty and drive out fear

In the club toilet you can say anything as it’s a safe space and, at the centre of this principle is that you actively create a space where you banish your fears and other people’s fears. It’s a space without repercussions, where you and others can share feelings and thoughts freely with everyone you have welcomed into the space.

You can do that for yourself and others by giving yourself and others permission to talk freely, by creating safety from the word hi/hello/alright/bonjour. Give people and yourself the permission to say anything or ask anything, as this will allow you and others to be themselves. Simple statements like ‘Tell me what’s on your mind at the moment’ or ‘You can trust me; feel free to speak freely and I will too’ will do just the trick, and this will allow you and others to be more vulnerable.

It’s important to remember that the more comfortable you are with your whole self and speaking your truth, the more comfortable others will be with you too. When you allow yourself to be open to, and in, safe spaces, you will become contagious to others, so when it comes to getting others to feel safe, remember you can be a role model and, if you are open, it will allow others to be open in turn. If someone is truthful or vulnerable with you, challenge yourself to speak and answer everything truthfully in return to create a truly safe space for everyone. Throughout the chat or scenario, remember the concept of psychological safety too, by making it clear there is no need for others to be fearful of judgement by showing that everything they say matters, that you are actively interested and, if they are clearly fearful of talking about their mistakes or being judged for their actions, remind them you continuously make mistakes yourself.

In the club toilet, it is important to not offer unsolicited advice as that can engender fear in others or upset the feeling of safety. So, remember to ask if they want advice or just to talk. It’s also important to consider the advice you are about to give. It is hard to know if you are offering objective or subjective advice so start checking in with yourself before offering advice and asking yourself, ‘Am I offering my opinion or my objective advice?’ You need to put any advice which could be a facade for your bias or criticism to one side to help the person in front of you feel accepted and safe.

People should feel welcomed into a space, not forced into it 

The club toilet should feel as if everyone is a willing participant in the chat and everyone is equal. If you or anyone feels even a twinge of being forced into a situation, the responses will be negative. It may result in unenthusiastic participation or people harbouring grudges throughout the chat or in the future, and it may even result in people ruining the chat on purpose. You want people to talk because they want to, not because they are forced to.

When recreating the club toilet environment, you need to let go of your expectations of yourself, others and what you want to get out of a chat because our expectations in all of those departments hold us back. In safe spaces the only expectations should be that you show up and you respect everyone and yourself. Beyond that, you shouldn’t have any expectations or experience pressures. It should even be possible for someone to just show up, not have to talk and just listen or be silent. This welcoming energy where people are free of fear or pressure will ultimately end up with you and them engaging more than you would usually or thought was possible.

Don’t hold back on compliments

Whilst you are unfiltering your chat in the club toilet, you dish out compliments left, right and centre to strangers and friends. These might range from, ‘Babes, that outfit is EVERYTHING on you’ to ‘You are the most beautiful, amazing person I have ever met and never let anyone tell you otherwise’. However, we regularly overlook non-appearance compliments, and there is so much power in them. Saying to someone, ‘You have the best energy’ or ‘You are such a giving person’ can truly change the way they view themselves and boost their self-esteem and, yet, we spend far too long in life not telling people what we think and feel about them. Think of it this way: if you give one person a compliment and it makes them feel better, they will go on to treat everyone else in their life better that day – it truly causes a ripple effect. It’s also so beneficial to your soul when you let go and let your positive subconscious thoughts flow as these unfiltered compliments allow you to build up others, which in turn gives you a boost. And if you are telling these things to strangers, you can tell yourself these compliments too. Now get in front of that club toilet mirror and tell yourself, ‘That outfit is EVERY-DAMN-THING on you’ and, yes, ‘You ARE the most beautiful, amazing person,’ because everyone, including you, needs to feel celebrated in a safe space.

Create a recharging calm in a hectic world

The club toilet is a calming space away from the action of the club, and safe spaces by definition are exactly that: they are the calm away from the storm of life. They are places where you go to recharge, be that in silence with others or a good old charging DMC. You can dictate and create this tone. When creating a safe space, you need to be balanced and calm, and you can show others this by how you act and what you say to them. Don’t rush things, say things unnecessarily or give the impression of panic or worry. Don’t freak out about controversial or shocking topics as long as they are being respectful – and that means leaving your judgement/judgemental face at the door, too. And whenever you feel like placing blame, replace it with caring curiosity as in safe spaces we don’t point the finger.

It’s also important to see safe spaces as an environment free from distractions from the outside world. A club is a coming together of people for one night only, where the outside world doesn’t exist, and you are present in that moment together. So take that energy wherever you go and focus on the person in front of you to make it a safe space for you and others.

Your energy levels are closely tied to your environment 

Think about the physical space of a club toilet. It’s an informal sanctuary and it’s all the more comfortable for that reason. It also shows you don’t have to be in a private or plush space, sitting on swanky chairs, to feel safe. Any time you want to recreate a safe space, you need to make it seem or feel informal, either mentally or physically, as the minute it feels too formal, guards will come up on either side of the chat.

Safe spaces don’t always involve eye contact

Yes, as we’ve explored, eye contact is important, but sometimes the safest spaces for people involve no eye contact at all. Some people might not be ready to share having harboured a problem for so long, or shame might have made talking so awkward for them. In these cases, looking for opportunities where you don’t have to appear face to face can help people open up. When you are in the club toilet, this is when you are reapplying your make-up or men always use this technique at the urinal. I have seen and overheard many men having DMCs at the urinal because looking either side of you is frowned upon, so it’s the perfect time to have chats about things they are worried about.

If you sense someone is nervous or you are nervous to share, seek out activities where you don’t have to literally face each other. Go on a walk, or bring up a topic on a car journey and start to gently ask questions or share information to allow them to feel safe enough to open up.

Build a space where even the uncomfortable can become comfortable

When you seek out or create safe spaces, within these environments you don’t actually need to just have comfortable chats or be comfortable all the time. You should be able to challenge and be challenged knowing that any challenge is only to help, not bring you, or them, down a peg. It’s also important that we are comfortable with uncomfortable conversations. Creating safe spaces should mean encouraging people to talk about conversations that may feel uncomfortable, so you need to learn how to sit with that temporary discomfort because, in discomfort, you find a new you. In turn, you need to not always rescue others when they are a little bit uncomfortable for a hot second – you need to give them time and space to work through their discomfort with you. If we’re afraid things might get uncomfortable, we tend to pull back long before we hit the sweet spot of the chat, creating a barrier to connection we may never have needed. So it’s time to make the uncomfortable, comfortable.

Welcome new people in

We will cover this in more detail in the next chapter but strangers can be amazing for our lives and wellbeing when it comes to sharing. But we can be scared of welcoming new people into our lives or asking to be part of new people’s lives, but you certainly aren’t scared when you meet your new BFF in the club toilet and take a mirror selfie to record the moment, are you? You immediately welcome them into your safe space, listen to them and tell them your story. It is important to protect your safe spaces, to have boundaries for these spaces (more on those in the next lesson), rules and guidelines, but you can’t live your life not welcoming people in.

Instead of putting up a self-protective barrier from the word hi, you need to learn to embrace new people and treat them as if they are your new best friend and be comfortable with welcoming them into your safe space or entering theirs. That means adopting a welcoming attitude first and foremost and only putting up your walls if they prove you otherwise along the line of connection. If this is putting fear into you and you are scared of approaching strangers or taking your relationships with newbies to the friendship level, don’t worry – this lesson’s Chatterbox on page 151 is all about how to ask a friend out, so we will cover this then.

If you have ever also found yourself consoling or empowering a stranger in the club toilet, you can do this to everyone you know already, the people you will encounter in the future and, also, yourself.

You can always leave

One of the foundations of your safe space should be that you are able to leave when you wish and that you feel comfortable leaving without question. If any space doesn’t feel like that, it’s unsafe, so hit that fire exit door and head to another safe space.

 

The aim is to take parts of the club toilet principle and deploy them in environments where you feel less safe, or to make others feel safer. In doing this you will become a portable safe space. Think of yourself like a Portaloo, if you will. Or if that’s a little uncouth for you, think of the ultimate personification of a portable safe space: Oprah. (Please forgive me, Oprah, for ever likening you to a Portaloo, but hopefully you will understand the analogy.)

Ask ‘What would Oprah do?’

Oprah is the ultimate human safe space and I live by one principle in any conversation: ‘What would Oprah do?’ Why? In any given conversation Oprah deploys her authenticity and drops her self-protective barrier to appear entirely open, and that is how she draws more out of the person she’s interviewing. She invites the other person to open up in often surprising ways, because she offers something they can connect to. That is why authenticity is so important in safe spaces – it invites others to be more authentic and candid in return and broadens out the safe space. This is a crucial step to truly fulfilling conversation and turns you into that walking, talking safe space for others. By being this authentic and putting yourself forward, you will in turn find more like-minded people and more safe spaces for you as well.

When I found myself interviewing Oprah, I kept asking myself, ‘How do you interview the greatest interviewer?’ Suddenly, I realised that Oprah is successful because she is always herself. Whatever the situation, she dictates the tone, no matter who is sitting across from her. So I adopted that exact same stance – What would Oprah do? – and it worked! I went in as my authentic camp self, not trying to be anyone else, and told her as she sat alongside Reese Witherspoon and Mindy Kaling to promote the Disney movie, A Wrinkle in Time, that they reminded me of ‘Disney’s version of Destiny’s Child’. It had them jumping out of their seats and extending my interview time. In being myself, I created a space of psychological safety for myself and for them, where they could all be themselves as well. That showed me why it’s always so important to be yourself in order to connect with others – it’s the way to build a space where everyone can thrive.

Above all, safe spaces, like the club toilet or Oprah herself, are built on one key principle and that is trust. Safe spaces are trusting environments, and building trust is imperative to turn any conversation into a connecting one. So let’s get into that now.

We Need to Talk About Trust, Baby

Every single relationship in our lives is built or broken on the foundation of trust – from the relationships with our partners to those with our co-workers. Trust is at the centre of our authentic connections in this world. It creates a feeling of safety and is the thread that holds our safe spaces together. Bonding is built within trusting spaces and, when we build or have trust, we spend far less energy worrying about what we say or how we will act, and we can just be ourselves, which is beneficial for our wellbeing, anxiety and mental health.5

Trust is also key to our social harmony in general. With it, we operate in a communal safe space.6 If we trust other people, we will feel more connected to our community and we are more likely to contribute and help others. With this in place, we can achieve more together than we can alone. When trust is in place in any community, we also stop focusing so much on ourselves and stop living in that aforementioned tricky self-protection mode.

But is it just me or do you think we are becoming more distrusting of one another? If so, are we naturally distrusting or conditioned into distrusting by society? We do, in fact, trust less than we did 40 years ago.7 But we are naturally wired to trust, which seems obvious when you think about it as we are not born distrusting people – we are receptive to people as fundamentally we need them to survive.8 So why have we become less giving with our trust over time? Firstly, trust, just like sharing, requires us to be vulnerable as we open ourselves up to others letting us down if we place our trust in them. Therefore, if you have been betrayed in the past it can be hard to trust new people or it can break down the trust you have with the people already in your life. Secondly, in our current climate of fake news and a decrease in trust in the powers that govern our society (who can blame us?), we are becoming increasingly mistrusting on a grander scale too.

A lack of trust has also been proven to be a barrier to us making friends.9 And for me personally, I have found it hard to trust new friends or people at times as I have seen ‘the culture of using people’ in full flow, which is people starting or sparking relationships to get something from you AKA some people are looking to build transactional connections or relationships which may benefit them more than you.

Have you grown to become distrustful? Ask yourself why you might have stopped trusting people. Is it because of a past partner or friend who abused your trust, or is society making you too wary to trust? Once you identify why you might be prone to distrust, it’s much easier to be aware of the barriers you are putting up going forward. I took a long, hard look at my bubbling lack of distrust and made myself so aware of it, I had to actively break it down each and every time. This is important for us all to do, because mistrust or lack of trust breeds feelings of isolation, loneliness and lack of connection with the world around us and we will operate increasingly in that unhealthy self-protection mode.

It is important, though, that we don’t blindly trust everyone we come into contact with. Trusting anyone without truly assessing whether they are worthy of our trust will not set us up in safe spaces. Instead, we need to be ‘mindfully trusting’ of other people, which means meeting them with our eyes and ears wide open by looking at how they behave and communicate, and trusting them when they appear worthy of it. That should be the foundation of any given safe space. And yes, we may make mistakes, but we cannot be afraid of trusting people or making mistakes because, like everything in conversations, it’s never truly a mistake – it’s a learning for our next connection.

It is possible to build or rebuild our trust in others. It’s all about practice and pushing yourself.

Eleven steps to building a trusting space

You may be able to build trust with others automatically or it may be a whole new scary concept for you. But building trust is all about showing you are credible and reliable, and that you can create, and be in, intimate safe spaces with others, so let’s start building our trust up, step by step.

Step 1: Always be honest

This means even when it’s hard or uncomfortable for you – not just being honest about your feelings, but also admitting when you are wrong, which we know many people find so hard to do. When you are vulnerable enough to admit you have made a mistake, it only makes you more human, and more attractive. Just remember, lying – even if they are small white lies – will build up over time and chip away at the trust people place in you. Instead, to build trust, you should be truly transparent in the way you communicate. Trust can be damaged by miscommunication or when you leave room for people to misinterpret you, and this tends to happen when you are avoiding your truth or the truth. Being continuously honest is the most effective thing you can do towards building trust.

Step 2: In the words of Aretha Franklin, it’s all about R-E-S-P-E-C-T

We teach others how to treat us by the way we treat ourselves, so learning to trust is all about being the best example yourself. So vocalise what you need, respect what you need and respect what others need in return. Never be afraid to clarify what you need or how you expect to be treated by others, and respect what others are telling you too.

Step 3: Don’t share things other people tell you in confidence

Nothing screams you cannot be trusted more than this as it will make the person you are retelling the secrets think you might sashay away and tell someone else what they are telling you. Some people see sharing gossip as a quick bonding tool – we all love some piping hot tea – but it will only over time make people think you cannot be trusted. I had someone in my life who did this from our first hello and I cannot and will never trust them, so be equally wary of these people in your life too.

Step 4: Trust is a two-way street

Both parties need to be open to trusting one another for trust to be built and for a safe space to be created. With new people in your life, you cannot expect them to trust you if you aren’t willing to give your trust to them (if they are deserving of it). With the people in your life already, if you feel they are abusing your trust or you feel they are disrespecting it – you may have discovered that they have been repeating secrets you have told them in confidence, for example – you need to address this with them. As soon as there is a lack of trust on either side like this it breeds awkwardness in your relationship. The only way to start to rebuild that trust again is to have a frank chat about what is going on. If you find yourself in the latter position, take a deep breath and remind yourself that, no matter how uncomfortable that chat might be, it will only benefit you in the long run.

Step 5: Trust has no time limit

Trust is earnt over time, but I firmly believe it can be earnt quickly if you are truly an authentic person. People trust authenticity and, if you are your most authentic self in all scenarios and interactions, people will trust you quickly.

Step 6: BUT you need to think of trusting someone as a long-term contract

When you are looking to build trust with someone, don’t think of it as a short-term contract, as it requires long-term thinking. Therefore, don’t spend time building trust with someone you just met to then simply skip off and repeat what they told you or do this after a long period of time being trustworthy. Doing anything like that could chip away at their trust and, even if you get away with it, you won’t trust yourself. It will slowly chip away at your own self-esteem, too.

Step 7: Be reliable

Show up when you say you will. That means proving yourself time and time again, by not just being physically there, but mentally showing up too. It is also important to not only be reliable, but also to show you are going out of your way to see or help others as it will demonstrate that you don’t have an agenda and you are a trustworthy person. It will indicate that you truly care, and people will naturally trust people who actively show they care either by showing up to help, offering advice (when needed) or just remembering tiny details from a previous conversation.

Step 8: Reassure others

Reassuring others is key to trust. Reassuring someone can be as simple as a touch, a hello, the sincerity of a smile or a knowing nod. The crucial thing is not to be passive. Building trust is about actively giving someone support and showing you care. It can also be about actively giving people space by respecting their silences and thinking time, for instance.

Step 9: Be able to forgive

Not everyone deserves to have your trust if they have hurt you. But one aspect of trust for me is about allowing yourself and giving yourself permission to forgive others who have broken or chipped away at your trust. I’ll give you an example. One of my best friends admitted that they lied and spread misinformation to other friends about me to actively turn people against me. After they apologised, and after much thought, I decided to welcome them back into my life and it took me over a year to truly forgive them. But the only way I could forge a trustworthy friendship again was to forgive them and reinstate a level of trust. That taught me that we all do make mistakes, and if you expect people to forgive you for yours you need to do it for them, too. And, if you have forgiven someone, you need to give them the gift of your trust again gradually over time.

Step 10: Remember that trust isn’t just earnt forever

You and the people around you need to work at it and continuously earn it. Trust isn’t passive; it’s an active pursuit.

Step 11: Remember to trust yourself

You need to learn to trust yourself, more than anything. When you listen to yourself and your gut about situations and people, and respect your decisions, you will learn to trust yourself. You need to trust yourself before you can trust anyone else.

 

Ultimately, we need trusting relationships to build and inform our safe spaces. Your safe space could be a physical one or a person, but either way, they are spaces you go to in order to work through fears, falls or just get by in the crazy world we live in. If you are trustworthy and continuously create these spaces for yourself and others, you are clearly more likeable, and that will only build and lead to better connections in your life. But it is also important to notice and be aware of outgrowing safe spaces and remind yourself it’s healthy to do so. Just as we need to be comfortable with outgrowing friendships (more on this later), it doesn’t mean these safe spaces were any less meaningful or necessary to your life at a given point. They will only further teach you what you really need from a connection and what you need to build a connection.

Now we have built our safe spaces, let’s get sharing.


CHATTERBOX: How to Ask a Friend Out

Welcoming a new person into our lives can be daunting, and asking a stranger or someone we have recently met to step our relationship up to the notch of friendship can be overwhelming, especially as an adult.

Many of us find it hard to make friends as adults or don’t even know where to begin. Some of us also find our friendships dwindling as we grow older. If any of these scenarios speak to you, you are not alone. Research shows that our friendships are declining over time. Close to half of Americans now report having fewer than three close friends10 and, as a society, we have fewer friends than we did 30 years ago, with the people saying they have no close friends going from 3 per cent in 1990 to 12 per cent in 2021.11 Another piece of research shows that we make friendships until the age of 25 and then we start losing friends rapidly, a trend which continues throughout our lives.12

But why is this? In order to make friends we need ‘continuously unplanned interaction and shared vulnerability’.13 When you are younger, you are thrown into unplanned situations with people of your age all the time – both in school and out of school – but, over time, you find yourself in fewer and fewer situations like this. We are also more willing to be vulnerable when we are younger, we fail in plain sight and we adopt anti-vulnerability as we get older. We also pride ourselves on being time-poor – and, bearing in mind that it takes 50 hours to make a casual friend and up to 200 hours to build a close friendship, not only do we not have time to make new friends, we are put off by the sheer amount of time it will take.14 You may even think you aren’t worthy of friends or may be so lonely you have convinced yourself you are too awkward or unlikeable to make new friends.

But you ARE likeable and all of those reasons can be reversed. You can make the time – it’s just a matter of putting some effort in and putting yourself out there. This may seem very daunting, but here is some great news: making new friends as an adult is the best. You know yourself more and you know what behaviour from friends you are willing to accept, and this means, when you meet someone like-minded as an adult, the bonds form at a faster pace. With that great news, just in, let’s go and make some new friends. Here’s how to ask a friend out:

Be proactive

Don’t sit and wait for friends to come to you, you need to get out there and meet them. That means if you meet someone you like, tell them, invite them out and exchange numbers or social media handles.

Be as upfront as your five-year-old self

Start by bringing back the energy of your five-year-old self who once had to say, ‘Will you play with me?’ or ‘Do you want to be my friend?’ This might seem too keen, but I promise it won’t make you sound like a stalker. People like directness, so just say, ‘Do you want to be my friend? Shall we hang out?’ What’s the worse that they can say? No? Yes. But will you live? Yes!

Be casual

Whilst you don’t want to play hard-to-get, do be casual. Don’t expect too much from someone straight away. You wouldn’t triple-message a new love interest in case you looked like a bunny boiler, so don’t do that to new potential friends. Steady pace always wins the race. It’s also important to remember that different friendships progress at different speeds. You may have an instant connection with someone that leads to you spending all your time together – that’s great, embrace that – or it could be more of a slow burn which takes a while to flourish. Whatever the speed, read and embrace the room.

Find similar interests

Ask them to experience the same things you both like in neutral spaces. Similar interests are one of the biggest must-haves in all relationships as they help you bond quicker and sustain deeper bonds going forward. Once you have this common ground, you are more likely to build a stronger bond, which will allow you both to open up about other things, in turn.

Accept awkwardness

Making friends might be awkward – that is part of the process. But the benefits will far outweigh any awkwardness you feel when first making friends or asking a friend out.

Invite new people into your safe spaces

If you meet an incredible new person, invite them into your safe spaces and the friendships or friendship groups that are your safe spaces. Inviting new people in your life into group scenarios will help them feel welcomed and allow you to test how they fit into your life.

Find group activities

If you are finding it hard to find your people, seek out groups which represent the activities or things you love. You can also invite new friends or old friends to your own groups like book clubs and make them regular occurrences to build connections over time.

Switch up social scenarios

If you want to start a friendship with someone and you have met them through work for instance, invite them for a drink or go for lunch outside your workplace. Inviting people to different spaces will show you want to be friends with them.

Change the ratio

How many times do you hear, ‘We should hang out’ or ‘Let’s do something soon’ and nothing happens? This occurs countless times for every one time you actually hang out with someone. You need to change that ratio. If you want to hang out, get that diary out right there, organise it and follow through on the plan.

Take time to date them

I don’t mean turning them from friends to f**k buddies! Like you would with any romantic relationship in your life, take time to get to know them by friend-dating them. This will allow you to work out if they are the right friend for you.

Invest your time

I truly don’t believe connection can be defined by time. You could instantly bond and become best friends with someone – that is entirely possible. I have made connections with someone within 30 minutes and experienced a life-changing moment that has affected my life in ways my best friend hasn’t. However, investing time in all of our relationships, especially if you are looking to meet new people, is imperative. When you think about being a teenager when you had more time to see people, you bonded with people much quicker, but that becomes harder as you move through life and your time has a range of different restrictions. So try to be more like your teenage self and create time in your schedule to fuel your new friendships. If it’s a priority, you need to make the time; a friendship isn’t going to magically happen overnight.

Put your best self forward

Put your best skills forward. Whatever your talents may be – clear or hidden – share them with people. And always remember you are amazing, people will like you and the only way you are going to find other amazing people in your life is if you put yourself out there. Now get out there and challenge yourself to make a new friend.




A CHATTERBOX P.S.: DATE YOUR EXISTING FRIENDS TOO

Just as we blame being time-poor for not making new friends, we can also be guilty of not giving time to the friends already in our lives because we are so busy. But the giving of our time to others is so important for nurturing friendships. We also so often focus on nurturing the romantic relationships in our lives that we neglect to nurture our friendships in the same way, which we should do as they are just as integral to our lives. So, this is your reminder to date your friends and pour as much passion into your friendships as you do your romantic relationships.

When I was single for years and years, I never felt overly lonely because I filled my life with love and passion for my friendships and put a lot of effort into them. So, if you are lonely and single and think you need a partner, start here – start by dating your friends and just see how much difference it makes to your feelings of loneliness.

Now, go into your phonebook and ask one of your friends out on a date. Give them the gift of your time, which will not only benefit them but also you. Go forth and bring a bit of spark back to your friendship for the good of your connection and wellbeing. After all, our friends help us through so many things, so reward them with your time. Invest in them as you will always need them and they won’t always be there for you if you don’t give your time to them now.





LESSON FIVE

Sharing is Caring

‘We cannot solve our problems with the same thinking we used when we created them.’ 

Albert Einstein



If you are reading this and feel the weight of the world on your shoulders, carry an ache inside of you or have a lump in your throat that always stops you from sharing something from your life, I understand and have felt your pain.

I spent so many years feeling that way whilst I tried to hide my sexuality. When I finally told my mum I was gay in her pickup truck as she drove me to university, she said, ‘I kinda knew when you were obsessed with My Little Ponies before you could really speak.’ Though my camp personality might have given it away earlier, it was the shame around being gay that stopped me from talking about it and truly sharing.

It was a deep shame I carried within me from the moment I woke up until the moment I went to sleep. It was exhausting to feel socialised into hiding my pain and problems, like so many of us do. Until one day, just after my 14th birthday, I was hanging out with my two childhood best friends, Abigail and Catherine, and they asked me outright if I was gay. I said yes and their immediate reaction was love and warmth. After saying it out loud, all I felt was relief. Even though I knew I had a long way to go and many more people to tell (including my mum years later in that pickup truck), and heck, coming out is an ongoing process throughout your life, the weight on my shoulders eased, that ache started to subside and that lump was dislodged – and with it the shame inside me had a little less oxygen.

That moment with my two friends taught me just how powerful sharing can be. Even if it doesn’t rid you of all your anxieties or fears straight away, it can start the process of healing. Like many of us, I still get nervous about sharing certain things with certain people in certain situations, but whenever I am scared to share, I remember that relief, and it helps me summon my strength to open up.

Admitting you have a problem, however big or small – from coming out to an awkward itchy situation downstairs to a mental health problem or an inconsequential issue you have blown out of all proportion in your head – can be scary. But to reference the Einstein quote which opened this lesson, we can’t solve our problems with the same thinking that put us in the mental or physical predicament in the first place. We need to share, we need the voices of others to help us and we need a listening ear to switch up our mindset.

Think of a time when you shared something you felt a deep shame about or something you were worried about. Think about how you felt before and how you felt afterwards. Did you feel liberated, even if it was just a little bit? I can guarantee that you did. That’s because sharing is cathartic, it’s a release.

Whilst talking can be the ultimate release. Just as with hearing and listening, there is a huge difference between talking and sharing. Talking is passively speaking, whereas you need to think of sharing as an active currency where you speak with the view of it being valuable to yourself and even others. And whilst we hear all the time, ‘Let’s get talking’ and ‘Talking is good for you’, I would argue that talking for the sake of it isn’t going to make you feel any better, solve problems or build relationships and connections. In fact, talking just to talk can sometimes dig us deeper and deeper into exactly the feeling we’re trying to rid ourselves of.

Instead, we need to focus on what I like to call ‘honesty sharing’, which is sharing your unfiltered story and your feelings with the right people for you to simply release your thoughts from your mind or seek solutions. Everyone has something to say and a story to tell, and, when you tell it to the right people, in the right environments, the result can be transformative. This could be opening up to someone you already share a meaningful connection with or sharing honest stories in safe spaces with people you have just met to build meaningful connections. Honesty sharing doesn’t just mean sharing our tougher moments, though; it also means sharing our successes and exciting moments too. Doing this in the wrong arena, such as with a group of people you know continuously slate other people behind their backs, will not benefit you. Doing it in one that is not only safe but celebratory will build connections and allow you to celebrate yourself as well. So identify the true cheerleaders in your life and share with them.

So many deep-rooted connections happen in our life through honest sharing, and we’ll explore the many incredible psychological benefits in this lesson. Hopefully, you will come to see that it’s not only a caring thing you can do for yourself, but for others too, creating a connection in the process. But first things first, let’s dig into why sharing is not only good for us, but why we are also scared of it.

Why Should We Share?

I see sharing as a moment of self-reflection, where you can vocalise a feeling, take a step back and, if you can’t move on from it, you are at least one step closer to understanding yourself. In turn, honesty sharing enables others to understand you more, and we all want to feel more understood, both internally and externally. We need to remind ourselves that no one is a mind reader and it’s important to share so people around us can understand us better.

Verbalising our emotions and sharing our experiences enables us to identify certain thought patterns and, whilst sharing them, we can feel problems dissipate, helping us to be more mindful, centred and at peace.1 Studies show that talking and sharing our emotions – especially negative ones – with someone we trust can not only reduce stress and help our mental health, it also helps our physical strength and can even boost our immune system.2

The science behind all of this will blow your mind. It has been found that talking about, sharing and labelling our feelings reduces the power they have in a part of our brain called the amygdala, which is housed amongst our limbic system, a system in our brain that creates our behaviour and emotions. The amygdala gives you a fight-or-flight response and so, when you are overwhelmed or stressed, this part of your brain can even override your most logical thought patterns.3

Research has also shown that, when we put our feelings into words, we take away the amygdala’s chokehold on our thought patterns, and the more you talk about these feelings the less they will overwhelm you and the more control you will have.4 So if science says sharing is great for your wellbeing, you really can’t argue!

We also shouldn’t hold back when it comes to sharing positives in our lives, either. Have you stopped yourself from sharing good news before? If so, why? Were you worried you might jinx it? Or you might not have wanted others to think you were showing off? Whatever your reason for holding back from sharing your good news, you need to let it go because research shows that sharing positive things is beneficial to our overall satisfaction with life and it even gives us more energy.5 The more we share our happiness with others, the happier and more satisfied they are in return, so it’s good for all of our collective wellbeing.6

Think of a time when you have shared something incredible that happened to you or something simply funny AF with a friend or someone you care about. It felt good to share your joy with them and to experience that joy together, right? So why stop yourself from sharing? If you have ever thought of writing a gratitude list, sharing life’s positives with others will have the same effect. After all, gratitude improves our ability and capacity to connect with others; it makes us happier, and even improves our health when we are dealing with physical problems too.7 And whilst we might not share out of fear of being judged, practising gratitude even alleviates feelings of envy within us, so why shouldn’t sharing positive news out loud and hearing the positive news of others have the same effect?8

We can also place gossip within the parameters of a positive sharing experience. Let’s all be honest here and say we definitely get a little joy from a stunning gossip session, don’t we? Sometimes there is nothing tastier than a piping hot cup of tea and it can be pure joy or an adrenaline rush finding out something juicy. Don’t get me wrong – I am not encouraging you to share secrets you are told in confidence because, as we saw in the last lesson, that is not going to help you build connections, it’s quite the opposite. I am talking about sharing carefree juicy news that doesn’t hurt or harm other people. A study, like me, believes in rebranding gossip as a proven bonding tool.9 Gossip isn’t simply about the sharing of rumours, it can release hormones like serotonin and oxytocin and many of the conversations we have actually fall into the definition of gossip such as sharing other people’s good news. So instead of rebelling against it, let’s embrace it, but only when it doesn’t involve the sharing of other people’s personal news or secrets.

The ripple effect of sharing

There are two cases which showed me how transformative the right conversation, with the right people, in the right environment could be. I will always remember doing Leigh-Anne Pinnock of Little Mix fame’s first solo interview, where she opened up about the racism she experienced while she was in the band and how she used to actively search herself on Twitter to find the racist comments to further punish herself. Another time, Sex Education star, Aimee Lou Wood, told me how her body image issues reached such a point when she was younger that she would write ‘fat’ onto her mirror. In both cases, whilst it was hard for them both to talk about these moments – tears flowed and hugs were exchanged, voicing their experience and problems helped them and it was cathartic and part of the healing. Aimee even compared sharing her experiences to the level of relief you feel after ‘a really great poo,’ and you can’t argue with that.

These two examples showed me how sharing can have a broader impact than just in one-on-one conversations. Sharing can create a positive social ripple as it gives you and others knowledge by passing on stories, advice and wisdom. The number of messages I received from people who went through similar experiences showed the power of sharing: it made other people feel less alone.

Sharing can also better equip you to talk about a problem more or other problems altogether. For example, we never used to have the vocabulary to discuss our mental health. Words like ‘anxiety’ or ‘mental health’ were not widely used until recently and we now only have that language to specify our feelings in those departments because people shared. When people opened up to someone else, they could help them find the terminology to talk about their own problems. I remember this clearly from when I had obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD) as a child. There was no one outwardly talking about OCD or what it meant back in the early noughties and it wasn’t until I got older and opened up about my extreme handwashing after touching anything that left my hands red raw that someone was able to help me find the language to label my condition and then go on to talk about it further.

Your honesty will help you, but it can also help provide comfort to and shape the outlook of those you are conversing with. You never know who will be going through something similar, and sharing can and will encourage others to open up in return, even if it’s not about the same topic. When you think about the stigmas that have eased over time, it is down to the power of people sharing their stories. With any taboo topic – from HIV to mental health – every time someone stepped out of the shadows of society, shared their story and used their voice it chipped – and still chips – away at stigma and people’s lack of knowledge or negative perceptions of a topic. In the process, the shame has fewer places to breed in the person sharing and in society as a whole.

But if sharing has so many benefits, why are we scared of it?

Why We Are Scared of Sharing

There is no escaping the fact that we live in a time of filtered pretence. We are often seeing altered images and edited lifestyles, and this is creating not only a time of visual perfectionism, but perfectionism in the way we share our lives. We aren’t just filtering our pictures, we are filtering our real-life stories too. And we can all admit to being guilty of filtering our lives when talking with our friends, just like we do on social media at times, can’t we?

We are all walking talking filters. Just as we filter possible connections based on our biases like we spoke about before, we filter when we share too. We choose who we want to share with and what we want to share – which can be a positive, but also a negative thing. We can end up withholding information out of fear of no longer appearing ‘perfect’. But why do we do it in our social lives when we know how toxic filters can be on social media?

It takes more energy bottling up our thoughts, feelings and holding our tongue than it does to honesty share and, yet, sharing honestly often feels like the most terrifying thing we can do. That’s the truth: we are all slightly terrified of feeling exposed. If you feel scared to share with someone in your life or admit something to a group of friends, there are a multitude of reasons why this could be, but they mostly boil down to vulnerability because honesty sharing can put you into a very vulnerable position.

Honesty sharing at its core is about accessing your vulnerability and being vulnerable. Most of us struggle with being vulnerable and putting ourselves in vulnerable positions because we live most of our lives in self-protection mode. But stepping into your vulnerability is one of the most empowering things you can do for yourself, and we truly bond through our vulnerability. We can bond in our moments of strength, when we are our best selves, laughing and joking and sharing joy, but vulnerability creates a deeper connection; it opens up another level of trust. In turn, vulnerability is our greatest strength: it’s showing up for ourselves and sharing even when we are unsure of ourselves or of how someone will react to us. That is a sign of true strength.

Despite the benefits, so many of us still avoid appearing vulnerable. I have noticed we all want to seem socially desirable and, if we share something close to us, we worry we will become socially undesirable. If we admit we have a consistent mental health problem, for example, we worry that others will think we are damaged social goods and we won’t always be fun. Or if others fundamentally disagree with our identity, we worry they will never want to hang out with us again.

I used to think that admitting anything awkward or difficult might mean people might not like me, cast me off as damaged social goods, judge me or end our relationship altogether. Many people never even let others in or allow them to form close connections out of fear of being judged. The feeling of sharing and being exposed is too much for some and that can creep in at any time in our lives, too. Even the most confident sharers can have moments of debilitating fear of sharing.

But we all need to collectively take a deep breath and breathe out that fear. We need to instead remember that we all have things we think people will judge us for and, yes, there will be people out there who do judge us, but they are not worthy of our connection. It’s also important to remember that we are all works in progress, and we always will be. No one has everything figured out or an answer for every problem. The way to continue growing is to share, to bounce ideas and feelings off people and to seek advice. So, with that in mind, don’t let fear of appearing vulnerable stop you sharing even the embarrassing things or the things you feel ashamed over because that is how you process – through sharing. Saying things out loud no longer gives shame oxygen and that process of release and healing can begin.

We can become increasingly nervous about sharing in different scenarios and for different reasons. A friend asked me recently whether it’s too much to share on a first date that she wants to have kids. She was worried she would appear full-on and therefore not as desirable. My answer was immediately ‘You have to share!’ If that is something you desperately need or want to do in your life, don’t mess around and waste your time second-guessing that someone else wants the same things as you. You cannot pretend to be compatible if you don’t have the same ideas about such important topics as that, so sharing and being upfront and honest is in some ways the best productivity tool.

You might alternatively be scared about sharing in group situations out of fear of being judged by others or feel peer pressure to act in a certain way. You may even worry about sharing in case what you say is used against you by someone else. Many people I know worry about sharing their relationship problems, even the smallest argument, in case it ruins the veneer of them being seen as a perfect couple. We have all lied to our friends though, haven’t we? That is ultimately a damaging thing to do as this secrecy can engender loneliness within us.10

We might also be scared to share because we worry about being a burden to others or even boring them. But the truth is you will never be a burden to anyone who cares about you. The second you are made to feel like a burden for sharing is the second you reassess that relationship in your life or take that topic to someone else who is more prepared or better placed to listen.

You might also just be unsure of your thoughts and have not fully worked out why you feel a certain way about something, and that’s okay too. It’s okay to share your works in progress with others and even change your mind about a topic or problem later. The person you share it with might even share a piece of advice or a nugget of wisdom in return which will help inform your thought process and push you along to a quicker conclusion.

If there’s one thing interviewing has taught me, it’s that mental struggles don’t divide us, they unite us. We all carry some level of fear and shame within us and talking breaks down those barriers to honesty sharing. So, how do we let go of our fears around sharing and worrying about being judged by others? Well, strap yourself in for a journey towards becoming a better sharer . . .

Thirteen Steps to Honest Sharing

Sharing is not as simple as just finding someone to chat to, so here are my 13 steps to honesty sharing and overcoming the fear.

Step 1: It takes time

Firstly, we need to recognise that if we have fears around sharing, honesty sharing won’t happen overnight. Don’t feel the pressure to go out and verbally diarrhoea all your inner thoughts and feelings to anyone and everyone straight away. Be kind to yourself and take it slowly at your own pace. It’s also important to recognise that you may feel more or less inclined to share at different times and that is okay.

Step 2: Don’t doubt your truth

If you feel a certain way, no one else can tell you otherwise. Stand by your own mind, your own truth and your own story. Always remember this: no one knows you better than you know yourself, no matter what they say to you, so carry that knowledge with you whenever you go into sharing. You also get to choose what you want to share – there are no set limits to sharing and what you do or don’t want to share. The limits should be defined by you personally, so set yours accordingly.

Step 3: There are no set timings

Sometimes you will have a thought or feeling and need to share it immediately. Other times you may need to work through your thoughts and feelings alone for longer – that is okay too. Don’t let anyone tell you it’s either too premature to share or force you to open up before you are ready to because you will know when the time is right for you. Believe and follow your own sharing clock.

Step 4: You’re not the only one

Always remind yourself of the following simple truth: we all struggle at one point in our lives and there is always someone out there who has felt the same way as you or is currently feeling the same way you do. I remember talking to Antoni Porowski of Queer Eye fame about male body image. He shared that he suffered with body image issues and his therapist said to him, ‘You know, many men of your age feel very similar to you.’ He was shocked, because he thought he was the only one feeling that way. I was, in turn, shocked he’d ever felt that way because I have dealt with body image issues my entire life and never thought someone ripped with a six-pack would suffer with them. That’s the thing: despite everyone’s exterior we can deal with similar interior truths and problems.

It just goes to show that you are never alone in your thoughts. Antoni and I suffered inside our heads for too long thinking we were unique in our struggle and that no one would understand if we shared our problems, when in fact the opposite was true. If you feel like this, take an issue that troubles you and google it. You’ll soon see that there are many first-person stories which will show you that you are not alone. Now, imagine how many more people haven’t put their experiences down in writing, and I can guarantee someone in your life is one of those people and has experienced the same thing. That is the beauty of sharing – it shows you are not alone and allows you to show others that they are not alone either.

Step 5: You don’t have all the answers

You may sometimes think you have the answers to any given problem, but you don’t. Don’t put pressure on yourself to have all the answers, either, because it’s an impossible goal. It’s important to remember that our thoughts are never a finished product; just like we are, they are always a work in progress, so sharing in the hope of finding alternative viewpoints, answers or advice is only going to benefit you and give you further tools to dig for answers and solutions.

Step 6: Get comfortable asking for advice

We usually share in the hope of gleaning advice from others, but sometimes our fear of sharing can be found in the fact that we worry about being given some home truths. Think about a time when you stopped yourself from sharing with a friend out of fear they would tell you exactly what you needed to do but you didn’t want to hear it. I’ll go first. I dated one of the worst men alive and I stopped sharing with those around me out of fear they would give me the home truths I knew I needed. Sometimes you already know the answers, but you just don’t want to hear or face them. Oh my goodness, I wish I had shared more at that stage in my life as it would have given me 18 months of the prime time of my life back.

We also might worry about seeking advice out of the fear that people will judge us for not having the answers. We think we should have our life together and have a handle on or an idea of what to do about our problems. I am sure you can think of a time at work, for instance, where you didn’t share a problem and tried to figure it out on your own to no avail out of sheer panic that you might seem stupid.

Either way, getting comfortable with asking for and receiving advice is a crucial cornerstone in the process of sharing. And here is a study that is about to blow those negative ideas around seeking advice out of your mind for good. Researchers have shown that if we ask for advice, it makes both parties feel and look smarter. Those we ask for advice will think ‘they were smart to ask for my advice because I am smart’ and we obviously benefit from their help.11 So it’s a win–win for everyone involved.

Step 7: Build your own Privy Council

As we’ve explored, certain environments can be your safe space which may encourage you to share more than others, but people can also become your portable safe space. So find and hold close a group of trusted friends – it can be as big or as small as you like – and make them your Privy Council. In order to problem-solve, work through our thoughts or vent, we all need people we can trust, so make these people your closest advisers and confidants. They don’t even have to know each other, but in your head imagine all the people you trust most in the world and seat them around your Privy Council table.

Step 8: Share the load

Just like you don’t have all the answers, we can’t expect another individual to have the answers or to constantly have the emotional bandwidth to help us deal with or process our problems. You may have the world’s most amazing best friend, sister or partner who you can turn to in good and bad times, but no one relationship can sustain you, so it’s always good to have a close-knit group in the form of your Privy Council so you can share the load.

Step 9: Widen your net

You also need to be mindful that your counsellors might change, and you might welcome new people into your trusted circle as you move through life and you change with it. Welcoming change and new voices into your Privy Council will only be a positive thing as it offers new perspectives and opinions as you move through life’s different stages. So, welcome in those fellow mums you met at an NCT group or that amazing new work colleague because you will need them in different ways to your existing group and the people you already know. We can be guilty of looking for people who reflect our own experiences back at us – sometimes out of a fear of judgement – so surrounding yourself with a wider circle of people will stop you from having an entirely narrow range of opinions and experiences around you. Sharing with people who are different to you, in terms of background, age or experiences, can be revelatory.

Step 10: Make sure you share the good and the bad

As we have established, sharing how you feel is bloody great for us. But only sharing the bad is not good for us, and it’s not good for building connections with others, either. I know it’s hard to see the positive things happening around us when we get into a rut of negativity, but, trust me, they are positives to be found and shared. Annoyingly it’s our own brain’s capacity to give more weight to the negative, a habit called the ‘negativity bias’, that stops us from always sharing the positives.12 We also actually get used to positive things happening so negative moments feel more uncommon so we give them more air time, too.13 Instead of focusing on the negatives, try to lean into, and lead with, the positives when you can and share those to pepper and punctuate any negative ruts you have. Remember, talking about positive experiences reinforces to yourself and your brain that life can be and is great, and it will only help you break out of any one-way tickets to negativity-ville. Life is about the mix – the ebbs and flows through a range of emotions – so take your connections on that journey too.

Step 11: You don’t always need a conclusion

Just as being ready to share doesn’t have a timescale, actually sharing your problems doesn’t have one, either. You may reach a conclusion when sharing with others or you may not, and that is A-okay. Give yourself the space to share, but, if you ever feel overwhelmed or find yourself getting angry, take a breath, or simply stop chatting and come back to it another time. It’s important you have a clear handle on what you want to share. If you find yourself continuously talking about the same problem – I mean people being dicked over in relationships/situationships are very guilty of this (been there) – talk about something else or ask someone else about it. The worst thing is if you start to sound like a broken record on a loop. The most important thing about sharing isn’t whether you come to a conclusion or not, it’s that you finish feeling lighter about it or your mood has shifted, so try to make sure you are sharing with this goal in mind. Again, that might not shift overnight entirely, but as long as it’s shifted a little bit, that’s good enough for your soul.

Step 12: Sharing is about balance, but don’t be afraid to make the first move

The balance of giving and receiving information creates a safe, nurturing, empowering space for connection. When sharing, we are very sensitive to the amount people are sharing or not sharing around us, and the level of vulnerability that they do or do not show. You will be more inclined to share if others are sharing or have shared with you in the past and if it feels like they create space for us to share too. With that in mind, it is important we monitor the space we are giving to others to share and how much we are sharing, as well. But we can’t just wait for someone to open up for us to then feel able to do so. We need to be able and prepared to start sharing first or those connections which are waiting to be unleashed might never happen. You opening up could encourage others and give them the permission they need to share.

Step 13: The path to sharing doesn’t always run smoothly

Sharing is about trial and error and you need to remind yourself in the face of errors to consistently show up and share. You might not be opening up to the right person at first and you may make many mistakes along the way, but you need to become comfortable with that. But do you always need to share with people you know to experience the benefits? I don’t think so . . .

Sharing with Connections Versus Strangers

Sharing with people you already know and strangers both have their pros and cons. But I truly believe it can sometimes be refreshing to share with someone you have just met, and I want you to embrace this feeling too, no matter how fearful it might seem at first. Strangers do not always equal stranger danger.

Think about it this way: some friends, often even the very closest, can have an encyclopaedia of your past mistakes to reference and draw upon when you share your experiences or feelings – AKA they are subjective. They may even have an agenda when it comes to you sharing and might try to give you advice in return that manipulates you into doing what they want you to do or pressure you into taking their advice. This has happened to me countless times.

On the flip side, someone you have just met or who barely knows you hasn’t harboured thoughts about you and your life for years, so they come with far less judgement, reducing your own fear of being judged too – AKA they are more objective. Plus, thinking back to this lesson’s opening quote, they could even give an unexpected and fresh perspective you haven’t thought of; broadening your horizons might give you the home truths you need to solve your problems. This is the principle many support groups such as Alcoholics Anonymous are based on: sharing your story with strangers can be the safest space to share as they give a sense of confidentiality. If you share with a stranger, it’s not like they will be able to tell anyone you know what you have shared either. There is also a real release in knowing that, if they do judge you, it’s easier to never see them again than it is your friends and there are no repercussions for you and your personal world, either.

Research has shown that we should in fact invest in making an effort in sharing with strangers. Nearly half of the people we discuss important things with are not the people we would call the closest people in our lives, so we need to consider that anyone we run into could be an honorary privy council member.14 That is why it’s important to get out and meet new people as these casual interactions are so vital in us being able to share, release and process.

Some people are capable of honesty sharing from the word go and there is a power in simple and open honesty with people we’ve just met. As an interviewer, I am usually the ultimate stranger. My interview subjects and I come to a conversation from such different paths and backgrounds that it can be extremely powerful for both of us when we come together in a moment of conversation. One such example is when I interviewed actor Kate Hudson. Within three minutes of walking into her hotel room, she was telling me about ‘the failure of the relationship with her second baby daddy’ in response to a simple question about the moment she truly faced herself. My mind was blown: three minutes into meeting me and she was already honesty sharing. And do you know what? It didn’t feel abrupt, it didn’t feel like too much, but remember the chat sandwich? It wouldn’t have happened without that first slice. That’s why the warm-ups are so important, because you never know how quickly someone might open up.

Whether you are honesty sharing with someone you have known for a lifetime or someone you have just met, sharing builds trust, whether that’s with those you already know or as an early building block of a relationship with someone new. And, above all, it is a release for everyone involved.

You don’t have to share one-on-one, group chats can be liberating too

Much of this book focuses on one-on-one conversations and their dynamics, but group chats are fundamental to building connections and can be incredible arenas to share in. Yes, it can be harder to have great chats in group scenarios because with multiple people involved it’s harder to listen properly and contribute, and you have multiple dynamics at play. However, it can also be an arena where everyone can thrive.

Many will think that group chats are the place for extroverts to shine. However, perhaps surprisingly for some, group chats can also be a great arena for the more introverted amongst us, because you don’t have to talk as much, you can shine with smaller statements and the pressure is lower when sharing with multiple people. This means you can slowly but surely work up to sharing. So, though it can be overwhelming to be in group dynamics, it’s a way to warm yourself up to social interactions and sharing whilst showing you that you can be part of and contribute to something that is bigger than yourself.

When it comes to mastering a group conversation, it is like nailing a messaging group chat: it only works if everyone shares and if everyone shares in equal amounts. If someone overpowers the group chat, it collapses. So, share in short bursts. Remember my earlier point about having a Privy Council? If you share in a group scenario it could allow you to benefit from multiple viewpoints at the same time and create a feeling of safety in numbers. There is nothing more reassuring than knowing that multiple people support you. If you ever feel nervous about sharing in groups, remember this: whenever I am nervous about going into a large group setting or going to a party, I always think to myself, ‘If I have a problem or I have been through something, in a room full of people, there will be someone with the solution or someone who is going through or has been through the same thing.’ Everyone has a story; everyone could be an untapped resource. They could have the answer to your problems, and the only way to find that person with the solution or the common ground is to chat and to share. So go forth and share to find your solutions.


BE CAREFUL OF OVERSHARING

The ‘overshare’ is real – and I am not talking about sharing if you had a great poo today or not. Sometimes we can share some of our deepest thoughts and feelings or past experiences to bond faster with others. We might think, ‘If I share more, they will like me more, so I’ll be an open book.’ But opening your book for everyone and oversharing in order to build connections can be damaging. It can put you into compromising positions where you are sharing in unsafe spaces and with people you can’t truly trust.

That is where you need to be careful. Opening up about one’s traumatic or darkest experiences takes great courage, and it can and should be freeing. You can also create positive bonds with people over shared trauma, and it can really improve the relationships in your life. However, you must be careful to do so with the right people as not all strangers can be trusted with your story – and, equally, not all friends can be either.

Studies have shown that some people engage in trauma sharing or dumping not only to seek validation for their feelings but to get attention – it gives them a rush too.15 It’s also been shown that you shouldn’t always mistake bonding over trauma for actual compatibility with another person and you should tread carefully when creating a relationship during times of instability. So ensure you are sharing your story for the right reasons, that it’s for cathartic purposes and to build a genuine, positive connection, not force a connection.

Remember, being vulnerable is a strength and is not something you should reduce the power of by giving your vulnerability to everyone. Sharing is giving your life and your story to others and your life and story is the one thing no one can ever take away from you. Give yourself permission to share, but remember, not everyone should have or needs access or permission to your story. It is called a private life for a reason: you can choose what you wish to keep private.



What to Say When Someone Shares With You

It is empowering to share and allows others to know your story through your voice. And there is equally a lot of power in being willing to get to know others and allowing them to share. We should show the ultimate respect to someone who is openly being vulnerable by giving them the space to share without judgement. Along with the listening skills we talked about in the previous lessons, remember the following when someone is sharing with you:

 

• Hold space for people to share and remember not everyone is going to share upfront, straight away.

• Be patient as it takes some people time to warm up to sharing. It may even take them a couple of goes at sharing, either in one conversation or across different interactions. If someone is really holding on to something, they might need to be asked gentle questions, multiple times to encourage them to honestly share. Remember the infamous line from Oprah to Meghan Markle: ‘Were you silent or were you silenced?’ If someone has been silent for so long or silenced by others it can take time to push through their silence to reach a point where they can share. So, have a little patience with them.

• Stop having expectations of others and yourself. There are many times I have sat down to interview someone and thought they would be open or share something with me. But sometimes people don’t share in the way you expect and that is okay – you need to respect their boundaries.

• Ask permission before giving advice. To sashay back to Lesson Three for a hot second, not everyone wants unsolicited advice about the subject they are sharing with you. They might just want a listening ear, for you to be a passive sounding board or a space to share without advice. You can simply say, ‘Do you want me to give you advice or do you just need me to listen?’

• Never add your own lazy commentary to what people share. If someone shares that they are feeling lonely, for instance, never say, ‘You don’t look lonely.’ Loneliness, like any emotion or feeling, doesn’t have a specific ‘look’. Someone’s internal self doesn’t always reflect the external or vice versa.

• Never say, ‘Don’t worry, you will be fine.’ They may be fine in the future, but it’s not reassuring. It instead suggests you are shrugging off their issues and can even give off the impression that you want them to stop sharing and you don’t have the time to give them the space they need.

• Remember, every problem or feeling is relative. Try not to think, ‘People have it so much worse than you,’ or imply that.

 

Let me leave you with one last thought about sharing which hopefully this lesson has ultimately covered: no problem was ever solved with silence, and joy cannot be shared in silence either. Learning to share, both privately and publicly, can become the most freeing enterprise in life. But sharing – like all aspects of conversation – takes energy, so let’s now get into your social battery and boundaries.


CHATTERBOX: Overcoming Social Nerves and Your Fears of Sharing

Nerves can range from jitters to debilitating social anxiety, but it’s reassuring and important to recognise that we’re not all set one way or another for life. These feelings won’t be with you or last forever. It’s also possible to get nervous about different scenarios – you might be someone who is racked with nerves about one-on-one chats, but who thrives at parties, or vice versa. Everyone gets nervous about socialising and sharing at times. Not only is that something that unites us, the best news is that we can work on these nerves, so let’s do it together.

Before we look at how to overcome social nerves, it’s important to highlight that we can all become so focused on what we are bad at that we forget we already thrive in certain situations. So, I want you to think about social situations you thrive in. It could be one-on-one DMCs with your best friend; it could be dancing in a club, chatting to/pulling multiple strangers (this was my time to shine when I was single!); it could be calling your parents once a week; it could be gossiping with a pal at work; it could even be giving instructions to others at work or just chatting to fellow dog mums on-the-run every morning. Got that in your mind? Write it down and also jot down why you enjoy it and why you are good at it. Now I want you to congratulate yourself because that proves you have social skills and you have confidence in at least some aspects of socialising, so there is no reason why you can’t achieve that level of confidence in other areas of your social life where you might be more fearful.

Whatever scale you find your nerves on or the social arena you are anxious about dealing with, overcoming any level of social anxiety or nerves is about recognising what makes you feel uncomfortable, preparing yourself for it accordingly and working towards improving your communication and sharing skills so you can create the connections you want and improve your wellbeing. The way to do this is to set yourself clear goals and follow the steps outlined below:

 

1. Identify what you are fearful of and write it down. You might be anxious about doing certain things in front of others like talking to people above your pay grade at work, calling someone you don’t know, speaking up at a meeting, expressing you aren’t happy with something or talking to an audience. You may even live in fear of running into a toxic ex. Now ask yourself this: how often do you actively avoid these situations and how much time, effort and energy do you spend worrying or thinking about these events or occurrences? I want you to write down all of the thoughts you have – from the passing ones to the extreme – and really look at them. When you share them on a page like this, they seem less scary and even completely irrational.

2. Now, write down what you want to achieve and be very clear in your goals. It could be being able to hold a conversation with a stranger, being able to give someone in your life constructive criticism or address issues with your partner head-on, or you may want to become a better public speaker, for instance. Also identify the social skills you will need in order to achieve your goal.

3. Then, set yourself a timeline. It can help to think of a social event on the horizon for this. If, for instance, you worry about attending an event on your own or chatting to strangers, is there a wedding coming up in a few months or even in a year’s time you can aim for? Is there a big presentation you need to give in a week? The most important thing to do here is make the timeline for achieving your goal realistic. If you have been socially anxious for a while – for example, you won’t be able to solve that overnight – it will take more time.

4. Between now and your end goal date, add something every day to your to-do list that involves some level of socialising to hold yourself accountable. Doing small things every day will, bit by bit, alleviate these nerves around sharing and will show you are improving. Then either at the end of the day or when writing your next to-do list, write down your thoughts and how you felt completing that social item on your list. Ask yourself what you experienced and keep track of any negative thought patterns or if you regress into old habits. This will encourage you to remain positive and it will keep pushing you forward every day until you reach the end of the time frame by continuously yet gently exposing yourself to socialising. Before you know it, your bad habits will be broken down by good habits (and remember, socialising is exactly that – it’s a habit). It’s easier the more you do it and, if you get out of the flow of doing it, it’s harder to get back on the horse.

5. Recognise your social crutches. You may only say yes to going to an event if you know someone else is going, you may not want to go out unless you are with your partner or you may use alcohol to give you the confidence to socialise. Once you identify these crutches, you can start to work on trying not to use them as much. (Note: If you are anxious about socialising, it’s important to avoid using alcohol to overcome inhibitions. This is easier said than done, I know, but when you start to rely on this to force yourself to make conversations, you won’t ever be able to do it without.)

6. Remember to advocate for yourself. If you need a minute to breathe, take that minute. It’s also okay to let people know you are nervous. There is nothing to be ashamed of and people will always empathise – we have all been there and saying it aloud can break the ice.

7. Be prepared. If you think you will be stuck for conversation, go forth armed with the set list of questions from Lesson Two in your mind (see pages 85–88) or you can ask or talk about known news events that you feel confident chatting to people about.

8. Do not compare yourself to others. Some people around you may seem more successful at socialising than you, but we all have different skills. Everyone needs to work on some department of their communication, so only ever compare yourself to how you were doing a day, a week, a month or a year ago.

9. Congratulate yourself. Throughout the time frame reward yourself for completing a certain number of activities on your to-do list by having some alone time. And, most importantly, once you have reached your deadline, write down how you feel now, what your most testing moments were and acknowledge how you pushed through. See how much you have improved and congratulate yourself. YOU DID IT. You showed up for yourself and others and pushed through, making the uncomfortable comfortable in the process. [CLAPS.] One of the greatest achievements in life is facing your fears and pushing yourself through to get there. And it wasn’t as bad as you thought it would be, was it? Now you have achieved one goal, find another and keep coming back and doing this task. Completing these steps will also make you more able to recognise when others are struggling in social situations too or struggling to share, and prompt you to engage with them, bring them into the conversation and encourage their input – something which will benefit so many connections in your life.

 

Above all, remember this: closed mouths don’t get fed. If you don’t express what you want or what you are going through, you can’t expect anyone else to magically know what it is that you need.





LESSON SIX

The Power of Knowing Your Social Battery and Boundaries

‘I don’t want to be in a situation for even an hour where I’m not enjoying myself.’

Kim Cattrall



Everyone has a social battery – our inner energy level which represents our capacity and the resources we have mentally and physically to interact with others. But how in tune with your social battery are you?

How many times have you pushed yourself to go somewhere or meet someone when your social battery has depleted to 0 per cent, only to get there and then force yourself through it so you leave even more exhausted than before to the extent that your social battery is now registering a minus figure? Raise your hands now . . .  mine is firmly in the air. Often the result is that we spread ourselves so thinly that we please everyone else involved, but the person who is left displeased is us. A peak moment in this behavioural trait of mine was reached last year when I went out ten nights in a row – including a three-day wedding no less – and I worked every single day.

Was I truly present for all of those occasions? No.

Did I enjoy them as much as I should have or wanted to?

No.

Did I then get so ill, I couldn’t get out of bed for a week? Yes.

Sound familiar at all? Perhaps this resonates with you or you may feel you wouldn’t even have the social battery to achieve two of those nights out, let alone ten. But I’m sure you have most certainly pushed yourself to turn up when your social battery is at its lowest. We all have.

Why do we do it to ourselves? I have found myself asking this time and time again. Is it the fear of missing out? Is it the fear of people forgetting about us? Is it the fear that our friends will have such a good time without us that they will think we are less of a friend and start liking other people more? Is it the fear of disappointing other people? Is it an external or internal pressure to be everything to everyone all at once? Irrational thoughts like this have led to me turning up, but, crucially, NOT showing up, are never-ending. There is a key difference between turning up and showing up. Turning up is going through the motions for the sake of it or for the sake of others, whereas showing up means being truly present, engaged and energised enough for you to thrive, and to encourage others to thrive during interactions.

We need to put any thoughts that make us turn up to one side and be more like Kim Cattrall. We need to go where we are energised, not where we feel depleted – or arrive already feeling depleted – because here’s the truth: turning up to anything and everything is not going to make you an amazing communicator. And going to and staying in the wrong environment for too long will only drain you further.

Having great chats isn’t about wowing every single person you meet, nor is it about quantity. Instead, it’s about quality. When it comes to great chat, it isn’t about using all your energy to force yourself to hit an imaginary quota; it’s knowing how to connect to and respect your own social battery, no matter how sociable you are, so you can show up for the conversations that matter most.

You cannot be an amazing communicator operating on a depleted social battery and you need to protect your energy, because your energy is valuable. Your time is precious, and you need to use it in the right way, which means conserving and preserving your energy so you can give great chat when you need it the most.

It is impossible to truly commit to active listening, honesty sharing and building safe spaces for people if you don’t look after your social battery, because these skills require energy. Equally, the people in your life who you care about deserve your energy, so looking after your social battery isn’t about saying no all the time; it’s saving your energy for those connections and occasions that matter and mean the most to you.

After all, you can’t pour into anyone else’s life if you are pouring from an empty cup and spreading yourself as thinly as the last remaining scrap of butter from the tub on a piece of toast. It is therefore important to observe your social battery so you can work out what you need to show up in any given social situation.

Understanding Your Social Battery

We all experience the world differently and there are many variables that can boost or deplete your social battery. These variables could involve a specific type of event or the physical space you find yourself in. You could be drained by crowded spaces. You could be affected by a specific person or the number of people you are conversing with. You could get energy from DMCs or you could get energy from small talk.

Power imbalances are also draining on your social battery. If someone constantly tests you, forcing you to prove yourself and your worth, that will drain you. This is even truer if you are from a marginalised group and feel you constantly have to prove yourself in the face of prejudiced hurdles – that will drain you. Your mental state can also dictate and decrease your social battery, so if you battle with depression or anxiety, you aren’t always going to be able to show up properly either.

What drains you socially can change from time to time too. You may be wearier or more stressed or burnt out than normal, which means you will be less interested in talking, or you need to go to one of your safe spaces to recharge. The time of year can even affect your social battery – the summer and the end-of-year holiday season with all the social engagements these seasons bring could mean you are operating at a low level in the social battery department. Or different spheres in your life could be taking over. For example, you might be working overtime constantly and it’s cutting into your social time.

The rollercoaster of your day can affect you as well. A shocking news alert can drain you in an instant and, as we can’t always control the interactions we have day to day, the mood of your work colleague, who is usually a fountain of energy, could have swung towards draining, or an unexpected confrontation with a friend can deplete your social reserves, too.

Across all of these eventualities, it is important for you to check in with the health of your social battery and recognise what really depletes it so you can start to prepare yourself accordingly for the interactions you plan to encounter – and for those unexpected encounters too. You check on the battery of your phone and recharge it when needed, so why not do this for your own personal battery?

Let’s start by checking in with yourself. Take a step back now and think about, and then write down, what type of conversations, connections or environments typically drain your battery. Once you have done this, look back at the last week and write down what has drained you recently as this may be different to the usual suspects.

Looking at this list, you will realise that not all social interactions will require or take the same amount of energy, but here’s a fact: all social interactions are energy-expending.1 A recent study into our social bandwidth showed that certain conversations, including DMCs or moments of conflict, or moany, complaining chats, are highly likely to be draining of our energy and afterwards individuals seek moments of solitude to recharge.2 Interactions that lead to us feeling truly connected and those that leave us feeling disconnected from others – both sides of the social spectrum – can equally drain our social battery. Having said that, the study suggested that our social battery recovers more quickly when our conversations are positive ones and that interactions where we are trying to make positive impressions – for instance, on first dates or with new groups of people – are more likely to drain us.

The study shows how all social interactions can be and will be draining of your social battery and we all need to recharge at different times. No one can endlessly communicate at all times – we all hit a wall and it’s important to register that. Checking in with your social battery is vital because if you are constantly running it to the ground, it can eventually lead to you withdrawing from people or social activity altogether. Lack of human contact, as we know by now, is detrimental to your self-esteem, and if you are not recharging or checking in with your social battery you can easily start to feel negative, tired, stressed, overstimulated, overwhelmed and even depressed, which creates a state of social burnout. Social burnout can go much further than feeling tired all the time; it can leave you feeling frustrated and upset with others for no real reason and more irritated than usual, and therefore it can mean you are increasingly critical of others and even lead to physical issues including back pain, headaches and insomnia.3 This is why you need to be aware of what triggers your battery to drain.

Not every space is going to energise you, but if you work on looking after yourself more, the tolerance levels for spaces which you found more draining will increase. And if you respect your energy, your energy will not only respect you, it will serve you and enable you to go out there, have great chats and make the connections you need.

It’s therefore also important to work out what your chat-charging station is for your social battery, which again is different for everyone. If you tend to have a smaller social battery, you will need to recharge more often, but if you feel constantly energised, it won’t need to be such a regular occurrence. Your chat-charging station could be anything, from spending time with a certain person, or doing an activity alone to simply lying down in a solitary dark room. So, what do you do to recharge? Take a moment to write down and make time for these activities too.

Knowing what charges and drains your social battery will show you what you require, and what you need to have in place for social connection. This is vital because everyone’s capacity for social interaction is directly linked to their need for it. You may need very little social interaction to feel totally satisfied or you may need to socialise constantly around the clock, and these varying needs have led us to identify as extroverts and introverts.

The truth about extroverts versus introverts

Hold my earrings, because you may disagree with what I am about to say. Whilst many of us love to put ourselves and others in these two very different groups, and some of us self-identify proudly as one of the two, I truly don’t believe in the binaries of being an introvert or an extrovert – and even Carl Jung who first brought the words into existence in the 1920s said, ‘There is no such thing as a pure extrovert or a pure introvert. Such a man [aka human – don’t you hate the sexism of the early twentieth century?] would be in the lunatic asylum.’4

I myself feel I defy being socially typecast exclusively as an introvert or extrovert. Many people will define me as an extrovert, as I get so much energy from conversing with others – it literally fuels me at times – but I would never be able to have those conversations if I didn’t take time away alone to recharge my social battery, which is typically an introverted quality. Others labelling me an extrovert has led to them expecting me to behave in certain ways – that I should always be the life and soul of the party and dance on the top of tables until 2am, for example – and fulfil that role they want me to play, even when I don’t want to. And when I don’t live up to these extrovert norms, they either worry I am not okay, when I am absolutely fine, I just don’t want to do that today or they get annoyed that I am not performing as I should within a friendship, which only drains my social battery instead of boosting it.

Instead of being an introvert or an extrovert, I fall in and out of characteristics and energy traits all the time and, just like me, you can experience all the following traditionally introverted and extroverted characteristics at the same and at different times:

 

• You can find certain people draining and others energising.

• You can find parties life-giving, but one-on-one chats draining.

• You can find people both intriguing and exhausting.

• You can love great company, but appreciate being alone too.

• You can love a DMC, but not abide small talk.

• You can have an escape plan, but enjoy socialising.

• You can love to socialise, but be selective when it comes to your social calendar.

• You can have ‘traditional’ introvert or extrovert characteristics and be mistaken for either.

 

I believe we need to instead base our identities on ourselves, our needs and our social battery in any given period. Defining yourself rigidly as an extrovert or introvert feels like a socially limiting belief, especially when you consider you cannot be diagnosed as an introvert or extrovert, or properly defined as one. Identifying as such is holding you back from growing into the amazing sociable person you can be, having the chats that can change, and charge, your life or retreating when you need to recharge.

Research shows that we behave according to our beliefs about ourselves.5 For example, we feel happier when we smile.6 So, if we believe we are introverted, we start to act that way. As the research says, ‘a person who conceptualises themselves as introverted may have difficulty recognising or remembering their own extroverted behaviour, or they may avoid potentially stressful social situations and come to live in an increasingly insular world’.7 Adversely, if you believe yourself to be extroverted, you can put huge pressure on yourself to perform that role at great detriment to your social battery. Therefore, the key to your social battery is to act according to what you need at any given moment, not how others or rigid stereotypes expect you to. And don’t let anyone else lazily label you an introvert or extrovert, either.

How to Recharge Your Social Battery

Looking after your social battery starts with reminding yourself that your own needs are not fixed and that you need different kinds of conversation and different spaces at different times. This all ebbs and flows depending on what’s going on in your life. Whatever you are going through, there are some very simple things you can do to help recharge your social battery:

 

• Build recharging time into your schedule. After my aforementioned ten-day social blow-out, I now put ‘social blackouts’ in my calendar, which is where I block out time – it could be entire days or just a few hours – when I know not to socialise and instead spend time alone and doing anything from a nap to doing a workout that might energise me. Some people need to be more rigorous than others when it comes to scheduling recharging hours or day(s). If going to parties drains your social battery or demands a lot from you, you need to start ensuring you have a chilled day beforehand and afterwards to have the energy to show up and be present. Or if you find yourself less energised for something you are usually revved up for, just adjust yourself accordingly before and after. The demands on your social battery from different relationships will vary too. But even if you live with your friend or your partner, you can and should find at least an hour or two to yourself every weekend to recharge.

• Vary your social calendar according to the events you are booking in. For example, if you have a wedding next weekend, don’t book an absolute rager on the day you come back or before. Or if you always have busy working weeks, stick to socialising at the weekends. You should also vary the things you do with people so you don’t feel like you are doing the same thing over and over, which will only drain you further. Going on a big night out with your mates constantly can be fun – been there, done that – but it can and does get tiring on so many levels.

• Eradicate the fear of missing out. If you need to recharge and no longer need to go to something or see someone, but you feel the fear in the pit of your stomach that you won’t be able to bear seeing other people have fun, PUT YOUR PHONE AWAY. It can be the fear of missing out that drives us to go, but guess what? You aren’t missing out if you don’t go and you don’t look at what happened afterwards. Mute those friends on that night out and that group chat. They will be over that night out in a day anyway.

• Find and be with people who are fountains, not drains. Being aware of the effects other people’s energy is having on you is critical. Stop wasting your time on people who don’t give you the same time back but happily drain you. Why are we still messaging and replying to friends from ten years ago when the connection is gone? One of the steps in looking after your social battery is to cut people out who drain you, your resources and your time, in order to focus your energies on proper communication. This may sound harsh, but there’s more on this in this lesson’s Chatterbox (see page 219).

• Drop the expectations on your social rewards. Not everything is going to fulfil you and be a 10/10 good time, or it may go from a 0 to a 10 really quickly. Try to go with the flow; it’s far less draining.

• Your energy goes where your attention goes so always put your energy into the places that require the most attention and are most beneficial to you right now. That means going to the social events or hangouts that add value to your life and saying no to invites that you usually love, if you need to prioritise other aspects of your life temporarily. It’s about balance.

• Above all, you need to communicate. The only person who truly knows your needs is you, and you can’t expect others to be dialled into your social battery levels. There’s no shame in being a social butterfly one month and a hermit the next, but you do need to take responsibility for communicating those needs to yourself and others – whether that’s because you need to spend some more time with someone because you are seeking a deeper connection or gently letting people know that today is not the day for hanging out.

The Art of Cancelling

You may think there is no polite way to say you are exhausted from socialising, but that is a reasonable excuse for not seeing someone. We absolutely need to normalise this. But, let’s face it, cancelling is a minefield. There are a million and one excuses we can use to excuse ourselves from a plan, from ‘I am ill’ when you are absolutely shipshape to ‘My dog was sick everywhere and I couldn’t possibly come now because I must stay home and nurse them back to health’. Instead of just admitting we don’t have the energy or we just don’t want to go out, being flaky and regularly cancelling will make you untrustworthy (and, as we have already discussed, untrustworthiness is not the best foundation for connection). A study has even shown that if someone regularly cancels on people at the last minute it can be a tell-tale sign that they have darker personality traits including being manipulative, lacking a moral compass and even really narcissistic.8 Ouch.

Cancelling for the right and truthful reasons is going to build trust and lead to you not only being respected for your honesty, but to you respecting your honesty. So if you are overwhelmed, go through your calendar and cancel something you don’t need to do or could be moved to another time, but be honest about it. You need to normalise saying that you don’t have the energy because there will be times when other people in your life will be grateful for this honesty so they can be honest with you when they don’t have the bandwidth to show up either. You need to give yourself permission to step back, and give the same to others too.

If you know you are a socially anxious person, don’t start using your social battery as an excuse all the time to get out of plans or start thinking you should cancel to save yourself for something better that might come along, though. Cancelling can give you a rush, a relief, a weight off your shoulders – and it should when you are truly depleted – but that can become addictive, so be careful not to turn it into a habit. Don’t make up an excuse to get out of a situation just because it may be challenging because that challenge could become beneficial to you, your growth and can even pour life into your social battery, even if you can’t see it at the time. You need to show up for yourself, but if you truly cannot find the battery power to do something, be honest, say you cannot come because of your social anxiety and that way people can either accept your cancellation or make amends to ensure you will still come.

You equally need to remember you are not the only one with a social battery. Everyone in your life has one too, which will be affected by all the variables yours can be. Whilst we are communicating and sharing our needs, we need to start talking to the people in our lives about what they need too. For instance, if you are hanging out with a friend, and they are coming with you to a party, ask them how revved up for it they are. If they are operating at 20 per cent, support them accordingly and put in the extra 80 per cent so you can turn up as a joint 100 per cent. You will sometimes have to make up for others’ lack of energy and the more you look after your social battery and communicate your needs, the more you will be able to do this for the people you care for.

Respecting your energy also means making a conscious effort to protect your social battery through setting clear personal boundaries.

The B Word: (Personal) Boundaries

Boundaries are the invisible lines we create to manage the relationships we have with others. At their core, personal boundaries are about respect, and setting them shows what we expect from relationships and conversations. Boundaries are also important for building a positive relationship with yourself and understanding your identity. If you don’t know yourself and your boundaries, you can’t begin to create connections and then go on to build successful relationships. Healthy connections and conversations are built on strong boundaries, not on non-existent or broken ones.

Our social batteries and boundaries go hand in hand like a marriage made in energy heaven. Without looking after and being aware of your social battery, you will never have the strength to build boundaries or stop people from trampling over, or on, them. You also need boundaries to protect your social battery, so they need to be given equal respect from ourselves and others. Boundaries take work and, whilst at first it can be draining on our social batteries to build them – for some it can even feel overwhelming – building boundaries will pay off for your social battery in the long term as they ensure we aren’t spreading ourselves thinly.

Like our social batteries, boundaries differ from person to person and can change in different environments. For instance, we might talk freely about the literal ins and outs of our dating lives with our best friends, but we might want to reduce the level of detail when speaking to our parents. We also tend to have more boundaries in formal settings, like an office where there are set ideas of how you should or shouldn’t behave. Mind you, most of the offices I have worked in have been akin to a five-day a week hen do, so not much was off limits. However, I hear that some offices are none too fond of you coming in fresh from a boy’s house, wearing the same clothes you wore to work the day before and telling every last detail to a group of co-workers including your boss, or watching your co-worker Photoshop an Uber receipt to cover up an affair.

Whatever they may be, our boundaries are unique to us, and we can have multiple or a few boundaries which can range from physical and sexual to intellectual, emotional, financial, social and cultural. For the purposes of great chat, though, I want to take a step back and think about what your boundaries are for the following categories:

 

• Physical: Do you like people in your personal space or prefer to keep them at a distance? Do you mind being touched? Do you prefer to shake hands with someone when you meet them or are you the biggest hugger?

• Intellectual: Do you like to keep your beliefs and opinions to yourself or are you comfortable sharing them with anyone or just certain people? Do you like being challenged on your opinions or do you prefer to express them without contradiction? Can you stand hearing or being around people who have completely different belief systems or opinions to you? Do you welcome a multiple range of voices?

• Emotional: Are you very comfortable sharing your feelings about anything and everything with the people in your life? Or are there certain people you only like to share your emotions with? Do you like being asked about your feelings or prefer to guard them for yourself? Are you an open book or do you prefer to share over time?

• Social: Can you socialise every night of the week or rarely? Do you need rest days in between social occasions? Do you like big or smaller groups? Or do you just prefer one-on-one time?

 

All of the above can be affected by your cultural boundaries which you create based on the society you grew up in or the society you find yourself living in now. Certain cultures can have very set spoken and unspoken rules on various physical and mental boundaries, even to the extent that they can create exclusion of certain other ideas and people who fall outside these cultural boundaries. Take note of those if that’s you, too.

Whatever your boundaries are across those categories (and don’t worry if you look over these and have ZERO boundaries – we will work on that), it’s important to have healthy boundaries in place because, without them, you can become both physically and mentally exhausted, meaning that your social battery is run to the ground.9 Having physical or emotional boundaries also protects your safe spaces.

Boundaries make sure you are in control of yourself and maintain your autonomy in any situation or relationship. It’s vital to be aware of our own thoughts, feelings and lived experiences, and, if we don’t have boundaries or have blurred boundaries, all of the facets of our personalities that make us unique can be blurred with someone else’s. Think back to a relationship or friendship where you had no boundaries and allowed the other person’s obsession with Star Wars, for example, to become your personality when you didn’t care for it at all. (Personally, I couldn’t think of anything worse, but each to their own in galaxies far, far away from my own.) If you also have blurred boundaries between your work and home life or any different physical space in your life, it can lead to unhealthy lifestyles, low levels of happiness and can affect your relationships.10

All in all, boundaries are KEY, but there is a huge difference between healthy and unhealthy boundaries. Healthy boundaries create mutual respect and give everyone involved a feeling of safety, whereas unhealthy boundaries do not create safety and, in many connections with unhealthy boundaries, people can abuse boundaries to control others. If you can think of a friend who flies off the handle if you are not free or a boss who screams insults at you for making small mistakes, you are in a relationship devoid of healthy boundaries. When we don’t have healthy boundaries in place, this can impact us in a variety of ways including making us feel guilty or resentful and makes our social battery permanently drained.

Setting healthy boundaries, therefore, is essential to building healthy relationships, so this is a key life skill and an important self-care practice to ensure we show up and thrive. If you are new to boundaries, you may feel incredibly guilty or even selfish for setting boundaries (I am a recent convert in the last few years, so I understand this feeling all too well), but you shouldn’t be. Boundaries are imperative to all aspects and spheres of our lives where we interact with others. Whilst they might feel overwhelming at first, take a step back right now and remind yourself they are designed to do the opposite – they are meant to give you comfort and control.

It’s important to remember, though, that whilst it’s amazing to have boundaries, rigid boundaries can be as bad for us as blurred boundaries or having no boundaries at all. You will never grow or leave your comfort zone if you remain in the same set boundaries for your entire life. You will never have unexpected chats that could change your life or build new connections if you constantly live by the same boundaries and you stop yourself from growing. If you spend your life worrying about your boundaries, that is only going to add more stress to your life and take up more of your precious social battery too. Sometimes you need to let bloody loose and live in a carefree fashion. Like with everything we have talked about, it’s about balance.

Twelve building blocks for building and maintaining boundaries

If you don’t have boundaries, you will be repeatedly turning up, not showing up, and your social battery will suffer because of it. So, start by taking some time to observe your life. In any aspect of your life where you communicate with others or in specific conversations, where do you feel stretched or pulled against your wishes? Where do you feel that someone constantly abuses your trust or kinship? Identify where a boundary is needed and start to enforce them using the building blocks below.

1. Commit to one boundary at a time

If you are new to building boundaries, what I have found helpful is starting with a few boundaries. Just like with New Year’s resolutions, it’s more effective and manageable to have one or a couple rather than a list of 25 unachievable goals which you collectively fail at by the 2nd of January. You don’t want to overwhelm yourself as this is meant to be, and should be, an empowering experience. So, take it one boundary at a time and, once you feel like you have nailed one boundary, start introducing another.

2. When creating boundaries with long-lasting relationships, start brick by brick

It can be really hard to set boundaries in long-lasting relationships, and it can be easier to build boundaries with people you don’t have to see all the time. Start by going slow. If, for a long time, your friend has crossed the line with you, talked over you time and time again and not listened to your opinion, it can be hard to draw a line immediately and make them stick to it. In these situations, do it brick by brick. For example, if someone is too intense and messaging you all the time, stop replying instantly and fuelling their habit. Start leaving it an hour, then maybe even a day and, over time, it will settle down to an intensity that works for you.

3. With new connections, build boundaries from the beginning

As it is harder to build boundaries later down the line in any relationship, so when you come to building new connections, put the boundaries in place from the beginning. I don’t mean saying, ‘Hello, how are you?’ and then reeling off a list of your boundaries, but gently setting these boundaries from the very beginning means everyone knows where they stand. For instance, if someone is very touchy-feely with you from the beginning and you don’t like being touched too much, just tell them gently.

4. Consistency is key

Don’t set up boundaries and a week later allow them to be trampled on, and then reinforce them the next day only for the same thing to happen again. Regularly letting your boundaries slide will cause confusion and frustration for yourself and others. It’s better to be steadfast, even if it’s tricky, as being inconsistent will only cause more drama, upset and stress for yourself and others.

5. Communicate, communicate, communicate!

We have trained ourselves to talk about what we need or want so indirectly, due to the fear of upsetting others, that we aren’t clearly communicating at all when it comes to boundaries – and it’s causing more hurt than necessary. Instead, don’t be scared to make the people in your life aware of your boundaries. People are not mind readers; they might cross the line and not be aware of where your line is, especially in conversations. So, instead of changing the conversation to another random topic, if something you don’t want to discuss comes up and someone is asking you a question you don’t want to answer, there is nothing wrong with politely saying, ‘I’m sorry but I don’t talk about that.’ Until people are aware of your boundaries, they will keep infiltrating and stepping over them. If someone reacts negatively to you setting your boundaries, that says more about them than you and you certainly don’t have to apologise for boundary-setting either. This level of honest communication will improve all of your relationships, including the one you have with yourself.

6. Redirect the chat if needed

If someone is asking intrusive questions which you are not comfortable with answering, redirect the chat. This happens with interviews all the time. If there is a conversation they don’t want to have and they don’t want to seem rude, they will redirect the question onto you and the conversation simply moves on. Celebrities have to learn to do this graciously but firmly in a way that closes off one avenue of conversation but opens another. This is easier to do than you might think – it’s about deflection. For example, if someone asks you something that you won’t want to talk about, like ‘Do you want to have kids?’, deflect it by saying, ‘What are your thoughts about having kids?’ or simply ‘It’s not something I am thinking about or want to talk about at the moment, but I am very interested in your perspective.’ This is such a simple thing to get the hang of and, once you have learnt how to do it with kindness, you’ll be so much more comfortable sharing with people, knowing it’s within your power to say when.

7. Practise the art of saying no

We have tackled the complexities of cancelling and the art of saying no straight away can avoid the dread of cancellations and is important in the building of boundaries. I used to have a fear of saying no and, if that is you right now, I am here to give you a life-changing lesson: ‘no’ can be one of the most freeing statements of all. When I gave up drinking for a few months, I learnt the power of no. I used to always be susceptible to peer pressure, so, if I wasn’t drinking, I would 100,000 per cent cave at the smallest suggestion that I should drink like everyone else. But starting to say no taught me that any pressure or push back I felt from others said so much more about them than it did me. Whilst it can be important to explain your boundaries to others so you can clearly lay them down, sometimes NO is a full sentence, too.

8. Your headspace can change and it’s okay to respect that

When it comes specifically to conversation, you may feel more emotionally prepared to talk about a certain topic on one day than another. This may surprise others if they have gone into something in depth with you one day and find you pulling back another. This doesn’t mean you are obliged to bare your soul on demand. It might just be a different day, a different chat and you might just have a different mentality. You should acknowledge this internally with yourself, so you don’t pressure yourself into sharing when you don’t want to, and externally with others by saying, ‘I am not in the headspace to talk about that today, but thank you for asking me.’ Remember, you can set boundaries in a respectful way which will not leave you nursing a vulnerability hangover from unintentional oversharing or being forced into over-sharing. You don’t need to be an open book all the time to everyone to have great chats. It’s okay to feel less interested or more keen to go deep with people at various times in your life, and these boundaries can be malleable – people will understand this, too, if you are upfront about it.

If you are known for giving great advice or having great chat, people are more likely to come to you and you need to be prepared for that. Similarly, if you’re a known homebody, your friends are less likely to reach out for impromptu drinks and deep conversation. Neither is a permanently sealed fate; it’s up to you to communicate when your capacity or needs are changing. Equally, you will and can entirely change throughout your life. You may spend ten years of your life being the life and soul of the party and then no longer want to dance on top of tables until 4am. If you have always been that person, people will expect that from you and may even be annoyed with you for not fulfilling your brand. People cannot be blamed for this if you haven’t communicated that you no longer want to be that person, so be comfortable with the fact you have changed and make others aware of your change too. If someone continuously pushes you to perform according to your old self when you have communicated that you don’t wish to do something anymore, that is a broken boundary and you should react accordingly.

When looking at boundaries in your life, you may not realise you have outdated boundaries that are no longer of service to you or are no longer part of your character. That is why it’s so important to regularly keep checking in with yourself and readdressing your boundaries because an outdated or limiting subconscious boundary or barrier could be holding you back from having the chats, living the life and building the connections you want.

Ultimately, it’s your responsibility to remind people of your boundaries, especially if they have changed. Remember: things change, people change and YOU change. That is all part of growth, so acknowledge your growth and make sure others are aware of it too as it’s something to be celebrated.

9. Stop people-pleasing; please yourself

An obstacle for many when it comes to boundaries is people-pleasing. Some people are chronic people-pleasers and will bend over backwards to do anything or say anything, to the extent they are a conversation contortionist. Others do so on occasion if it’s a particular person they want to impress, whilst others just please themselves with no regard to pleasing anyone else. The latter is not the destination you should ever aim for, but, for most of us, we can be guilty of pleasing others far before we please ourselves, either eradicating boundaries entirely or chipping away at them in the process. Here is a reminder: you do not need to share information with others to please them or do things to please others. The truth is you aren’t going to like everyone you meet and, sadly, they aren’t always going to like you, so don’t climb over your boundaries and try to ‘people-please’ to be liked by everyone. Being liked for being malleable is a false entity as you are not truly liked for you. Instead, you are liked for a false idea of yourself – and you certainly won’t like yourself for doing this, either. Stopping this habit will leave you with more energy for the chats that truly matter to you and you do need to put yourself first at times.

10. If you are building boundaries offline, make sure you do so online too

You want your boundaries both on and offline to reflect each other. If someone is oversharing information or pictures about you, tell them. If you find yourself oversharing online – like images or videos from big nights out and hangovers – in a way you wouldn’t do IRL, stop. According to a survey, 40 per cent of people aged 18–35 reportedly regret posting personal information online, and 57 per cent think that people share too much about their lives online.11 Don’t become part of that percentage just to feel like you are fun, flirty and cute online (or whatever your intention of doing so is) if it’s at odds with your offline boundaries. Doing so will also allow some people who you wouldn’t want to know about your life, accidentally into your life IRL.

11. Respect the boundaries of others

We often talk about boundaries from a ‘me, me, me’ point of view, which is important, but these conversations rarely account for the boundaries of others. Everyone has their own boundaries, just like you do, and some people will be better at vocalising or making their boundaries more obvious than others. It’s your responsibility to respect the boundaries of others and you can do that by using all of the skills you have learnt, from active listening to questioning, to build a picture of people’s boundaries. For example, if someone is showing ‘introverted’ behaviour, don’t force them to talk or berate them for needing time. Or if you sense someone is uncomfortable with vocalising their boundaries out of fear, ask them gently about their boundaries and inspire them to share theirs by sharing yours. As boundaries are all about respect, if someone can’t show up for you when you need them, respect their answer and their boundaries.

Once you start setting your emotional and physical boundaries, you will become aware of other people’s in return. For instance, if you see someone struggling to talk about a topic, you will be more likely to interject and say, ‘Do you feel okay to talk about this right now?’ In situations like this, if you show you respect people’s boundaries, they will only open up more and feel more connected to you. When you have your boundaries in place and you respect yourself, this will all become second nature and it will allow everyone in the conversation to set their boundaries and feel respected.

In our communities and relationships, we also have a responsibility to not only push ourselves out of our comfort zones, but those of the people we care about too. Interviewing is a walking, talking example of this. You are meeting a stranger and asking questions, which may or may not land well with the interviewee. Do it enough and it makes you hyper aware of people’s cues, how to encourage someone to step outside of their comfort zone and when to pull back. Pushing someone outside of their comfort zone can be beneficial for them and for you, but if someone is sticking to their boundaries, respect that. A great tester for this is if someone dodges a question the first time, ask it in a different way the second time and then, if they try to avoid it again, respect that is them putting up a boundary and move on. At least you have then given them the option of moving outside their comfort zone, and you gently encouraged them to open up – the rest is up to them.

14. Don’t beat yourself up

Boundaries are always a work in progress, so if you are working on building boundaries in your life, don’t beat yourself up if you fleetingly don’t respect them or accidentally allow someone to disrespect them. Sometimes you will also break your own boundaries to follow a gut instinct, and you need to allow yourself to do that rather than be dictated by your boundaries. You are the one in control and, when it comes to boundaries, YOU are the only person you need to answer to.


ABOVE ALL, REMEMBER THIS

It’s your right to leave a conversation, environment or relationship you don’t want to be in anymore and to excuse yourself if your boundaries have been affected. You don’t have to be in an abyss of chat for the sake of it and you don’t have to give everyone your warts-and-all truth. It’s not your job to overly explain that to someone either – just exit with politeness. If you respect yourself and you respect others, they will respect you in return.



Building boundaries will make you more productive and energised, helping you to keep your social battery going. Remember that infamous Kim Cattrall quote from the opening of this lesson? You should always go where you feel energised, not where you feel depleted. Go where you are celebrated, not where you are tolerated. Having boundaries will allow you to do exactly that: by respecting yourself and respecting others you can show up for the great chats that benefit you and others. You should always do what fuels you, but life isn’t always in your control and sometimes you will have to show up to situations or have conversations that wouldn’t necessarily be at the top of your to-do list. The way to get through these situations without draining yourself is to nurture your social battery, be aware of your boundaries and respect the boundaries of others.

Speaking of respect, let’s now turn our attention to dealing with difficult conversations and, as you now know how to look after your social battery, you will be more energised for this!


CHATTERBOX: The Tier System

We like to think we inherently understand who is important to us and who we’re giving our energy to, but often we’re just in the habit of communicating with certain people in certain ways, and we rarely stop to think if the people receiving the bulk of our energy are the ones we really would love to spend our time with or share our stories with. We also rarely think about who would really choose to spend time with us and truly cares about us.

Welcome to the life-changing ‘tier system’ where you rate and place the connections in your life across four tiers to ensure you are giving your energy to the right people. This will show you who should be using or not using your social battery, help you inform your boundaries with others and ensure you are protecting your social battery enough, so you are truly showing up for the relationships that truly matter to you. Think of it this way: when you are in the honeymoon period of any given relationship – be that romantic or platonic – you throw all your energy into it, and that can slide over time. This Chatterbox will remind you to put the loving energy back into those connections that mean the most to you.

You can do this exercise in one of two ways. You could go through the tiers and assign the people in your life to the tiers you think they deserve or, if you are struggling to do this, take the 15 people you are most in contact with via your messages or call records. Either way, you need to include a mix of people from across all aspects of your life – from family to friends and workmates. Now, let’s categorise them . . .

 

1. Tier one: These are the people you would drop everything for, and you know they would do the same for you.

2. Tier two: This tier is reserved for people you would turn up for if it was convenient for you, and you know they feel the same way.

3. Tier three: Your acquaintances belong here. These are people who are great to catch up with, but you know for instance they wouldn’t be invited to your wedding (so definitely don’t put yourself out to go to theirs) or you wouldn’t have a one-on-one dinner with them.

4. Tier four: There are fountains and drains in life. Fountains are the people who gloriously give more to our lives (and will appear in tiers one to three) and the drainers just drain time and energy from us. The drainers belong in tier four. Kindly cut these people from your life ASAP if they have been residing in tier four for at least six months to a year. This may sound ruthless, but your social battery depends on this. It’s not selfish – it’s protecting yourself and only enables you to better serve people in your life.

 

Once you have placed the people in your life into this tier system, start to organise your social time accordingly to ensure you are spending time with those who you care for and who care about you. This will allow you to safeguard and nurture the true connections in your life and will mean you aren’t using up your energy on the people who don’t matter most to you, and vice versa.

 

This shouldn’t be a one-off exercise – you should regularly check back in with the tier system annually, like you would when compiling your holiday card list, and look at whether your tiers are aligned with your energy and if people are slipping up or down the levels. More often than not, if you’re feeling low, this exercise will tell you why, as it will clearly show you that you aren’t spending time with the people you need or who energise you the most.

You might find completing this Chatterbox shows you have outgrown some relationships in your life. That might mean you need to start getting your head around the idea that your relationship won’t be the same, which is not necessarily a bad thing; it just means it’s evolving in new ways. Or it might be clear you need to leave the relationship behind altogether. Sadly, not all friendships are meant to last a lifetime, and it’s easy to see that as a failure, but try to reframe it as a good thing. Take it as a sign of growth, as it shows you are recognising that old friendships might be holding you back from being the person you are or becoming the person you want to be. After all, you do sometimes need to clear out the connections to build new ones. It’s healthy.

Testing you have the right circle of friends around you is important. I like to think of it this way: your diet isn’t just what you eat, but who you spend time with, so make sure you are fuelling yourself with the healthiest friendships. And ask yourself whether the people in your life right now are truly reflective of the person you are today and who you want to be. If someone said to you, ‘You remind me of your friend’, would you see that as a

compliment or a dis? If it’s a dis, you need to address that. One of the best compliments I’ve ever received was from my friend Sam, who came to my 30th birthday alone and said to me, ‘Your friends are an amazing reflection of how great you are.’ You want people to say that about you too.

I’ll leave you with a thought Geri Halliwell told me on the podcast: ‘I think we have friends in different periods of our life that are meeting our needs. It’s almost transactional. For example, the beginning of the Spice Girls, that was almost like I needed family. I needed family, my dad had just died and I wanted them to be that. Sometimes friends do that for us and then we grow in different directions, you find different friends in different areas of life. Certain ones stay with you and certain ones you just go, “that was a chapter,” and what I like now is never being too old to make a new friend.’ Perhaps it’s time to start some new chapters in your friendships or refuel the friendships you need the most?





LESSON SEVEN

Get Awkward: 
How to Embrace Difficult Conversations

‘The man who never alters his opinion is like standing water, and breeds reptiles of the mind.’ 

William Blake



Not to be dramatic with the visuals here, but sometimes you need some theatrics to prove a point. To paraphrase William Blake, you don’t want to become a walking, talking, rancid, stinking, unwelcoming pond infested with mean, nasty reptiles and sh*t loads of algae where no one wants to come hang out because you are narrow-minded to the point of inflexibility and you are so stuck in your ways and your opinions, do you? You want to be the human personification of a flourishing environment akin to a Disney enchanted forest where people want to come spend time and maybe even frolic – AKA someone who has their opinions, but is open to changing them or simply willing to hear and welcome different points of view.

The way to do this is through having conversations and sometimes having difficult conversations – pushing through moments of awkwardness, because these are the conversations that challenge us and our view of the world in which we live. Whilst difficult conversations are crucial to increasing our understanding of topics and the world, they are equally important for our wellbeing, so we need to get awkward at times and embrace it.

One such difficult and very awkward (at times) conversation I had was with Caitlyn Jenner – the Olympic athlete who became the paternal head of the Kardashians before gender transitioning – live on stage in front of an audience. I went into this conversation nervous, not knowing what she might say and how she might bring this conversation back to her right-wing political views. But I treated it as an example of how you can sit across from someone you disagree with in order to understand them further.

This might not come as a surprise to you, but I am no Trump supporter, and she very much is. Caitlyn also has wildly different views on LGBTQIA+ rights to me and, in our conversation, she said something very negative about our own community because they wish for pronouns to be discussed at school, something Caitlyn disagrees with. In that situation, I had to take a deep breath, sit back and compose myself. I thought, ‘I strongly disagree with this, but there are many things that have led to Caitlyn having this opinion,’ so, instead of shooting her down, I said, ‘That is your opinion, but not everyone’s experience in the LGBTQIA+ community is the same – we are all on our own unique journeys.’ After all, during the chat Caitlyn detailed how she lived in the closet about her identity for decades and was hounded by the media at the time of her transitioning. This interview showed me that, whilst Caitlyn has different opinions to me, I can still respect her journey. We can all do this for one another. We can still offer respect to the people we disagree with and, whilst my own opinion on the subject hasn’t changed, my opinion on her has: she is just as vulnerable as everyone else, even if her politics are hard-line. We are all human at the end of the day, even if we disagree.

Difficult chats aren’t always about sitting down with a celebrity and avoiding your blood boiling over on stage. Difficult chats are different for different people. It could be talking to your partner about your sex life, sharing something you have shame about, dumping someone you have been dating, being forced to debate a topic or opinion you are passionate about or being forced into a debate when you are so unsure of your opinion you are self-conscious of making a mistake. It could be talking to your neighbours about their noisy music, complaining in a restaurant, asking for a pay rise, nudging someone who owes you money or saying you have zero social battery left to go out tonight after all and you want to cancel your plans. And any chat can become a difficult chat if someone is up for a heated debate or a challenge.

If any of those scenarios made your palms slightly sweaty or are making you shudder just thinking about them, I am here to tell you: there shouldn’t be anything awkward about having an open, spirited conversation. Difficult conversations – whether they are about opinions, a topic or a bone of contention – can change the way you see the world, a person or a topic and help you unpack the thoughts swirling around in your mind.

Awkward/Tricky Discussions Can Be Healthy Discussions

When it comes to disagreements, in particular, is it just me or do the stakes feel higher? Or do debates feel more of a minefield? When you look around you now, at our society, do you also think it’s becoming a stinking standing water, festering with such strong, steadfast, unwavering opinions that we no longer have cross-opinion conversations, which is stopping us from having well-rounded opinions, understanding one another and therefore we are not flourishing as a collective community?

We are certainly living in a time when we are hiding behind phones, and there are many moments we use our phones to say things we wouldn’t say to someone’s face, or we use them to communicate our frustrations because it means we won’t have to deal with them face to face. But that is opening up more of a minefield. How many times have you chosen to have a difficult conversation over messages to avoid the awkwardness of a face-to-face chat? Or how many times have you sent a message to someone and they have misinterpreted it? A single rogue punctuation mark can turn an innocent comment or question into a confrontation, have your blood boiling in return and World War Three breaking out at your fingertips. Of course, neither party would dream of picking up the phone to solve it either, because phone calls are beyond awkward, aren’t they?

Our own personal messages aren’t the only problem. Every time we go onto our social media apps, we are faced with algorithms which are designed to amplify information to sustain our attention and engage us, so these pieces of information are increasingly becoming negative and they are serving us extreme views on either side of any given topic to retain our attention. These extreme algorithms are affecting what we know and how we learn about any given topic. This is having negative effects on our relationships with others and leading to social misinterpretations and the spread of misinformation, and, as a result, creating further conflict and entrenched divisions. Studies have shown that, when algorithms amplify certain, in particular extreme, political views, on either side, we as consumers of this information start to think that our political grouping and the one in direct contrast to ours are more different than they really are. This then makes us feel more divided than we truly are, creating a false polarisation and fuelling further conflict amongst us.1

As a result, it’s affecting our abilities to actually communicate with people we don’t agree with. It is so easy to block someone online, and in real life we are mentally blocking people in the flesh and avoiding these conversations altogether. We can be very guilty of putting off tricky/difficult/awkward conversations in real life, running away from them or burying our heads in the sand just because ‘it’s easier’ that way. But it’s actually making our lives harder.

Just because someone has a different opinion to you doesn’t always automatically make them a bad person – they might just be misinformed or have a completely different life experience to you which may have informed their opinion. We need to relearn how to have healthy debates and tackle tricky conversations in real life, in order to help us grow, have healthier conversations and build connections even with those we disagree with, or we might occasionally disagree with. These are still connections you can learn from.

Without wanting to sound too much like an extra from Miss Congeniality campaigning for world peace, talking and listening are the key to understanding one another and turning uncomfortable conversations into comfortable ones. We are going to push through the awkwardness together, so we are all better equipped to have the difficult conversations in our lives and be that flourishing river scene William Blake wanted us to be. Before we go any further, though, it’s important to understand why we and others might be scared of difficult conversations.

Why We Are Scared of Difficult Discussions

A recent study showed that 66 per cent of us get stressed or anxious if we know a difficult conversation is coming our way.2 We have all been there – when a tricky chat is popped in your diary or a friend sets up a Hangout ‘to chat’ – and the anxiety around it can mean you can barely function or think of anything else for the painful, long excruciating minutes that lead up to this chat. Or maybe you can remember a time when your boss left you hanging over the weekend after you made a small mistake, because they wanted to reinforce their authority.

Whatever difficult conversations come into your life, part of the reason I firmly believe we panic about them is because we automatically think it’s either going to be a confrontation from the word go or we fear it could become a confrontation. So many times in these situations we have no idea what someone might say or we might panic about being too emotional, or even that the other person will get upset or is already upset with us. All of these fears and worries mean that 57 per cent of us would do almost anything to avoid having a tricky chat and 52 per cent would rather put up with a negative situation than face the music of a tricky chat.3 But having difficult conversations about how we feel, our feelings towards others or other divisive topics shouldn’t be confrontations at all. If we start thinking of them simply as another chat, and not a confrontation, that starts to take the worry, anger or fire out of the situation so we can begin to see them as a positive – that they can empower us and help create a better understanding of the people and the world around us.

We are also afraid of these conversations because the stakes seem higher, they can quickly become stressful and any anger can activate our fight-or-flight response, which in turn can get our blood pumping and our blood pressure raised.4 These very physical reactions are coupled with so many worries that swirl in our mind: we worry we will fail at them, we might say the wrong thing, it might lead to people thinking of us differently – even rejecting us entirely – and we fundamentally worry that, if we start bringing up ‘issues’ across all aspects of our lives, we might be seen as argumentative and it might even make us less likeable.

To overcome any anxiety we might have around difficult chats, it all comes back to building safe spaces for one another. After all, it’s a fact of life we will have to have tricky chats and we need to work towards alleviating any anxieties we, or others, might have around them. We cannot bury our heads in the sand pretending we don’t need to get involved because, over time, if we don’t manage or face conflict in our life, it can have many debilitating effects on our minds and our social lives.5 Plus, if we don’t face problems or topics head-on, it can erode trust in all relationships in our life and we know how important trust is by now for our relationships.6

Here’s the good news: awkward tricky conversations actually boost our wellbeing and they are a prime example of how doing something you are fearful of is so good for you. Research has shown that they can help improve our mental health and social skills, helping us shape our interpersonal skills and express ourselves more effectively.7 It’s even argued that we need some elements of conflict in our life as it is essential to establishing our identity. For instance, remember being a teen and the amount of arguments you had with your parents? That was all about you developing your unique personality and establishing your autonomy, and out of these conflicts comes the changing of family roles and relationships as you grow older. All those bickering arguments you had with your teenage friendship groups also helped make you a problem-solver for facing difficult challenges.8 And they even gave you greater emotional sensitivity for others.9 All in all, tricky chats are essential to our growth and, unless we are routinely debating tricky topics, things that are bothering us about others or having difficult chats, we aren’t growing. We need to step into the fear because that is progress. You can’t grow if you are avoiding difficult chats.

As the sociologist Lewis Coser goes as far to say, we can’t develop our own identity unless we are in conflict with another group that is different to us.10 As fully fledged adults (some of the time – I mean, adulting does get in the way of this at times), I think we have lost some of our spirit for healthy confrontation, and we need to recapture it to continue our growth. Whilst I don’t want you to restart slamming doors, sitting in your room in a huff for hours on end in protest or even outright ignoring your friend in public to prove a point, we were, or are, shaped by arguments or heated discussions, and now as adults we need to use our head to rule our heart and have healthy, constructive (KEY WORD HERE – I can’t stress it enough) chats. We need to flip the narrative and see difficult chats as a positive great chat we can grow from, and put our fears to one side. After all, a study has shown that those who intentionally go out of their way to resolve daily conflicts note their stress diminishes and even disappears afterwards.11 And we all want less stress in our lives, don’t we? But before we delve into my 12 constructive chat commandments, it’s important to do some work to open your outlook.

Do a Spring Clean of Your Opinions

We all have different outlooks on life that are informed by our opinions and created by our own unique tapestry of circumstances, life events and even conscious and sub-conscious biases. That means our outlook is formed by things we might not even be aware of in this tapestry. It’s important to remember that our views and opinions are all entirely subjective, all shaped by a variety of information which isn’t always factual – it can be heavily emotional. A lot of our opinions are shaped by our environment and upbringing too. You might support a political party without ever second-guessing your allegiances just because your family had those opinions whilst you were growing up. You might react in a certain way to an off-the-cuff comment because someone you detest once belittled you in a similar way, but the person you are speaking to never intended to hurt you in the same way. Our opinions can also be shaped by our social prejudice. Again, your parents might have had very strong right views or very far left opinions or you may have had a group of friends as a teenager that affected your opinions and unknowingly shaped your outlook for better or worse.

Whatever the reasons we think the way we do, those opinions and views shape our overall outlook, and we can be guilty of being stuck to them like glue or stuck in them like quicksand, making us unable to see other points of view or to grow. We might even just accept the opinions of others as our own without interrogating why we arrived at a certain view or outlook. Instead of being stuck with them for a lifetime, your opinions, views and outlook can and should change from hour to hour, day to day, week to week, month to month, year to year as you change, move through different life stages and grow, and that’s so important for your wellbeing. You need to become a human sponge, soaking up new information to inform more nuanced and well-rounded outlooks.

To become this sponge and continue to be one, it’s important to take a step back and assess not just what you think, but how you think; why you think a certain way and arrive at a certain opinion. You might just look at your views, opinions and outlook and realise they no longer serve you or represent you anymore. To work this out you need to do a spring clean of your opinions to clear your outlook. Think of it like getting into the nooks and crannies of all your cupboards, clearing out the cobwebs and doing a bloody good clear out so you can feel clearer and lighter. But instead, you are doing it for your brain and mental wellbeing. By taking a look at your opinions – the health of them and whether you even still believe in those views stuck at the back of your mind – and clearing your outlook as a result, you will broaden your view and horizons and become, or remain a sponge ready to take on, appreciate or just simply listen to different opinions.

You should do this spring clean regularly, ideally every year like you would with your New Year’s Resolutions or goals setting for the year, but let’s start now. You can do this by monitoring your views over the space of a few days or a week. For example, you might find yourself having a very strong feeling towards certain news events, and I want you to take a step back and think about WHAT that view is and WHY you have it. Is it based on facts? Is it based on emotion? Is it actually based on the opinion of others around you, and you have little knowledge of the facts? Has something happened to you in your life to make you feel that way? Did someone close to you have this certain view and it’s become yours by proxy?

You can also do this for a very strong opinion you know you have and you should certainly do this to test why you have certain feelings towards the people in your life. For instance, if your friend is really annoying you at the moment, ask yourself why that is. What objective factual evidence do you have to feel that way towards them? Is it because of them or is it because of you? Sometimes the reason we have a certain feeling towards someone is because of something that is happening in our lives or a past experience that is making us feel a certain way. When it comes to dealing with personal issues in relationships, we must check in with our outlook because, sometimes, the reason we are annoyed isn’t in others, it’s inside of us. We must then do that introspective work before addressing issues in all of the relationships in our lives to ensure we are challenging people with facts, not emotions.

The reason we need to do this spring clean regularly is to ensure our outlook, views and opinions are based on facts and not heavily influenced by emotions, others or our environment. Before going into a difficult discussion, especially if it’s about someone else’s behaviour and you are pointing the finger at someone else, face yourself first. Look within and ask yourself: have my behaviour or my issues caused this problem? If so, take accountability for your actions and be prepared to address them in the conversation. Let’s all start celebrating being wrong, instead of beating ourselves up because of it. We all get things wrong and that is more than okay – it makes us human. Alternatively, if you are at the receiving end of someone’s bad behaviour and you are not at fault, it’s a reflection on them, not you, and what they are going through during that chapter of their life, so take the opportunity to ask if they are okay and encourage them to face themselves too. You might just learn something that helps you understand them on a deeper level and, if they treat you in a similar way again, you know it’s not about you. In fact, it isn’t always about you.

I have had many incredible conversations with my boyfriend’s parents over the last few years about everything from Harry and Meghan to feminism and the results, whilst the debates can get heated at times, have been enriching for everyone’s outlook. His dad even said, ‘Thank you for encouraging us to look at the world differently,’ and they have done the same thing for me. That is a wonderful thing we can do for one another – to challenge ourselves and our opinions through healthy discussions. I have equally had very healthy conversations with my boyfriend about the way we react to certain personal comments or the ups and downs of simply being in a relationship with someone. That is so important because life is about learning not to argue better, but to argue healthier. That starts by challenging yourself and interrogating your own opinions and your past. It’s so important we all do this before engaging with others on difficult topics because you can’t have healthy discussions before you check in with the health of your outlook.

Now your opinions have had a spring clean and your outlook is clear, let’s go chat to others.

Twelve Constructive Chat Commandments

Whilst different types of conversations can prove to be difficult, there is always a constructive way to share our opinions and thoughts, and, just remember, without difficult conversations we can’t even begin to fix the fog in our minds. Conversations hold a lot of power and truly can fix anything and everything. For that reason, we should never see them as something to be fearful of, as long as all parties respect one another.

If you are new to navigating disagreements/tricky opinions/awkward chats (delete as appropriate) or are absolutely petrified of them, an important thing to do is to start with smaller issues first. An entry-level debate for you could be the pros and cons of Taylor Swift’s music or the fact your co-worker’s messy desk is inching over onto yours (sorry, Chelsea, who I sat next to for years at Glamour, because I was guilty as charged for this). Whether you are a new starter to difficult chats or a seasoned professional debater, here are my 12 constructive chat commandments to live by. (Note: I am not training you to be a Karen who complains about every small thing, mind you. Sometimes you do have to take a step back, breathe and let it go.)

Commandment 1: No conversation is perfect

In our heavily filtered worlds, we are increasingly becoming perfectionists. We don’t want to get something wrong and it’s making us avoid any kind of messy situation like the plague.12 I want you to start by recognising that there is no such thing as a perfect chat, especially when they are tricky ones. We go into awkward or difficult conversations with nerves, worrying we might not say everything we want to say or being scared to talk. But it’s good to say and admit not only to yourself but to others, ‘I am nervous to have this conversation. I might not get it right, but it’s more important we have this conversation than avoid it through the fear of not doing it perfectly.’ These conversations can be messy, but that is the beauty of them. The aim isn’t perfection – instead, it is for you to walk away thinking, ‘Wow, that was a new perspective I haven’t thought of’ or ‘I might not have changed my mind, but that has given me something to think about’ or ‘At least they know how I feel now, and we are working towards a solution.’ Great chats are the chats that stay with you, the ones that give you something to think about, and these difficult conversations can very much leave a lasting impression on you. Sometimes they might be bad, other times they will be productive, but, either way, you will always learn something and that is the aim, not perfectionism.

Commandant 2: Remind yourself this is a two-way discussion

Whether you are bringing the topic or issue to the table or someone is bringing it to you, remember this is not just about you. The other person has their own agenda and their own thoughts, and they might be nervous or defensive too. The important thing to remember is that this should never become a battle to the death – unlike those tricky conversations we see on our TV screens and debate shows (looking at you, Piers Morgan) about political or social issues that are presented as ‘grudge matches’.

We aren’t entering into these chats to find a victor; we are chatting to improve our understanding or find solutions in a balanced discussion where everyone involved is given equal time. Everyone should be given an equality of space and time in order for a respectful, safe space to be constructed. This means you must always stay curious in the face of difference, so instead of immediately shutting someone or an idea down or talking over them, give them their space and, when it’s your turn to speak, ask questions to try to understand why the other person thinks a certain way and what led them to that conclusion. If you equally feel like someone is dictating the talking time, talking over you and not giving you your space, make it known that you require more time by saying simple respectful statements like, ‘I have been listening to you and please could you now listen to me?’ The way you say that is key, and in this lesson’s Chatterbox we will get into the tone of voice.

If someone continues not to let you speak, simply politely excuse yourself from the conversation on those grounds by saying – again, in calm tones – ‘I am going to leave this conversation now because you are not listening to me or allowing me to talk, when I have afforded you the same respect. Let’s pick back up on this when you are ready to hear me.’ Walk away, come back to the conversation at another time when the emotions have cooled and show everyone involved that you respect yourself, even if they aren’t willing to respect you. You could set a time and day to pick it back up or you could follow up with a message, email or phone call.

Commandment 3: Practise and prepare

We often conflate sincerity with spontaneity when, in fact, it’s often hard to say exactly what we mean when under pressure. So, when it comes to trickier conversations, practice can help you be as sincere, genuine and honest as possible. If I am interviewing someone who I know is difficult to talk to or we are discussing a sensitive or difficult topic, I will practise in the mirror, asking and responding to their questions whilst working out all the response scenarios in my mind, so I am fully prepared for what might come my way. If you do this, you will be prepared for any conversation curveballs.

If I also need to have a difficult chat with someone in my life, I will write notes on my phone beforehand so I can get my points in order and work through them during the conversation. I can’t recommend this enough and, if you do this, don’t be afraid to look at these notes to gather your thoughts if you are hit with conversation curveballs or you lose your train of thought. In these interpersonal situations – thinking back to the points we made about spring-cleaning your outlook – it’s important to take a step back to think about why you feel a certain way, so take this time to gather your thoughts and feelings before entering a personal chat. It’s even been found in a study that, when it comes to entering into conversations with people who are of different political opinions to us or someone who is very different to us, because we assume there will be conflict, we are more introspective, we prepare more and this creates more productive, better discussions overall.13 So it just goes to show: the more prepared you will be, the more comfortable you will feel. This is also where looking after your social battery is so important – it will allow you to show up, be energised and ready for anything that comes your way, because the last thing you want when it comes to having difficult chats is to be tired, as you will not act logically and your emotions will take over (and we have all lost our rag when we are tired, haven’t we?).

Commandment 4: Timing and environment are key

Bombarding someone with a difficult chat is not going to bring out the best in them or reflect well on you, or vice versa. This is as true in journalism as it is in life. I have seen so many interviewers catch their subject off guard with a difficult question, only to have backs go up and the conversation shut down. It may be tempting to dive right into a difficult conversation during a moment of bravery, but it’s unlikely to work in your favour. Instead, it’s important to set the ground rules by agreeing to have a chat ahead of time. This not only makes the other person aware of what you want to talk about, it affords you both that crucial preparation time to make you all feel more comfortable and can make a huge difference. If someone puts you on the spot, excuse yourself from the situation – go to the toilet to gather yourself or say you are busy and allocate a later time to have the conversation. If you are also verging into dangerous territory in a chat and it could be emotionally charged for whatever reason, simply asking, ‘Are you up for talking about this now?’ can allow the other person to say whether they are in the right space mentally and physically to have the conversation. In general, though, when it comes to timings, you should never allow an issue to fester – it isn’t good for you or others. Take your time to process, but don’t leave it too long.

The physical environment and the power balances within the environment go hand in hand with the timing of these conversations. So pay attention to the physical set-up too. You ideally need to be sitting down or on the same level, and conversing in private, preferably on neutral ground. And always, always, try to have difficult chats in person where possible – it’s the grown-up thing to do and people are less likely to be aggressive to your face than they are on the phone or across messages.

Commandment 5: Watch your voice

You should never underestimate the power of your voice. We talk a lot about the power of using your voice and speaking up, and there is equally a lot of power in the tone of what you say. We will cover this in more depth during this lesson’s Chatterbox, but whilst we are on the topic of difficult conversations, we need to address something that can routinely happen in these situations.

You cannot control how someone will act, but you can control the way YOU react. We have all been in a difficult discussion before that has led to us raising our voice or even having a full screeching meltdown, and the reason for that is we feel like we are not being heard (been there!). If we feel like we are not being heard, it causes us to get frustrated. Our brain’s limbic system then kicks in, sees the other person as a threat and our fight-or-flight response takes hold. The irony of this situation is that it then means the other person stops listening to us, as us shouting can make others feel disrespected, threatened and very uncomfortable. Studies into how people perceive raised pitch and speech show that others associate it with a lack of confidence, too.14 Another study even showed that children who were routinely shouted at by adults faced lifelong issues akin to children who endured physical or sexual abuse.15 If that doesn’t prove to you how damaging raising your voice can be, nothing will.

In any given difficult conversation, you need and want to appear assured and confident; no one wants to become an easy target, so stand your ground by maintaining a calm voice. If you find your tone running away from you, take a step back, intentionally slow your breathing, remain calm and speak slowly and carefully, which will help you achieve and find the middle ground in these discussions – we are certainly not fighting or flighting. If someone is shouting at you, do not allow them to bully or pressure you into speeding up your speech, stuttering or saying something that you regret either. Don’t meet them on their level. Instead, encourage them and each other to meet on a calm level. You will always improve your argument by being calm. (See the Chatterbox on page 252 for more critical tips on controlling your tone of voice.)

Commandment 6: Sometimes you need to put your opinions on ice

This one is so important as it means you can actually listen to others. Even the most low-key chat can become suddenly and awkwardly intense if we find ourselves disagreeing and neither party is willing to budge. In these instances, most of the time, it means we’ve stopped listening altogether. This is where our active listening skills from Lesson Three come into their own – in moments of conflict, they will be your armour and weapon, helping you to identify what the issue truly is, anticipate the next responses and ultimately resolve the issue. You need to remind yourself in these situations to listen to understand not to respond or wait for your turn to speak. That is what I call ‘difficult listening’ because it is so damn hard. When things are heightened, we have to consciously fight the desire to interject or shut others down, and if the difficult chat is happening in the heat of the moment, you are going to be more inclined to talk over someone to get your point across because you feel attacked and you simply won’t listen properly. But if someone feels listened to, their whole demeanour in the argument will change and they will be calmer, making it a more constructive conversation. So, listen then respond instead of interjecting and, if you find yourself doing that, take a step back.

Asking questions at well-timed points and when it’s your turn to talk is a far better solution than shooting someone down. Even if it’s an opinion you strongly disagree with or you might know more facts about the topic, instead of just dismissing someone and their view entirely, ask them, ‘Why do you think that?’ or ‘What information do you have that has informed your opinion?’ This will help you understand their point of view and it will also gently prod them to ask questions of themselves and look at the bigger picture. We owe it to one another to take each other on journeys of discovery through great chat, and gently positioned questions in difficult chats can help us all do that.

Commandment 7: Favour facts over opinions and keep it moving

Difficult chats tend to centre around what someone’s opinions or perspective on a topic are, so you need to listen out for the facts in amongst their opinions in order for you to respond without too much emotion. One of the most awkward chats I have ever had was with a celebrity who came on my podcast to apologise for something that upset many people and led to them being officially ‘cancelled’ by the internet. (They shall remain nameless as the interview never saw the light of day because they backed out of actually apologising through fear.) As an interviewer, I had to take an impartial stance whilst knowing that I thought they had done something incredibly bad. That was a huge learning curve and it taught me so much about awkward chats, but the key takeaway from this was when you are confronted by someone you disagree with, you need to keep it factual. When they got emotional or started expressing their opinion, I continuously brought them back to the facts whilst I kept a cool and neutral stance so I didn’t respond with emotion. That is the way to deal with people you don’t agree with – slay them with the evidence rather than an emotional vicious take. No one can argue with facts, but they can find a way to argue with opinions or your emotions. Repeat things back they have specifically said or say, ‘From what you just said, my impression is that you think this . . . ’ It’s equally important to keep the conversation moving on once the facts have been established, so don’t labour a point. You don’t need to keep bringing up the same point over and over. Once you have made your case and they have responded, move on.

This commandment is particularly imperative when you are dealing with toxic people, be that a frenemy or a bitter boss – you name it! Toxic people by definition want to control a situation and will try to do that by emotionally provoking you. To counteract that, always rely on logic (your brain) rather than emotion (your heart), which is always going to be a challenge as our natural reaction, thanks to our fight-or-flight mode is to react with emotion when faced with toxicity. Toxic people know this, and they depend on and feed off emotional reactions. When you get emotional, they win, so you have to control them in return by remaining calm and taking away the emotion they thrive on. When thinking about this strategy, I always think of Gayle King remaining stoic, unmoved and unemotional whilst she interviewed R. Kelly about his numerous abuses. Whilst he stood above her screeching at her, she remained unmoved, sitting still and showing him to be the piece of work he is by being calm. Take this energy into your life and refuse to engage emotionally with toxic people, because they will either get frustrated or walk away entirely. Either way, if you react with facts and logic, it will leave you on the higher ground.

Commandment 8: Find the similarities

Always operate from a space of trying to understand what someone is saying rather than going for the jugular. For example, if you find yourself debating a topic you feel very passionately about, show that you are trying to understand the other person’s point of view by asking questions like ‘What do you mean by that?’ or ‘How did you arrive at that opinion/view/idea (delete as appropriate)?’ or try to offer examples from your experience to relate to their points. Ultimately, we need to encourage ourselves and others to see that we have more similarities within us than differences, because we truly are more alike than we are different. After all, we all have one thing in common: life. We all feel all the same emotions at different times and that bonds us, and we can use those similarities to build bridges over our differences in order to find solutions.

Commandment 9: Emotion can be inevitable

Be prepared for the other person or yourself to get emotional in certain difficult chats. You should never be afraid of showing your emotions in any chats, as vulnerability is always a bonding tool, even in tricky conversations. Unless someone is being mean or rude, be open-minded about helping the other person/people involved to process their emotions too. For instance, if you need to address an issue with your family – they could have ‘casually’ body-shamed or questioned one of your life choices without thinking or maybe even on purpose – you need to show them how it has affected you emotionally whilst giving them space to learn from their mistakes. Many people say things without thinking, believing they are making a ‘harmless’ joke, and might even be shocked to learn how you feel, so give them time in the conversation to process their own thoughts about the situation after you have expressed yours. These comments could also be coming from their own insecure place, so whilst you need to lay out exactly how specific comments made you feel, ask them why they felt that way, too.

The one emotional state to always try to operate from is a state of kindness. Even if you want to shut someone down, the best way to do so is by being unwaveringly kind, not by being aggressive or shooting them down. If you have had someone shoot you down in a difficult situation before, you will know how belittling that feels, so don’t do that to others. You want people to feel comfortable, even if you disagree with them.

Commandment 10: Know your value

It’s easy to let your needs and wants fall away when you’re facing a difficult conversation, like asking for a pay rise, which is a key example of a tricky chat where you need to focus on and know your value. When it comes to asking for a pay rise, you need to present facts about how valuable you are – that could be how many key targets you have hit, how much money you have brought into the company or the positive impact you have had on the culture of a company – and very specific achievements. It’s important not to compare yourself to others on the team, pointing out how much harder you might work than another for instance; it needs to be entirely about you. You might find a situation like this scary, but it’s a wonderful exercise for you to actively remind yourself of your worth.

When it comes to any difficult conversation, along with reminding yourself and others of your worth, you need to remember that you are important and have just as much right to be actively part of the conversation as anyone else – and don’t forget it! If you need to tell a friend that their behaviour hurt you, tell them in a calm way and don’t allow them to discount your feelings. Make sure they give you the space and you take the space to share your feelings in full before asking for the apology you need to move forward. If you respect yourself, and your feelings, others will respect you in return, even if it does take them a while to understand your point of view.

Commandment 11: Don’t fear the silence

In difficult conversations, the time people are given to respond is crucial. You need to give the other person time (real time) to respond and you should be given time to respond too. If someone interrupts your thinking time, simply say, ‘I am just thinking, please give me a second to gather my thoughts.’ We can easily interrupt silence out of fear of awkward silences. Research shows it takes only four seconds of silence to fire up our anxieties and rocket us onto planet awkwardness.16 Annoyingly, the more anxious we feel, the harder it is to be articulate, so preparing ahead of time can also help prevent prolonged silences when it gets sticky.

Commandment 12: Never fear apologising

Remember, we can all get it wrong, and we are not always right. In difficult conversations, at times, it can be easy to keep going like a steam train instead of backing down and admitting we have made a mistake or need to apologise. We can fear apologising as we worry it will make us look weak or it will change the way people think about us, but never ever fear apologising as research even shows that it makes us come across as more authentic (authenticity is always the best bonding glue), increases our self-awareness (which is what we are aiming for) and helps with our personal growth (and we are placing ourselves in these tricky chats to grow).17 It’s a good thing to check in with yourself, hence why we started this lesson by checking in with your opinions, to clear an outlook, because sometimes we can be the problem, not other people. So before pointing the finger, look within to see if you might be at fault or have a part to play. We can be the toxic one in a situation or we might have something we need to address and apologise for. Doing this isn’t something to be scared of – facing yourself is how you grow.

Even if you have made an absolutely disastrous, monumental mistake, an apology for any reason – if sincere and well-constructed – can build a stunning bonding bridge in any relationship.18 Remember that certain unnamed celebrity who backed out of apologising? Not apologising didn’t make their life any better, it made it worse and there is truly nothing that can’t be overcome through an apology. It takes guts, it takes bravery, but it’s essential to rebuild ourselves, others and our relationships whilst reminding us we are all fallible – which is a bonding tool in itself. Sometimes you need to feel fear to learn how to be brave and we all know *that* huge relief we feel when people apologise for doing wrong by us or how it feels like a weight has been lifted from our shoulders when we apologise for our own mistakes, don’t we? So embrace the awkwardness of an apology to get to the other side, and get to *that* moment. We need to be open to accepting apologies and giving forgiveness too because holding on to grudges is never the healthiest of choices.

Equally, as humans, we are the result of evolution, and we are designed to evolve. We should learn and change through our learnings and discussions. Never be ashamed to admit you have changed your mind and speak against something you once said, either, as it shows you have evolved and encourages others to admit when they have changed their mind too. Difficult conversations give you the opportunity to change your mind and that is another reason why we need to embrace them.

 

Above all, you need to end difficult conversations feeling that a solution has been reached, you have moved closer to a solution or you have gained a greater understanding of a person or point of view, even if you don’t entirely agree. The aim is never to leave a difficult chat worse off than you began and, if you do, accept that you can’t and won’t agree with everyone. Expecting to get along with everyone is unrealistic, but how you deal with someone who you disagree with is the true marker of who you are as a person. You can’t agree with everyone or meet them in the middle, but, ultimately, as long as you have taken the time to listen and ask the questions, you can leave with your head held high and you will learn something in the process. All we can ask of ourselves is that we have grown through the conversation, even in the smallest of ways. Whatever the outcome, if you embrace the awkwardness around difficult conversations, you will keep those reptiles of your mind at bay and ensure your mind is flourishing – and William Blake would be very proud. I am proud of you too!


CHATTERBOX: Check Your Tone – A Crash Course in Vocal Mechanics

A fundamental part of great chat is your voice. Sometimes, it’s not what you say, it’s how you say it. Our voice is our self-expression – it’s a direct reflection on our self, our mood and our mental state, and it can alter anything we say for better or for worse. For instance, you could be saying the kindest words, but if you deliver them in an aggressive tone of voice, you will ruin the meaning. You may be asking a simple innocent question, but the second you season it with an angry tone, it can affect the way people will answer your question and respond to you as a person. Or you may want to have a stern conversation with someone, but the second you giggle or go high-pitched, you have accidentally turned a serious discussion into a joke. You may be lacking confidence and that will completely change the way you utter your words too. Or you could be trying to calm yourself or someone else down and your tone is so frantic it’s having the opposite effect.

Our tone accounts for 38 per cent of the impression we are making on other people.19 I like to think of our tone of voice as the wrapping paper and the thing you are saying as the gift. The wrapping paper is a crucial part of the presentation and delivery of a gift, and the tone you use to deliver your words to another person is a crucial part of what you say. Both change the way people may react. When you think how important the tone of our voice is to our conversations, it’s strange to think we never truly check in with ourselves and others about the way we speak. We work on our bodies or our skills in order to perform better, but why don’t we do that with our voice for conversations, because it is an instrument that needs exercise?

Let’s take a rare moment now to sit back and think about how you are using your voice first and foremost. You can do this by monitoring your speech delivery over the course of a few days. Do you notice that you can take on an aggressive tone if you are asking someone something? When you are nervous, do you become meek in your tone or speed up every single word when you are trying to say something that is important to you? Whenever you say something, afterwards take a step back to see how you are delivering your statements and how others respond to your tone of voice.

Whilst you are monitoring this, try to record yourself on your phone in different situations, be that giving a presentation at work or just having a DMC with a friend, and play it back so you can actually hear your tone. I have found this so beneficial. I constantly have to listen to myself and watch myself back and I have learnt so much about the way I deliver what I say and my patterns of speech.

I also want you to ask someone you truly trust to give you honest feedback about your tone of voice in general. Then ask them and ask yourself: how do I speak when I am happy, when I am sad, when I need something, when I am stressed, when I am angry? And ask them whether there have been times when they have been surprised by your tone or your tone has changed the way they feel. You may even realise you are speaking in a completely different tone of voice than you realise when you receive the feedback from someone else, as all of us can be unaware of our tone of voice at times. Use this feedback and your own reviews of your tone of voice to identify, and be aware of, your speaking patterns. You can alter your tone of voice through a few simple steps I routinely use:

Control the variables

If you find you are speaking negatively towards others, ask yourself why that is. Are you stressed? Is there an issue going on in your life? Start by being open with yourself and others about what you are going through to help work through your negative tone and embrace a more positive one. A way to immediately change the way you are saying something is to take the emotion out of a statement, so if you find yourself sounding angrier than you wish to, try to make the statement as banal and plain as possible. It’s an immediate quick fix.

Staying calm is the key

This is the secret to your tone of voice. The calmer you are, the more measured your tone of voice and speech will be and the stronger you will appear, too. Alternatively, as soon as you lose your temper, you lose the room.

Breathe

Your breath is the power behind every word you utter, and it has the ability to alter the way you speak. Remember a time when you were so out of breath you couldn’t speak because you were post-exercise or you were so overcome with emotion, crying your heart out, so you were heaving? Or you were so nervous and you could barely get your words out because you weren’t breathing properly? Those times show how important breathing is for our ability to speak. Controlling your breathing will allow you to relax your speech in any given situation and, especially when you are talking fast, it will slow your words down. Always remember to take a breath between sentences and take a chance to breathe before and after you speak. It’s important to make sure you are breathing deeply and slowly from your diaphragm too, not from the top of your chest in small, sharp breaths. Regularly check in with this, especially if you are doing something nerve-racking, by placing a hand on your chest to calm your breathing down. Keep doing this until you are totally controlled and calm.

Check your physicality

Your body will affect the way you speak too. If you are tense or hunched over, loosen up your shoulders, stretch and straighten yourself as much as possible, and throw your body around a bit to loosen up. You won’t believe the effect this has on your tone of voice as it eradicates the stress from your body and your voice in turn.

Vary your pitch

It’s very easy to tell when someone is less than enthusiastic about speaking to you by their voice. Think back to being a moody teenager when you didn’t want to speak to your parents – your voice would be lower, unenthusiastic and cut the conversation dead. You never want a monotone, downbeat voice either. Anyone who drones on in the same tone loses another person’s interest, so it’s important to always vary your vocal pitch. Stressing certain words with higher pitches when you talk will engage people and, if you use higher pitches to utter points that are important to you, it will act as a highlighter for others. In turn, lower pitches will create a calmness. A simple way to make sure you vary your pitch is to end questions on a higher pitch and end your statements on a lower pitch. Or put the emphasis on the words that excite you to break up the monotony of sounding the same. Varying pitches makes you seem more engaged and engaging.

Slow it down

We all talk at a faster rate than we realise. As soon as you are aware of your speed of speech you will slow down – trust me, it’s magic of the mind – but try to consciously speak even a second slower. It will enable you to make sure everyone can hear every word you are saying, engaging them further, and you won’t believe how much extra time it affords you to think of what you want to say next, preventing words such as ‘like’, and the ‘umms’ as well.

Mumbling is not cute

Try to articulate every syllable when you speak. You can practise this alone. If you find yourself routinely mumbling, listen to an audiobook and repeat back what they say, as they say it, and you will find yourself pronouncing every word. This practice every now and then will make you articulate every word and that’s the goal. What you are saying is important, so make sure you are giving your words the time they deserve and gathering the attention they deserve too.

Your facial expressions can speak a thousand words

Even if you are talking calmly and never raising your voice, your face or body language might be doing all the talking for you. So make sure your tone, face and body are aligned. That face and body need to come across as cool, calm and collected as your speech, and vice versa.

Use your tone to hype you up

You can use your tone of voice to completely change your mood and the mood of others around you. Even if you aren’t feeling calm or excited, for example, if you use those tones, it will change your emotions and mindset and can help to convince others that you are calm or excited too. We also speak all the time about watching the way you talk to yourself and we say things like, ‘Make sure you speak to yourself like you are your own best friend.’ But that doesn’t just come down to the words you use, it’s equally important to check in on the tone of what you are saying, too – the more kind your tone is to yourself, the more it will change when conversing with others. Your tone of voice can change the mood of others too; if your tone is calm, it will make others around you calm, and if you are excited, it can make them excited as well. Your tone has the power to change a whole person’s mood and state of speech, just as it does your own mood.

Overall, this is so important because checking your tone is an example of ensuring you are totally self-aware and it can encourage others to be more self-aware too. You checking in with your tone and measuring your tone of voice will also affect the way others use their tone when talking to you. And if you find someone routinely talking to you negatively or you are taken aback by someone’s tone of voice, gently and calmly call them out on it and send them to this crash course.





Goodbye, It’s Been Great Chatting With You

‘The secret to a long life is looking after and being there for each other.’

Aunty Mary



Whilst I was writing this book, I went to visit my Aunty Mary in hospital. It was the day before her 90th birthday and, when I asked her what the secret to living for so long was, without even hesitating, she replied. Her response wasn’t a niche beauty regime, it wasn’t drinking a glass of red wine every day, it wasn’t even eating five fruit or veg a day – it was, ‘Looking after and being there for each other.’

That statement is what Great Chat has come to stand for – how connections through conversations can change your life and wellbeing. Aunty Mary was a human personification of every point in this book: she was always present whenever you chatted to her, always asked questions, always listened actively without judgement, always created a safe space and always showed up for others, and she did all of this, even when living with a rare neurological condition that meant she lived for 20 years in immense pain.

At Aunty Mary’s funeral, just over a month after this conversation, everyone there had a story about how much she had changed their life through these incredible skills. Doing this for others, in some way, eased her pain and conversation kept her going too. Later, when I looked around the graveyard, gathering my thoughts and wiping away my tears, I was reminded of something actor Paul Mescal once said to me in an interview: ‘Nobody’s going to remember your Instagram following. It’s not going to be on your tombstone.’ It sounds bleak, but he’s right.

When you look at any graveyard, the tombstones never read, ‘Sarah spent every minute of her working life stressed, barely having time to see anyone she cared for, but had 10,000 social media followers,’ whilst listing out Sarah’s entire CV. Instead, you are defined by how you treat others and the relationships you have built as gravestones say, ‘Sarah was a loving/caring/passionate wife/mother/daughter/friend.’

The real-life connections and relationships, and how you made people feel, will define your legacy. That is the true success in life. You are building that legacy right now and you might not even realise it. On your deathbed, you most likely won’t be lying there wishing you had spent longer scrolling on your phone or that you worked harder. You certainly don’t want to be wishing that you had spent longer with the people who mattered most to you. You want to be lying there feeling grateful for the incredible relationships you have been able to build, knowing you poured everything into them – for others and yourself.

Human connection is the true meaningful success in life and great chat is the tool to build that connection. The true definition of success is internal – how you feel, what kind of person you are and the internal impact you have on others. Not all of the connections you make are going to become best friend material. Connections might last 30 minutes or stay with you forever, but the conversations you are having every single day make you a more connected person to the people around you and yourself. People might not always remember what you said, but they will remember how you made them feel, and people you meet might never remember you, but they may leave you with something that lasts forever. That is the power of conversation: it exists long after you have met and longer than your memory span, and if you follow the lessons outlined in these pages, you will not only create positive feelings within others, you will feel more positive about yourself too.

Your self-worth is truly built in community. You can work and work and work on your self-worth in private, but you truly flourish in conversations, connections and relationships. We are designed to be in community with one another and our self-worth journeys are null and void if we exist entirely alone. The fact is that no one is best off alone. We don’t prosper in isolation. We need to look out and reach out to learn about the world, ourselves and others, and conversation does that for us. We all change each other for the better. Look around at the relationships in your life and that will be the case – even the negative ones will have empowered you in some way. When I look at my relationship with my Aunty Mary, for instance, even just watching her communicate and build a space for others has taught me to be the communicator I am today. I learnt from her example, you can also learn from the example of others and other people will learn through your example too. You never know how you are affecting the lives of others. That is why becoming so great at chat is important – the more you are an ambassador of great chat and people see you communicating in a certain way, this will encourage them to do the same too.

This book stands for an overarching principle: the more we connect, the better life becomes and the healthier, more enriched we are as individuals. Great chat is the key and the secret to making positive change in your life and in the lives of others. We can all love ourselves better, and love each other better, and conversation is a great place to start. Not only is it never too late to start having great chat or changing the conversations you have with people (and yourself), it’s the most valuable commodity for ourselves and others. Giving your time to others and building connections with them – from asking questions to actively listening and creating safe spaces for yourself and others – in a world where we seem to be, or feel, time-poor is the most valuable and rare commodity of all. If you give this commodity to others, it is a gift. And it’s a gift to yourself too. Great chat is a self-development and self-help practice that enables you to test yourself and grow, increasing your emotional intelligence whilst finding the right circle of people for you.

Finding your people is the biggest life upgrade, and nurturing your people through your time and conversation improves all facets of your wellbeing in the process. Being around the wrong people, however, those who don’t support you or add to your life is the equivalent of eating junk food, or consuming alcohol. It can fulfil your hunger or need for conversation momentarily but in the long term it won’t make you feel good about yourself. It doesn’t feed your soul so it’s better to invest in the empowering connections you already have and new connections.

It’s also important to remember that having great chat isn’t about being the perfect communicator, or being the most articulate person in the room; the success is in the trying because no one is the perfect communicator. It’s about practising these lessons daily, so they become a natural habit. It’s also about continuously showing up and even finding the comfortable in the uncomfortable, because, sometimes, when you are at the edge of your self-imposed capacity, that is where true growth, learning and connection take place. It’s about putting time and energy into succeeding, not so you change your personality – you are wonderful the way you are – but to make you a more well-rounded sponge of a person who is open to new opinions to improve your outlook and who feels more connected to others and, crucially, more connected to yourself.

When you are more connected to yourself, you truly never know what could happen and working on your great chat means you are better equipped when destiny brings a possible connection your way. You meet every single person in your life purely by chance and if you don’t have the conversation skills in your toolbox, you may let so many chance encounters slip by. Those chance encounters could be your next best friend, your new life partner, the best f**k buddy you’ve ever had or someone who opens up a new career move for you. So the best thing you can do for yourself right now, and the future you, is to be ready and equipped for those chance meetings that could change your life by continuously working on your great chat. If you don’t, you could be and will be missing out on amazing connections in your life. I want you to take these moments of destiny and squeeze them for all they are worth for you and for the person who walks into your life.

I hope this book has helped alleviate any worries you might have had about conversations or it’s changed the way you approach one-on-one and group chats – from the first slice of our chat sandwich to the last, and all the questions, the things we share, the active listening, our safe spaces, the social battery and boundaries that make our filling so damn satisfying.

Remember: never stop improving your great chat because conversation will truly make a positive change in your life. Never stop putting yourself in situations to build connections or improve them because, in the future, you will thank yourself for it. Even if you think you might ‘fail’ sometimes, there is no such thing because the good and the bad conversations all inform who you are today and who you will become. I always think of the socially anxious little me with the speech impediment, because he would be so in awe of the person I have become and the people who have changed me. So, always be open to people and make time to chat and make it a mindful moment you can achieve daily. Do it for yourself and your mindset. You will have good, bad and in-between days but wherever you find your mood, effort is non-negotiable so always try your best. Always be interested and be interesting because, remember, you haven’t yet met all the people who are going to love you and teach you a lesson about life or about yourself.

Great chat really starts with you. It’s all within your power to make it happen. You have to be willing to give great chat to get a great chat in return. So go into every conversation with an open mind. If they are great chats, amazing. If they are not, then that’s okay. You aren’t always going to be satisfied but it’s better to have tried than not to have had the interaction in the first place. You will always feel so much better for making the effort and the more you give to conversations, the happier you will feel within yourself. I promise, it’s transformative.

Finally, always be yourself, being authentic is the best way to bond and be brave: start a conversation today with someone new or someone you already care for. It will change your life because ‘looking after and being there for each other’ is the secret to not just a long, but an enriched, life.
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