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Your Employee Assistance Program is a support service that can help you take the first step toward
change.

Creating and Maintaining Quality Relationships

Creating new relationships and nurturing old ones takes time and effort, but is not necessary a difficult
thing to accomplish and can be a lot of fun as well. You first have to decide that relationships will be a
priority over the other important activities filling your life, such as your career. Next, you have to figure
out how to divide up your limited energy and time. Some people will want to focus on creating new
relationships (romances, friendships, etc.) while others will want to focus on deepening existing
relationships with family members, spouses and significant others and friends.

Having figured out the relationships you want to focus on, your next task is to create opportunities for
cultivating your chosen relationships. If you are looking to create a new romance, you will want to see
about meeting suitable dating partners. If you are looking for new friends, you will have to place
yourself into new social circumstances that will afford you opportunities to meet like-minded people.
Community service volunteer activities, civic groups, clubs and hobby groups, religious groups, gyms
and exercise groups, and local sporting activities can be excellent places to meet people. Keep in mind
that you will have to take the lead in most cases by getting involved in planning and organizing
activities and by extending social offers to people you come to like. Do not wait for someone else to
make the first move. Instead, reach out in a positive manner to others. While most people welcome the
opportunity to make new friends, they are also busy and will not necessarily seek you (or others) out on
their own. While opening yourself up to other people involves a certain degree of risk, not having a
social network has far greater negative consequences.

Whether relationships are new or old, the process of deepening them so that they increase in quality and
vitality is more or less the same. You will need to create opportunities to express your desire for
continued or renewed intimacy. Taking the lead in organizing get-togethers and activities is one way to
express interest, while open communication about your positive feelings towards the relationship is
another. Your taking the time to do spontaneous and thoughtful things that will benefit the people you
want to be closer to will often trigger a reciprocity on their part which will strengthen the relationship.

Make the effort to maintain existing relationships even when doing so means going the extra mile. The
connections we make throughout our lives continuously change. Children are born and grow up,
people's responsibilities and interests change and families move around the country seeking new
opportunities. As a consequence of this change, many good relationships end simply because they
become inconvenient to nurture. Such unfortunate endings need not occur if both relationship partners
take the time to periodically keep in touch. For example, if you move across the country away from
family, make it a point to call your family once a week. A little maintenance can go a long way.

The quality of your relationships, and not the quantity of them, is what matters for you in terms of your
emotional resilience. It is better to have a few high quality relationships than many lower quality ones.
One of the attributes that differentiates people with higher quality relationships from people with lower
quality relationships is their ability to be compassionate and empathetic.

To be compassionate means to be aware of and sympathetic to the suffering of others. To be empathetic
means to be able to notice the subtle verbal and non-verbal signals people give off that let you know
what they need or want. People who do not have the ability to recognize these subtle cues are at a great
social disadvantage in terms of the way they communicate with others. On the other hand, people who
are empathetic receive both physical and emotional benefits from their sensitivity. Compassionate,
empathetic people are able to really listen to and understand the experiences that other people describe.
Their willingness to put their own concerns away for a while and to really witness and experience
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others' experiences is universally appreciated as a genuine and precious gift which decreases loneliness,
bonds people together (creating stronger, deeper relationships), and enhances self-esteem and self-worth
for both relationship partners.

Compassion and empathy are skills that can be cultivated. You can grow in your ability to be
compassionate and empathetic by practicing being other-focused (rather than self-focused), and by
practicing altruism.

Become Other-Focused

When you're in a relationship, there are two things you can focus your attention towards: yourself, or
your partner. Being empathic and compassionate requires that you focus your attention on your partner's
experience, but this is a fairly difficult thing for many people to do. It's not so much that most people are
selfish or self-centered (although many are); it's more that it is just natural to be more in touch with your
own needs than the needs of others. It's also the case that when you are not feeling good, you are
naturally inclined to self-focus and brood on your own hurts.

The problem of self-focus is particularly pronounced when people are depressed. Depressed people
often turn away from friends and love ones, thereby depriving themselves of the social support that
could otherwise help to alleviate some of their pain. Because depressed individuals focus mostly on
themselves and the pain they are feeling, it is easy to see how they can become pessimistic about the
future.

In order to practice empathy and compassion, make the effort to put your own cares and worries aside
for a while when with your relationship partner. Tell yourself, "It's okay for me to not think about
myself for a while. All my worries, fears and feelings will still be here when I get back to them", and
then take the time to really listen to what your partner has to say. Listen actively. Don't be thinking
about what you want to say next while your partner is talking. Instead, really actively pay attention to
what they have to say.

More than just listening to what your partner says with words, pay attention to how he or she carries him
or herself and what he or she does. Look for disconnections between what he or she says and what he or
she does. If your partner says, “I'm fine” but look like she is in great pain while saying it, you'll know
she is probably not being completely open with you. If you notice this, you'll have discovered an
opportunity to ask her how she is really feeling.

Practice Altruism

Practicing altruism means being willing to be generous. It means to do things to benefit others without
too much thought for how those things will benefit you. There are many ways to practice being
altruistic. Volunteering your time at a local community food kitchen, fostering a child (or a dog or cat),
calling 911 when encountering a serious accident, or simply being there for a friend in need are all
examples.

It sometimes seems on the surface that being altruistic means that you are losing something valuable and
not getting anything of value in return. This is not necessarily the case most of the time, however. By
giving of yourself generously, you often reap multiple benefits. First, people recognize an altruistic
gesture, and understand its genuineness; they tend to be loyal to people who are willing to be generous
and to act generously back to such people. Second, being generous exposes you to new relationships
that may come to be very important to you. For instance, a person who is willing to become a foster
parent may end up an adoptive parent. Third, knowing that you are capable of acting generously and
altruistically has a powerful positive effect on your self-esteem. When you act with compassion toward
others you may even experience a “helpers high”. Throughout your life, your resilience and connection
to other people become enhanced whenever you act to help other people in need.



