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ALL ABOUT RELATIONSHIPS

W3

NOT GOOD AT RELATIONSHIPS?  DON’T KNOW WHERE TO START?

Relationships begin with you, because you are half of any relationship you join.  So start with yourself!  Don’t count on a relationship to “cure” a poor self-image.  It won’t work.  But here are some measures that can:

· Make an inventory of your best, most attractive qualities and affirm them to yourself often.

· Avoid unrealistic standards and all-or-nothing thinking:  “If I don’t make an A on every test, I’m a total failure”.

· Challenge yourself to accept and absorb compliments:  A simple “thank-you” raises self-esteem; negations, such as, “You like this outfit? I think it makes me look dumpy”, lower self-esteem.

· Remember that there are no guarantees.  Making gains requires taking risks.  Seek out new experiences and people; then approach them with openness and curiosity.  Each is an opportunity.

· Don’t expect overnight success.  Close friendships and intimate love relationships both take time to develop.

MEETING NEW PEOPLE
Being in a big university means you can easily get ‘lost’ in the crowd!  It may seem difficult to meet people.  Meeting people requires effort.  No matter how stunningly attractive you may be, passively waiting for others to throw themselves your way not only doesn’t work very reliably; it also doesn’t allow you to be very choosy.  Here are some common-sense approaches which you may find helpful:

· The best way to meet people is to put yourself in places where there are likely to be other people who share your interests and values:  Classes, ticket lines at sporting or cultural events and cashier lines at shops and restaurants.  And join an organization!  Check with the SRC Office for information on groups based on religion, athletics, academics, political/special interests, ethnicity/culture, and service or charity.

· Once you’re with people, initiate a conversation by:  asking a question, commenting on the situation, asking for or offering an opinion, expressing some interest, showing some concern, or offering or requesting help.

· Once you’ve engaged someone in conversation, let him or her know you’re listening and interested.  Make eye contact, adopt an open posture, reflect the feelings you hear, paraphrase what he or she is saying, and ask for clarification if you don’t understand.

· And, again, remember:  no risks, no gains.  Don’t be discouraged if you and the other person don’t “click” immediately and every time.

ONCE YOU ARE IN A RELATIONSHIP…

It is always important to hold on to your sense of self.  Beware of being accommodating of others to the point of ‘losing yourself.’  It’s hard to experience fulfillment in a relationship which is not equal and reciprocal.  The best way to avoid “giving yourself up” in a relationship is to develop some assertiveness skills.  Learn how to express your feelings, beliefs, opinions, and needs openly and honestly.  Here are some guidelines:  (Also see our separate pamphlet on Assertiveness!)

· When stating your feelings, use “I-statements”.  Avoid accusatory or blaming “you-statements”.  They usually only result in defensiveness and counter-attacks.

· You have a right to have feelings and to make requests.  State them directly and firmly and without apology.

· Acknowledge the other person’s point of view, but repeat your requests as many times as necessary.

· Learn to say “no” to unreasonable requests.  Offer a reason – not an excuse – if you choose, but your feelings are reason enough.  Trust them.

Assertiveness is not about always getting your way.  Nor is it about coercing or manipulating.  Those are acts of aggression.  An assertion does not violate another’s rights, and it does not preclude compromise.  But a compromise, by definition, meets the needs of both people as much as possible.  If your friend or lover is unwilling to compromise or has no respect for your feelings, maybe there’s not so much to lose.

Often romantic partners seem to come from different worlds, which can be frustrating.  It’s normal for relationship partners to have different needs in at least a few areas, such as:  spending time with others vs. spending time with each other, wanting “quality time” together vs. needing time to be alone, going out dancing vs. going to a sports game, etc.  Differing needs don’t mean your relationship is coming apart, but it is important to communicate about them to avoid misunderstandings.

· Tell your partner directly what you want or need (“I would really like to spend time alone with you tonight”), rather than expecting them to know already (“If you really cared for me, you would know what I want”).

· Set aside time to discuss unresolved issues:  “I’m feeling uncomfortable about…and would like to talk about it.  What time is agreeable to you?”  Pouting, sulking, and the “silent treatment” don’t make matters any better.

· Inevitably you and your partner will have conflicts, but they needn’t be nasty.  Here are some tips for “Fair Fighting”:

· Use assertive language (see above for a reminder)

· Avoid name calling, or internationally calling attention to known weaknesses or sensitive issues (“hitting below the belt”)

· Stay in the present, don’t dwell on past grievances

· Listen actively – express back to your partner what you understand his/her thoughts and feelings to be

· No “gunnysacking” (saving up hurts and hostilities and dumping them on your partner all at once)

· If you are wrong, admit it!

WHAT IS CO-DEPENDENCE IN RELATIONSHIPS?
Co-dependency originally referred to the spouses or partners of alcoholics and the ways they attempt to control the effects of the other person’s dependency on alcohol or drugs.  More recently, the term has been used to refer to any relationship in which one person feels incomplete without the other and thus tries to control him/her.  Some characteristics of co-dependency are:

· Fear of change or growth in the other person

· Looking to the other person for affirmation and self-esteem

· Feeling unsure where you end and the other person begins

· Exaggerated fear of abandonment

· Psychological games and manipulation

A healthy relationship is one that allows for the individuality and growth of both persons, is open to change, and allows both individuals to express their feelings and needs.

WHAT ABOUT SAME-SEX RELATIONSHIPS?
All humans have the same needs for love, safety, and commitment.  Gays, lesbians, and bisexuals are no different.  All evidence suggests that same-sex attraction, while rarer than other-sex attraction, is simply a different orientation, not a “perversion”, anymore than being blue-eyed or left-handed (also relatively rare) are “perversions”.  But there are some differences:

· Since both partners are of the same sex, the characteristics of that gender may be exaggerated in the relationship.  Sometimes that can be very nice.  Other times it can be experienced as a problem.

· Partners in same-sex relationships must deal with the stress of homophobia, society’s widespread fear and condemnation of their sexual orientation.  Feeling unable to be open about one’s relationship with friends, colleagues, and family can leave the same-sex couple isolated and deprived of a support network.

· Homophobia can also affect the self-esteem of same-sex partners, making the normal ups and downs of a relationship all the more difficult.

· Finally, homophobia can affect non-romantic same-sex relationships.  For instance, two female friends, two brothers, or even fathers and sons, may feel reluctant to express their affection and caring for each other for fear of being thought gay.

Many gays and lesbians stay hidden for much or all of their lives, and given the prevalence of homophobia, it’s easy to see why.  But other same-sex oriented people, at this university and all over the world, have made the decision to be themselves boldly and openly, in the belief that that is the best way to counteract stereotypes and discrimination.

Are bisexuals for real or just very confused?  For a long time, bisexuals were thought to be confused, “half-and-half” people.  But there is growing recognition that, while some people who think of themselves as bisexuals may be in transition towards one orientation or the other, many genuinely feel strong attraction towards people of both genders.  They’re not so much “half” as “both”, feel no confusion, and have no desire to change.

DECISIONS ABOUT SEX

Your decision to enter into a sexual relationship with another person can be extremely exciting, difficult, scary, or intense.  Like any big, important decision, it is one that requires that you gather and consider a good deal of information beforehand so that it is an informed decision.  There are many aspects of sexual intimacy to consider.

Personal, Psychological and Spiritual Principles to Ponder…


From all directions, there are messages in our society about sexual activity.  If you are thinking about entering into any kind of sexual relationship, it is wise to figure out what your own benefits and conclusions are before making the choice.

· Will my behaviour harm me or the other person, physically or psychologically?  Will I still like myself?

· Will my behaviour help me become a good future spouse or parent?  Do I believe that premarital sex is okay?

· What do my spiritual values say about this behaviour?  How will I feel if I don’t follow my religious principles?

· Does my sexual expression enhance my self-esteem, self-respect, positive feelings about myself?

· Do I believe this will be enjoyable and gratifying to me?  If it isn’t, will I continue or not?

· How will having a sexual relationship with this person affect our relationship beyond sex?

· What will I do if my partner and I get pregnant?  Can I handle having a child?  Marriage?  An abortion?  Putting the baby up for adoption?  Am I financially ready for these things?

· What precautions will I take to avoid pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases?  What will I do if I or my partner gets a sexually transmitted infection?

What are Sexually Transmitted Infections (STIs)?

Sexually Transmitted Infections are infections, some of which can be fatal, that get transmitted from one person to another during unprotected sexual contact.  The various STIs include Chlamydia, Human Papillomavirus Infection (HPV) which includes Genital Warts and Condylomas, Herpes, Hepatitis B, Gonorrhea, Syphillis, and Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) which leads to Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS).

What is Safer Sex?

“Playing it safe” doesn’t have to mean eliminating sexual intimacy from your life.  It means playing it smart, staying healthy, showing respect for yourself and your partner.  Safer sex means talking openly with your partner in order to find out about your partner’s health and sexual patterns and to communicate your own.  It means discussing what will happen between the two of you and making choices to protect yourselves during sexual activity.  It is WHAT you do, not WHO you are, that creates a risk for sexually transmitted infections.

How to protect yourself

· Use latex condoms to prevent the exchanges of semen and vaginal secretions.  Be sure you learn the proper way to use a condom before trying it.  Used incorrectly, condoms are ineffective at preventing STIs and pregnancy.

· Lubricants can prevent discomfort associated with dryness during intercourse, as well as the bruising that happens during anal sex.  However, if you choose to use lubricants, always use water-based lubricants such as K-Y Jelly or spermicidal jellies.  Oil-based lubricants like Vaseline or most hand or body lotions can weaken condoms and make them break.  Lubricants that contain the spermicide nonoxynol-9 also provide extra protection against HIV.

· Communicate openly and effectively with your partner before any sexual activity.

· Choose lower risk sexual activities.
· Don’t mix alcohol or drug use to help you overcome uncomfortable feelings associated with sexual intimacy.  You probably would benefit from re-examining your reasons for entering a sexual relationship at this time or with this particular person.

What Sexual Contact is Safe…And What Isn’t?

Safe

· Dry kissing

· Masturbation on skin with no open sores/cuts

· Oral sex on a man wearing a condom

· Touching, Massaging

· Sharing fantasies (the brain is the largest, most versatile sex organ)

Less Risky

· Vaginal intercourse with a condom

· Wet kissing

· Oral sex on a man without a condom

· Masturbation on open or broken skin

· Oral sex on a woman

· Anal intercourse with a condom

· Vaginal sex with female condom

Dangerous

· Vaginal intercourse without a condom

· Anal intercourse without a condom

· Sharing a needle for intravenous drug use

· Fisting (putting hand or fist into someone’s rectum or vagina, easily tears skin, allowing germs to enter bloodstream)

· Rimming (oral to anal contact)
· Engaging in sexual contact after alcohol or drug use

Communicating about sex

Often partners who communicate well in other areas of their relationships, get bogged down when talking about sex.  They may have very different expectations when it comes to sex.

It’s really important to be aware of your own feelings, how you feel about your partner, how comfortable you feel in his or her presence, what does and doesn’t feel comfortable or desirable in terms of physical closeness or sexual contact.  Trust your gut feelings.

· Communicate what YOU really want sexually.  Express what you enjoy and also what you are not comfortable with.

· Communicate clearly to your partner/date what your limits are.  Be prepared to defend your limits.  If you mean No, then say “No”, and don’t give mixed messages.  You have the right to be respected and you are NOT responsible for your partner’s/date’s feelings or reactions.

· Both partners have a responsibility for preventing unwanted sexual contact.  Men must recognize that no means no, regardless when she says it, and regardless whether you think she is saying “yes” nonverbally.  If a person says “no” and is still coerced or forced into having sex, then a rape has occurred.

· If you feel unsafe, leave the situation immediately – fifty to seventy percent of rapes are perpetrated by an acquaintance of the victim.

LONG-DISTANCE RELATIONSHIPS
7 Keys to a successful long-distance relationship
1. Effective communication – it is important for both parties to be able to feel that if they need to talk or write to the other person, communication will be welcomed and met with active communication from the other.  The quality of the relationship is more likely to increase if both people develop the ability to share feelings openly with each other.

2. Demonstrated commitment to the relationship by both parties is important.  The kind of commitment, and how serious or light it is, will be different for different couples.

3. Willingness to take risks is also necessary, and being so far apart can be a scary and risky endeavour for most couples.

4. Trust is a vital aspect of the relationship.  This means that each will trust that the other person’s social life in his or her own town will not be a threat to the relationship.  Trust is so important that if it isn’t strong, you need to make a conscious effort to work on it, both on your own and together.

5. Independence for each person, with a healthy level of dependence upon each other.  When these are present, there is a balance of power in the relationship between both people, and each person can be autonomous but still get emotional needs met by the other person.  Furthermore, with an appropriate balance of independence and dependence, each person is allowed, even encouraged, to grow and change as an individual, which everyone needs.  It is, therefore, wise not to expect that your partner or yourself will always stay exactly the same as when the relationship started.

6. Mutual respect is naturally present when the above aspects of the relationship are healthy.

7. Clear expectations on the part of both people are vital and none of the above elements can offer the relationship success if there are unclear expectations.  It is so very important that you figure out your own personal expectations of the other person and the relationship, and then discuss them with the other person so that both of you are clear and/or can work out differences in expectations.  Without this, each person is working on a very different relationship, and problems are likely.  One final point about long distance relationships is that you make time to spend together (quality time), and build in some alone time during visits.  Do things that draw the two of you closer, rather than emphasise the distance between you.

Strategies for Coping

· Get involved in organizations or causes that you personally believe in.  Put meaningful things in your life other than your significant other.

· Help those who have challenging life circumstances.  For example, volunteer at a nursing home or orphanage.

· Make sure there are supportive people and places in your life.

· Every once in a while, do something that is not typical for you, although not self-defeating.  For example, go to a movie or get your hair cut.

· Tend to your spiritual needs.

When the depression of missing the other person hits you:

· Let the emotions out:  cry, scream, sing

· Exercise, go for a run, play a sport, take a walk

· Write a letter to the person, whether you send it or not, letting her/him know how you are feeling

· Write poetry or a journal entry or both

· Watch a sporting event

· Come into the Student Counselling Centre to talk about it

· See a movie:  comedy to make you laugh, adventure to take you away, tear jerker to help you cry

· Go to the TV lounge or study with someone in order to have other people around you; don’t stay alone in your room

· Call or visit a friend

· Take homework to a restaurant and do it over coffee or a meal

As if relationships weren’t complicated enough, having them across a long distance is extremely challenging.  However, throughout time couples have had to be miles apart, and have been able to maintain a solid, happy, successful relationship until they could be together again.  In order to find success, there are some key elements that are necessary, which have been explained above.  Without these key elements, relationships may endure, but they may not be healthy or fulfilling ones.

The Lesson of the Porcupine demonstrates the importance of being your own person in a relationship.  This lesson was taught by a great philosopher who stated that human social life can be compared with a group of porcupines sleeping on the ground on a wintry night.  Should they roll together to gain warmth, they are apt to hurt one another with their prickly quills.  Should they then toll apart to avoid pain, their loss of mutual support renders them isolated and exposed to the cold night.  Porcupine comfort and contentment, then, are to be found in their discovery of the Perfect Distance.  We may define Perfect Distance as a state of separation that achieves warmth without intrusion, and independence without isolation.  Transposing this to human experience we may conceive of the comfortable person as one who is warmly independent – when they come near they neither nettle nor smother; when they withdraw they neither neglect nor desert.  Their love is without barbs; their self-sufficiency is compassionate and without estrangement.

WHEN A RELATIONSHIP ENDS….
There is heightened excitement and a sense of euphoria for many of us when we enter romantic relationships and experience a feeling of union with another person.  The bliss of feeling understood and the hope that you will experience “the happy ever after fairy tale ending” can feel truly wonderful at the time.

But when the relationship doesn’t last, you may be taken by surprise.  Sometimes you don’t see it coming – the realization that “its over” just hits you…and it hurts.  No one can prepare you for the blow of losing the connection with another human being.  

Ending a relationship is never easy and seldom seems to go well or even smoothly.  Saying goodbye is one of the most avoided and feared human experiences.  We have no clear-cut rituals for ending relationships or saying goodbye to valued others.  So we are often unprepared for the variety and intensity of feelings we experience in the process.  You may feel confused about how to get back into socializing, especially if you have isolated yourself from others when you were in the midst of relationship bliss.  You may find yourself experiencing intense emotions that may include panic, grief, anger and depression.  Or maybe you feel that you have “lost” yourself.  You may find it hard to imagine going on without your love.  You may even consider suicide as a reaction to the loss of this relationship.

In many cases, the partner is also the best friend.  Coping with relationship loss can be particularly difficult if the couple has relied on each other as best friends.  By having limited options to confide in, the newly single person may feel isolated, lonely, and frustrated.

It took work to develop a bond between two people.  It will take time to rebuild your life without the partner and you may need to incorporate some strategies for transitioning to your new life of independence.

Some guidelines and strategies for coping with the loss

1. Allow yourself to feel the sadness, anger, fear, and pain associated with an ending.  Denying those feelings or keeping them inside will only prolong them.  Recognize that guilt, self-blame, and bargaining are our defenses against feeling out of control, feeling unable to stop the other person from leaving us.  

2. Make time for the healing process.  Too often, we are encouraged to be ‘strong’ and keep it all inside.  This only keeps the former loved one on your mind and you frustrated.  There needs to be a grieving period.  You honour the love that you shared by validating the relationship as a worthwhile experience.

3. Engage in ‘self-help’ practices.  Some people benefit from reading self-help books.  Others enjoy creative writing as a means of healing and expression.  Find a way that complements your personality and do it!  Expressing your feelings is a great way to learn about yourself and your current needs.

4. You might not be functioning at your best right now.  Give yourself some space to ‘be’ without pressure or high demands.  Do only the activities that you need to and leave your remaining time for nurturing, self-discovery, and healing.

5.  Mobilize your support system.  Spending time with affirming friends is essential at this time.  In addition to venting your emotions as you sort through your next step in life, you can share the relationship’s shortcomings.  If this was an addictive relationship, your friends can help you avoid an unhealthy reconciliation by providing true accounts of the circumstances.

6. Use this time for self-renewal.  When you are involved in a relationship, the other person receives your attention and focus.  Being single offers you the opportunity to redirect that attention to yourself.  Connect with areas of your life that have been neglected as a result of the relationship.  Renew your commitment to yourself to be the best person possible.  Connecting to other dimensions of self other than the relationship can broaden perspective:

· Connecting to your body through exercise or eating favourite foods

· Connecting with nature by going for walks, watching the sunrise and actually looking at the world around you

· Connecting with your spiritual and philosophical beliefs or political causes

7. Spend some time each day on something pleasurable.  It is important to enjoy key aspects of your life while other components are mending.

8. Highlight the reasons that the relationship was less than perfect.  During times when loneliness sets in and the reason why the relationship ended may not be so clear, it may be helpful to review your thoughts from a more focused period.

Most research indicates that it takes about half the time the relationship existed in order to heal from the pain.  Even then, many carry a portion of the painful memories for longer periods of time.  Time does help ease the discomfort of relationship loss.  However, it usually takes a while to feel better.  Remembering the suggestions above may help as you patiently discover the relationship with yourself again. 

Look out for patterns 
Do you seem to get into the same pattern in all your relationships?  For example, you become afraid of losing your partner, get into an argument and then break up angrily.  Sometimes it may even feel as if you have caused a fight because you are afraid of keeping the relationship going!  Congratulate yourself if you recognize this pattern.  That’s the first step towards change.  People get into a variety of painful or “dysfunctional” patterns in relationships.  Often, those patterns are based on old fears and “unfinished business” from childhood.  If you feel “stuck” in a pattern and unable to change it, talking to a professional counsellor may help.

If you are finding it difficult to cope with any aspect of your relationships contact The Student Counselling, Career and Development Centre situated on al NMMU campuses.
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