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Improving wellbeing with social strategies
If you look into the science of wellbeing, you’ll find that well-being is best defined as a diverse and interconnected component of wellness that includes mental, physical, environmental and social wellbeing. Of these four interconnected areas our social wellbeing is a big contributor to our wellness, being one of the strongest predictors of our life satisfaction and how long we will live for. Being lonely, by way of example, is known to be as detrimental to our health as smoking 15 cigarettes a day (see for example https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/observations/loneliness-is-harmful-to-our-nations-health/). 

Having social wellbeing means having a sense of belonging and meaningful positive relationships with others. We build our social wellbeing through regular contact with other people including friends, family, neighbours and co-workers and by using good interpersonal skills associated with emotional intelligence. In this session we will:
1. Explore the things we can do to boost the quality of your day-to-day social interactions

2. Identify a close personal relationship you could improve and the actions you could take to do so, and
3. Explore a coaching model for helping others respond to their challenging situations effectively

In this session we invite you to consider the notion of “stretch”. Of stretching yourself to go that little bit further with those you come into contact with and those important people in your life. How might you have more of a positive influence on them? 
While we invite you to stretch – to go that little bit further with those you come in to contact with and those important people in your life – we also invite you to think about the notion of Continuous Improvement. That is, continuous relationship improvement. In education we all understand the benefits of continuous school improvement. Today let’s bring that mindset to our relationships and day-to-day connections. We hope to inspire you to engage in the reflective process of identifying things you can do to enhance your interactions and relationships regularly. 

What did the video get you thinking about in terms of the things we can do to better connect with others and generally improve our day-to-day interactions with others?
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Social integration
Below is a list of things we can do to improve our day-to-day social interactions with others. 
Be present and demonstrate mindful listening. People feel more listened to and understood when we are present (rather than distracted) in our interactions with them. To enhance your skill at being present and demonstrating mindful listening you can practice mindfulness meditation. There are many great mindfulness apps and resources available on the web. Smiling Mind (www.smilingmind.com.au) is a non-for-profit, free to use, web and app-based meditation program developed by psychologists and educations to help bring mindfulness into your life.  

What else can you do to be present and demonstrate mindful listening when interacting with others?

Be curious. Another thing we can do to improve the quality of our day-to-day interactions with others is to is to be more Curious. That is to generally be interested in others, what they are thinking, feeling, what they are up to, who’s important in their life, what they are grateful and thankful for – the list goes on. In Australia in mid-September we have our national RuOK day to remind us of the power of checking in on others – it can save lives. Think of being curious as an extension of this. The COVID-19 challenge has shown us all how important it is for us all to stay connected and stretch that little bit more into our conversations and interactions with others. Take more time to check in with:

1.  How people are going?
2.  What they are up to?
3.  The things that are going on in their lives. 

How do you demonstrate curiosity in your day-to-day interactions?

What new things could you do to demonstrate curiosity in your day-to-day interactions?

Social integration (cont.) 
Plan interactions and be more intentional. Another way of improving our interactions and having a more positive influence on others is to plan for our interactions and be more intentional in how we set them up. Below are some of the things you can ask yourself or consider:

1. What mood and emotions might the people I’m meeting with have? 

2. What mood and emotions are most appropriate for the interaction? Nothing is worse than someone’s unbridled positivity when the mood and emotions of others is more sombre.

3. What’s the best environment for this interaction (inside/outside, formal, relaxed), what might help foster connection?

4. What questions could I ask?

5. How am I doing to acknowledge what I’ve heard and signify my understanding?

6. What interesting and relevant information could I share?

What other things can we plan for, or be more intentional about, when setting up our interactions with others? 

Practice application
Use the space below to plan for the practice application. In this activity you will be asked to discuss something or someone who recently moved you emotionally. Use the prompts below to help you think about what you will share. 
Prompts: What/Who; Where; When; How; What happened; Feelings; Thoughts 
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Stretch action plan
What things are you already doing that you could do more of to boost the quality of your day-to-day interactions?

What new things could you do to boost the quality of your day-to-day social interactions?

In the spirit of continuous improvement, when do you plan to revisit what you’ve been doing to reflect on and renew your approach to day-to-day interactions?

Blog resources:

7 Simple ways to be a positive influence: https://www.trainingzone.co.uk/community/blogs/christinapd/7-simple-ways-to-be-a-positive-influence-as-a-leader 

The importance of good influences                          https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/happiness-in-world/201004/the-importance-good-influences 

How The Way You 'Show Up' Affects Your Influence:   https://www.forbes.com/sites/rodgerdeanduncan/2019/08/13/how-the-way-you-show-up-affects-your-influence/#2a609e7b2892  
Improving close relationships

In this next part of our session, we invite you to turn your attention to improving your close relationships by engaging in this relationship circles activity. Firstly, give each circle a relevant heading that indicates the relationship (for example- Partner, Friends, Colleague, Siblings, Parents, Students, Children). Then put the names of the relevant people in them. Then choose someone (one person for the purpose of the activity), you’d like to focus on in this next activity. This someone should be someone you’d like to improve your relationship with. Underline their name. 
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Relationship improvement suggestions

The list below should be viewed simply as ‘thought provokers’, ideas that you might be able to apply to the relationship and person you have decided to focus on. Each idea requires further forethought and research to better define your application of it. One thing worth thinking about when coming up with ideas of your own, or building out those below to suit your context is this: research examining the effectiveness of relationship improvement strategies has shown that those who focus on improving themselves (rather than try to change the other person in the relationship), generally have greater success1. 

	Strategy
	Activities

	Improve the quality and/or amount of time you spend together
	· Identify activities of mutual interest to engage in together (e.g., cooking, listening to or playing certain music, walking in nature etc).
· Practice mindfulness mediation to help you become more present and mindful when spending time with others

· Put your phone and other distractions away when together
· Take the time to conceptualise fun or interesting new things to do together

	Read books or blogs on how to improve specific aspects of relationships. 


	· Increase intimacy in a partner relationship https://www.psychologytoday.com/au/blog/creating-in-flow/201602/10-proven-ways-you-can-increase-intimacy 

· Improve your parenting https://www.parents.com/parenting/better-parenting/advice/8-ways-to-be-a-better-parent/ 

· How to be a better friend https://www.lifehack.org/articles/communication/10-ways-better-friend.html 

	Read books or blogs or engage in courses on how to improve specific relational skills
	· Increase your skill at facilitating difficult conversations https://schools.au.reachout.com/articles/how-to-have-difficult-conversations
· Improve your empathy https://andrewsobel.com/eight-ways-to-improve-your-empathy/
· Improve your communication in relationships https://positivepsychology.com/communication-in-relationships/ 

· Enhance your skill at facilitating interesting conversation https://coachingforleaders.com/facilitate-great-conversations/ 


Depending on the context of the relationship you have chosen to work on, one additional idea is to simply engage in conversation about how you could improve the relationship. For example, by simply asking “What could I do to improve our relationship?”. 
1. Hira, S. N., & Overall, N. C. (2011). Improving intimate relationships: Targeting the partner versus changing the self. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 28(5), 610–633. https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407510388586
Stretch action plan
What new things are you going to do to improve your relationship with the person you identified in the circles activity?  
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In the spirit of continuous improvement, when do you plan to revisit your circles and work on improving your relationship with someone else you noted down? 
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Helping others in challenging situations 
There is a lot of great research on how we can best help others respond to challenging situations. Some of this research is noted here. Some of it can seem counter intuitive which is another reason why it’s worth reflecting on. 

1. When helping others it’s important to manage your own emotions and demonstrate appropriate emotions for the context of your discussion. It is important not be try and bring positivity to the conversation as messages of positivity can deny others a very real sense of struggle and can isolate them further. The Age and SMH run a good article on this recently https://www.smh.com.au/lifestyle/health-and-wellness/it-s-ok-not-to-be-ok-experts-say-it-is-time-to-ditch-toxic-positivity-20200820-p55nh9.html While there is no right way to be, you have to be fit for context, generally calm and caring, Avoid words and phrases like “everything will be fine”, “look on the bright side…” and so on. 
2. Listen and coach as much as possible and provide advice only where necessary or invited to give it. This is particularly important when you have been in similar situations and overcame them. In such circumstances we can be quick to jump in offering advice on how to overcome something and appear particularly confident in our suggested approach. It is harder to empathise with people if we’ve been in their shoes. Known as the empathy gap phenomenon, research has shown that: 1) people generally have difficulty accurately recalling just how difficult a past challenging experience was; and 2) people who have previously overcome a challenging experience know that they were able to do so which makes them particularly confident in their understanding of ‘how to’. When people feel calm and confident, they often have trouble appreciating the ‘hot’ affective states of others
3. Generally, plan and be intentional. It only takes a few minutes of consideration to demonstrably improve your approach. Ask yourself:
a. What environment is the best for this conversation?

b. What emotion do I want to project and how will I do that?

c. What words and phrases should I avoid?

d. What’s my purpose for this interaction?

e. What’s my intention for this interaction?
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The E.A.R. coaching model 

The model presented below is a cognitive reframing model that can be used as a guide for a coaching/mentoring conversation to help someone identify the best possible response to make to a challenging situation. It can also help us avoid the use of positive platitudes and the empathy gap we went over earlier. The use of Open and Open Probing questions in each phase of the model works well, providing your own thoughts, where appropriate to do so.

[image: image7.emf]*Explore how the person
is thinking and feeling

*Acknowledge what you
hear

Listen & suspend
judgement

*Explore what their
desired outcome is &
make it real

*Explore alternative ways
of responding or @
number of different
actions

*Engage in different
perspective taking
views (e.g. best-self)

*Explore how other
people might
approach the situation

«Cost/Benefit analysis

*Revisit the desired
outfcome

*ldentify the response
most likely to succeed
(i.e. achieve desired
outcome)

*Note down the actions
and timelines

*Determine support
required

*Explore how the person
is thinking and feeling










1. Empathise

•

Explore how the person 

is thinking and feeling

•
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•
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•
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3. 
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Revisit the desired 

outcome

•
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most likely to succeed 

(i.e. achieve desired 
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Note down the actions 

and timelines

•

Determine support 
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•
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It’s also worth thinking about:

· Setting up an environment that facilitates connection
· The use purpose, and vulnerability to foster trust and relatedness
· Using open questions and mindful listening to hear and grasp how the person is thinking and feeling
· Acknowledge what you’ve heard to signify your understanding
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Summary
In this session we have:
· Explored ways to improve our day-to-day social interactions and identified new things we can do to be more of a positive influence on others

· Identified ways to improve a close relationship

· Looked at some principles and a model to help us help those facing challenging circumstances. 

	What is something that has stood out for you today? What’s been most personally relevant?

	

	What will you do to invest in your social interactions and close relationships?


	


Recommended reading
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