
Each person seeking to thrive creates opportunities for and
actively chooses deep, valued, affectionate & compassionate
relationships with friends, family and those who surround
them in their work, neighbourhoods and social groups.

THRIVING INDIVIDUALS 
FORM MEANINGFUL &
LOVING CONNECTIONS
WITH FRIENDS, FAMILY
& THEIR COMMUNITY.
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As the poet John Donne wrote, “no [person] is an island”. We
need each other. We are born into the world as needy,
vulnerable, helpless and dependent babies. We are dependent
on adults (ideally our parents), to nurture and raise us. In cases
where caretakers are not present in an infant’s life, there are
often life-long negative consequences. 

Even as adults, health studies have repeatedly shown that
loneliness “poses a risk of mortality comparable to that of
smoking and double that of obesity, and … those without
adequate social interaction are twice as likely to die
prematurely” (Transcend, p. 45). 

Without a strong social support network, we are physically,
emotionally and spiritually vulnerable. People with good social
support and relationships are more resilient in the face of
adversity. Southwick and Charney observe that “strong positive
relationships are associated with better physical health,
protection against depression and stress disorders such as
PTSD, enhanced emotional wellbeing and longer life”
(Resilience 112). Relationships, therefore, are not a luxury.
They are central to our sense of identity, wellbeing and thriving. 
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HOW CAN IT BE
FOSTERED OR
CREATED?

Our family, friends and community form the
three groups where we forge our sense of
belonging and deep relationships.

In Transcend, Scott Kaufman makes the distinction between
two kinds of relationships or connections that are integral to our
thriving: (1) belonging and (2) forming deep connections with
other people. Each of these are distinct and we need both in
order to thrive.

Belonging to a tribe is important. Kaufman defines belonging as
the feeling of being accepted and seen for who you are. We all
have a yearning for this and it is immensely powerful and life
affirming to experience it. When we do not find belonging, we
feel rejected and invisible (Kaufman 38). We are a social
species whose survival has always depended on belonging to a
group, gaining “greater resources, information, and cooperation
to overcome stress and threat” as a result (Kaufman 38). In fact,
the social pain that comes from a perception of low belonging is
indistinguishable from physical pain. It can lead to depression,
insomnia and, in more extreme cases, to violence. 

Belonging to a group contributes significantly to our sense of
identity and place, but it is not without its problems and certain
behaviours within a group can be unhealthy and contrary to
thriving. 
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When challenged or jeopardised, we may react out of fear with
anger or violence. In times of threat, people tend to become
more tribalistic, identifying with specific groups to the exclusion
of others, which can exacerbate social division and tension. It
becomes toxic when we elevate our own tribe at the expense of
others; when we devalue or dehumanise people from a different
race, group or tribe. 

Subconsciously, people often perceive attacks on their tribe as
attacks on the very core of their own identity. This is why even
the threat of ostracizing people from the group or shaming them
for not modeling the values of the group has been such a
powerful deterrent and punishment throughout history. This
often results in choosing to stay in toxic situations rather than
leaving to thrive. Conversely, when healthy, our sense of
belonging provides us with resilience, pride in our group and
attachment to something greater than ourselves, which provides
us with grounding and support. Part of developing healthy
belonging is cultivating the ability to recognise and grow beyond
groups that dehumanise and/or perpetuate violence against
‘outgroups’ and move towards groups that promote healthy
relationships both within and outside the group.   

A sense of belonging does not necessarily equate with or lead
to intimacy, or to the deep connections we also need in order to
thrive. The essence of intimacy involves high-quality
connections which are “dynamic, living tissue that exists
between two people when there is some contact between them
involving mutual awareness and social interaction” (Kaufman,
42). All high-quality connections share four characteristics,
including (1) unconditional positive regard, where each person
feels seen, safe to express themselves and cared about; (2)
mutuality, where both parties are engaged and participating; (3)
positive interpersonal processes, where laughter, fun, kindness
and gratitude take place; and (4) altruism, where the wellbeing
and needs of the other person is a priority (Kaufman, Southwick
& Cheney). 

"Belonging is the feeling of being accepted
and seen for who you are."
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WHAT IS THE
EVIDENCE THAT
AN INDIVIDUAL IS
THRIVING?
In healthy relationships, we are able to flow
between dependence and independence,
needing and accepting help from others at one
moment and being the provider of help at
another.

Healthy relationships are mutually supportive and encourage
each person in their personal growth. Conversely, toxic
relationships are static and damaging. The interdependence
flow has halted or become stilted and rule bound, and they are
often characterised by blaming rather than encouraging. In a
co-dependent relationship, one person assumes the role of
rescuer and the other person becomes fixated on being the
person demanding and needing to be rescued. Healthy
relationships are characterised by trust, mutual respect,
acceptance, freedom and non-judgment. Toxic relationships are
characterised by abuse, criticism, judgment, manipulation,
betrayal, control and a lack of trust.

Broken relationships cause pain, and this pain has physical
consequences. 
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In order to heal from the pain and to heal relationships, we must
learn how to forgive one another and ourselves. It is difficult to
forgive people for the wrongs they have done, but responding
with forgiveness is a skill that can be deliberately cultivated if
we choose. 

Forgiveness is an acknowledgement that no one is perfect, that
we all make mistakes, that we will inevitably be disappointed by
others and that people are, in general, a mix of good and bad. It
is acknowledging the specific way we have been disappointed
by someone and choosing to cancel the debt of the wrong that
has been done. Forgiveness is rarely a one-off event and is
more of a process of continuously choosing to forgive, even for
the same offense. Forgiveness is not saying that the offense
was okay or acceptable. It does not include continuing to allow
people to wrong us and it does not mean forgetting. 

It is possible to forgive those with whom we choose to have
deep connections. It is necessary for intimacy to flourish. When
done well, forgiveness works to deepen and strengthen a
relationship. Forgiveness can also mean choosing to leave a
relationship where too much damage, abuse, or mistrust has
occurred. Choosing and developing the capacity to forgive is
the measure of someone who is committed to growing and
thriving. A lack of forgiveness, on the other hand, blocks growth
and may cause people to stagnate or even decay.

"It is possible to forgive those with whom
we choose to have deep connections with. It
is necessary for intimacy to flourish."
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Do you have people upon whom you can count on to help if
something bad happens to you?
Is there a person who makes you laugh and/or feel better
when you are down?
Who can you go to when you need advice or need to
process things? 
Who in your life sees you, understands you, and accepts
you unconditionally?
Who is/are your tribe(s)? Where do you find belonging?  
Do you struggle to forgive people with whom you have deep
connections? Is there a person/people you need to forgive?

A RELATIONSHIP INVENTORY FOR THRIVING
RELATIONSHIPS:

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
6.

If there is a discrepancy between your need to belong and with
your satisfaction with your personal relationships, and you’re
experiencing loneliness, what can you do to build up and / or
strengthen your networks of deep relationships with family,
friends and your community? To do nothing is to risk toxic
loneliness which will impact on your health and may result in
shortening your life. 

Thriving in connection means participating in a dance that
requires constant movement - giving and receiving, sacrificing
and accepting. A thriving individual moves towards others in
vulnerability and trust while simultaneously maintaining their
sense of identity and individuality.
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