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1. INTRODUCTION:

In this qualitative case study, we deeply explored how Indian youth learn to say “no” and sustain
self-love in challenging contexts. Focusing on fifteen individuals (aged 18-25, 8 female and 7
male) from diverse urban schools and colleges across India, Each participant told us how they
engaged in activities that sustain effective personal decision making, positive affirmation and self

love while learning to say NO" in a particular context of their own choosing. This multi-case
design enabled cross-case comparison of decision-making patterns while respecting each

person’s unique context. Brezillon and Pomerol (2001 p268) state:

"Context is used to model interactions and situations in a world of infinite breadth and
that the human dimension is the key to extracting a model.... Context is considered as
a shared knowledge space that is explored and exploited by participants during
the interaction. Contextual knowledge acts as a filter that defines, at a given time
what knowledge pieces must be taken into account (explicit knowledge) from
those that are not necessary or already shared (implicit knowledge).”

We investigated whether outcomes of "saying NO" were sustained over time with comprehensive
support, and how effective support mechanisms could help youths uphold their decisions as life
contexts changed (for example, entering college or joining new social groups).

We also drew on Jyotika Bedi’s (2024) self-love framework and positive psychology, which
emphasie strengths-focused coping practices (e.g. present-moment awareness, positive self-talk)
and celebration of small victories. From a humanistic perspective, Carl Rogers(1967)'s concept of
"unconditional positive regard informed our approach — interviewers showed empathy and non-
judgment to create a safe space and assumed each youth had the capacity for growth.
Additionally, we viewed participants as co-authors of their own narratives (a narrative therapy
stance, see Wright an Epston, 1990), capable of re-authoring struggles into empowering life
stories.

Our conceptual framework integrated the Anam Cara Ontology (described in section 3, below) with
relevant psychological and social theories. Anam Cara (Gaelic for “soul friend”) traditionally refers
to a spiritually intimate, supportive friend; In this paper we explore the Anam Cara Ontology at this
at four levels of support — Personal, Interpersonal, In our case study development project,
focuses on the first two levels of the Aman Cara Ontology, i.e., Personal and

Interpersonal, situating them within the micro and meso cycles of Van Wijk et al's (2019) Social
Innovation Framework, emphasising that individual agency and close relationships can spark wider
change. This multi-level lens guided our design, ensuring we captured personal reflections along

with the relational and cultural dynamics around each youth’s experience.

We found that all our participants had established and benefitted from interacting with
Anam Caras (Soul Friends). The benefits included: supportive Anam Cara relationships as
safety Nets; setting boundaries: asserting Self-Love through limits; positive affirmation;
replacing Rumination with self-compassion; saying“No” as a New Beginning: Bouncing
Forward into Opportunities.

In the concluding section of this paper, we describe how the results gained from this case
study open up practical opportunities for developments located at the third and fourth
levels of the Anam Cara Ontology, i.e., the Community and Compassionate Institutional
levels.



1.1 Anam Cara Ontology situated within Van Dijk et al's three cycle framework for
Social Innovation

The four levels of the Aman Cara Ontology may be mapped onto the three cycles (Micro
and Meso) of Van Wijk et.al.'s (2019) "Framework for Social innovation Integrating micro,
meso and macro level insights from institutional theory”, as follows:

1.At the Anam Cara Personal level (micro cycle)

Van Wik et. al. state: Our framework zooms in at the micro level on individual
enactors, proposing that actors become more agentic through their interactions
with others. In these interactions, they experience emotions which enable them to
hear and understand others’ viewpoints, stimulating reflexivity, challenging taken-
for-granted perspectives, creating room for new, innovative perspectives to enter
their thinking and acting. (Van Wik et al., 2019, p. 890)"

For example, Jyotika Bedi (2024) says in "Trapped over thinking, chapter 13 "
Remind yourself that you are here, now....plant seeds of positivity by engaging iin
joyful activities and ...celebrate small victories as they come. Challenge negative
beliefs= break free from false narratives: inner demons thrive on false beliefs.
Challenge these by countering them with evidence of your strengths".

2. At the At the Anam Cara Interpersonal Level (meso cycle)

Van Wijk et. al. state: Our framework zooms zooms out to the meso level, pointing to increases in
interactions among diverse actors and their engagement in understanding each other’s
perspectives and interests, (particularly concerning relationships with Anam Caras and negotiating
shared perspectives in ‘interactive spaces’. It is at this meso level, where we see how actors’
interactions and framing produce the frictions, highlight the tensions, and identify or create the
cracks behind the new opportunities for social innovation (Van Wijk et al., 2019, p. 891)

For example,"Trapped in Overthinking: Break Free with Self-love" (Bedi, 2024says in chapter 3,
"Choosing the right person to approach is crucial. Look for those who have kindness,
trustworthiness and the capacity to offer what you need....when approached thoughtfully these
moments can turn into bonding experiences, solidifying relationships through shared vulnerability".

3. At the Anam Cara Community level (meso cycle)

Archiving implementations of resources for exploration of new contexts: Operations generated at
the Meso level of Van Wijk et al's framework generate explanatory and practical resources in
new contexts that can profitably push the emergence of novel possibilities for sustainability of
Positive Affirmation and self-love. As a result, in the new contexts that emerge, as the result of the
decision taken to say NO in the current context, are supported in operational terms within the



Anam Cara Ontology by the provision of resources for exaptation to the new context (Gallego and
Chavez, 2020)1 .

The creation and maintenance of an archive for these resources for exaptation, is the main aim at
the community level of the Anam Cara Ontology: i.e., to develop and and organise a publicly
available record of the Resources for exaptation, that were successfully created in a variety of
operational in order to support future success and promote the sustainability of positive affirmation
and self-love in contexts that emerge in the future.

4. At the Compassionate Institutional Level (Macro cycle)

Here the Van Wijk framework zooms further out to the macro cycle. It recognises that

institutional contexts, often structured around organisational and community fields, guiding the
dynamics of the micro and meso cycles. This macro view is important because it allows
acknowledgment of how institutional contexts differ in their enabling and constraining influences of

actors’ Institutional contexts enhance, or stall the energy emerging from the micro and meso
cycles.

Within Aman Cara Ontology at this top level, Compassionate Institutions' policy frameworks
actively create environments where Anam Cara-type relationships can flourish in through
facilitation of Aman Cara mentorship initiatives: in teacher training, in parent education, and in
digital communities.

2. MAKING "RATIONAL CHOICE" DECISION SUPPORT SUSTAINABLE

The fundamental task facing a decision maker in a particular context situated is how to resolve
uncertainty about how to go about developing a prescription for action and get it implemented.
The desire to take some action is generated from a feeling that there is a lack (or a "gap": see
Lacan,1976) between the actual state of affairs (as perceived by the decision maker) and some
imaginable preferred state. The decision maker starts out, at the level of feeling, with complete
freedom about how to think about how to translate this desire into action. until structural
constraints are placed on the way the problem is represented, all imaginable courses of
action are candidates for implementation.

The decision maker, in order to act, must first strengthen the constraints on how the problem is
represented until only one course of action is prescribed: the one which is actually embarked
upon. Five qualitatively different levels of constraint-setting may be identified, each associated
with a different kind of discourse concerning how to structure the constraints at that level.
The nature of the knowledge represented, and, progressively, structured at each level, and the
cognitive operations involved in generating these knowledge representations has been
discussed in detail elsewhere (Humphreys, 1977, 2007). Below, only give a brief outline of the
kind of operations carried out at each level and the kind of discourse which informs and constrains
these operations.

1 rand Chavez explain that “Exaptation thus constitutes a mechanism through which unexpected solutions
‘push’ the emergence of novel problems, instead of being ‘pulled’ from ex-ante problem formulation and
search. However, this whole process, in order to be effective in enabling new sustainable development, rules
applied at the meso level that can inform and direct initiatives implementing the exaptative “push”. These
and consist of a set of cognitive, behavioural, technological and social routines that promote and inform
social innovations” (Gallego and Chavez, 2020, p 3120)



2.1 Navigating the five Levels of Representation in structiurng Decision problems

At the top level (level 5 ), aspects of the decision problem are imagined through exploration

carried out within the ‘small world’ (Toda, 1976) whose bounds are defined by what the decision
maker is prepared to retrieve from his or her semantic memory in thinking about the decision
problem.

At the next level down (level 4: "problem- expressing discourse") may be employed to make
claims that particular elements of what was explored should (or should not) be included in the
representation of the decision problem. These claims can be linkd int Tinto frames, so that their
collective implications for the decision can be explored (Beach, 1990). While all kinds of frames
have been proposed, we have found that the frames actually used in organisational and personal
decision framing discourse usually fit into the following three principal categories:

e Rule based frames, where the framing discourse tries to constrain possibilities for action by
collecting a sufficient set of rules such that only one course of action is prescribed

e Future scenario frames, where the framing discourse links imagined contingent acts and
events in the future, with the aim of establishing course and action, and investigating their
potential consequences, and side effects, usually under conditions of uncertainty.

e Preference structuring frames, where the framing discourse seeks to identify value-laden
attributes on alternative courses of action under consideration, (and to make trade-offs (Keeney

and Raiffa, 1976) o between the alternatives to provide a rationale for ‘choice of the best (most

preferred) one’.

At level 3 ("developing the structure of the problem within a frame"), the focus is on setting
constraints unilg structure until sufficient coherence is reached at level 2 ("asking what-if
questions")where it is possible to explore the structure so developed to see the impact of changing
the assessment of elements within the structure (e.g., the probability of a particular event
occurring) on the rest of the structure, looking for its implications for understanding
potential consequences of making prescriptions for action, as now imagined and represented
within the frame.

Finally, level 1 ("making best assessments") may be reached in the often unlikely event that
sufficient constraints have been set for the remaining task to be only to make best

assessments of ‘the most likely value’ at those points in the represented problem that have

previously been represented as ‘uncertain’.

2.2 Simon's"rational choice" process model for framing and handling Decision making
problems

Herbert Simon’s (1977) widely accepted "rational choice" conceptualisation of the decision-
making process offered a powerful model for the progressive strengthen of these constaints
in decision making practice, Sions' seminal four-phase process model for this decision-
making process (i.e., Intelligence - Design - Choice -Review) was cast within an
individualised, holistic, perspective on decision making (Larichev, 1984) whereby:



* Inthe Intelligence phase, the decision maker “searches for the conditions that call for
decision”;

In the Design phase, the decision maker focuses on “inventing, developing and analysing
possible courses of action”, thus authoring the outcomes represented in the decision-
making model;

In the Choice and Review phases, the decision maker focuses on “selecting and reviewing a
particular course of action from those available” according to what has been represented in the
model.

However, as Pomerol and Adam (2008, p 930) explain:

"A key consequence of Simon’s observations and ideas is that decisions and the actions
that follow them cannot easily be distinguished".

2.3. Rational-choice decision support can leave you trapped in overthinking

Within an individualised decision support perspective, "Rational choice", as implement ed by
Simon (1977), requires that the decision maker commit to a course of action that will be
implemented in reality by him/herself .

When, in Simon's Review phase, implementation failure risks become evident, the decision
maker realises that these risks have to be managed from his/her own resources (Berkeley et
al,, 1990), But in contexts where the individual decision maker does not have the capability or
agency to achieve this, the procedural question emerging is “what do?”In such contexts, the

decision makers usually finds him or herself left “adrift in a sea of implementation
uncertainty” (Humphreys and Berkeley, 1995) where one is "trapped in continual
overthinking" that leads one around in circles .

Because of this result, rational--choice based decision support is not in itself sustainable in
situations where potential "courses of action" that are represented and explored (in ways that
conventional decision- making process methodologies promote) tend to end up in blocked
opportunities, undesirable consequences or require non-available resources, and so all receive
negative evaluation within the preference frame. Bedi (2024, p152) comments:

"One of the biggest pandemics affecting humanity today is overthinking. This silent
affliction paralyses us with endless circles of doubt and worry, overshadowing or
potential peace of mind we spiral to if and if only's trapped in a web of our own
making."

2.4 The Role of Self-Love in Supporting Boundary-Setting when saying NO

The act of saying "no" is often viewed as a behavioural output - a decision made under pressure,
in response to discomfort, or as a defence mechanism. However, when examined more deeply, the
capacity to say "no" is less about resistance and more about alignment — with self-worth, values,
emotional clarity, and personal growth. At the heart of this alignment lies self-love: a consciously
cultivated internal compass that empowers individuals, particularly young people, to identify and
honour their boundaries. This section draws on insights from both self-love literature and
therapeutic frameworks to examine how self-love functions as a foundational element in
sustainable decision-making.



2.4.1 Boundary setting and The logic of Appropriateness

Breaking free from the web of overthinking, requires that the decision maker process makes a
change in his or her perspective explorations within his or her initial "Rational Choice"
perspective gets supplanted by activities predicated on the "logic of Appropriateness,"
(March and Olson (2013) whereby humans maintain a repertoire of roles and identities,
which provide rules of appropriate behaviour in situations for which they are relevant.
Following these rules is a relatively complex cognitive process involving thoughtful,
reasoning behaviour. Such a process of reasoning is not connected to the anticipation of
costs and benefits Rather, the assumption is that actors will generally try to answer three
elementary questions, when deciding on what action to take with support that can be
gained from Aman Caras ("soul friends. These fundamental questions are: "What kind of a
situation is this? What kind of a person am |? What does a person such as | do in a
situation such as this?

2.4.2. Self-Love as a Prerequisite to Boundary Awareness

Self-love, as articulated in the work of Bedi (2022), is not merely self-acceptance or self-care but a
deeper form of emotional literacy that allows individuals to decode their inner experiences. It

encourages young people to ask questions such as, “Why does this make me uncomfortable?” or

“Why do | feel the need to comply when | don't agree?” These questions are central to the
recognition of personal limits.

Boundary-setting, especially for young people in high-pressure educational or familial
environments, is often clouded by guilt, fear of rejection, or internalised beliefs about obedience
and belonging. In these contexts, self-love emerges as a counterbalance - a way to shift focus
from external validation to internal safety. As one young participant described, "The more | saw my
worth, the less | needed everyone to agree with me."

This reflects a common theme from addressed by Bedi (2023), where boundaries are taught not
as walls but as bridges - designed not to cut people off, but to enable healthier relationships. When
self-love is present, boundaries are no longer seen as confrontational acts but as expressions of
clarity and care.

2.5 Internalised Voices and the Inner Critic

Adolescents and young adults often navigate their choices under the influence of what Bedi calls

“the inner critic” - internalised voices of parents, teachers, or peers that question their legitimacy,
worth, or priorities. This inner critic is particularly loud when a young person contemplates

asserting themselves. It tells them that saying “no” is rude, selfish, or will result in abandonment.

One of the key contributions of self-love practices is the intentional unlearning of these narratives.
Exercises such as mirror work, journaling, and affirmations are not merely tools for comfort, but for
cognitive rewiring. They replace inherited scripts with empowered internal dialogues. For instance,
instead of "I'm letting them down," the narrative evolves to, "I am choosing what's healthy for me."

2.6 The Three Pillars of the self-love model: Awareness, Acceptance, Action



Bedi’s self-love model outlines three interconnected stages that support boundary-setting:
Awareness, Acceptance, and Action (the '3As").

e Awareness involves recognising what feels uncomfortable or out of alignment. This may be
as subtle as emotional fatigue after a conversation, or as stark as physical distress in toxic
environments.

e Acceptance challenges the shame and denial often attached to these feelings. It allows
the individual to say, "Yes, this is real for me," without the need for external justification.

e Action is the step where internal clarity is translated into external decisions, such as saying
no, seeking space, or redefining a relationship.

2.7 The Fourfold Function of an Anam Cara in supporting emotional sustainability

The Anam Cara can be understood to serve four critical functions in supporting emotional
sustainability:

1. Personal Mirror: Helping the individual recognise emotional signals, internal conflicts, and
suppressed needs — fostering self-awareness.

2. Interpersonal Buffer: Providing protection against shame, social pressure, and
manipulation — creating a sanctuary of safety.

3. Community Connector: Normalising values-based choices within peer or institutional
contexts — reducing isolation.

4. Institutional Challenger: Modelling compassionate accountability in systems that often
reward compliance over authenticity — enabling systemic reflection.

In our case study project, each of these functions reinforced a young person’s capacity to maintain
their decision to say "no" in the face of internal or external regression. These functions also map
closely to practices in trauma-informed pedagogy, which emphasise emotional safety, agency, and
relational consistency.

2.8 Narrative Identity and the Anam Cara Co-authored Story

In narrative therapy, sustainable change is often tied to the co-construction of preferred identity
stories (White & Epston, 1990). Here, the Anam Cara becomes a co-author, someone who reminds
the young person of their evolving narrative and challenges disempowering scripts. Bedi’(2024)
describes how such a shared story is cultivated through affirmations, forgiveness practices, and
witnessing rituals. The Anam Cara does not merely advise, he or she co-authors the
transformation. This has enormous value in characterising the story co-authored with the anam

cara as part of the individual's new identity.

2.9 From Relationship to Internalisation



Over time, what begins as a supportive external relationship is internalised. The voice of the Anam

Cara becomes an inner ally, a counterpoint to the inner critic. This process mirrors Bowlby’s
attachment theory (Bowlby and Homes 2005), where secure relationships provide the template for
internal working models of the self. This internalisation marks a pivotal shift, from dependency to
autonomy. Emotional sustainability is no longer reliant on presence but is carried within, as a
resource.

3. FUNDAMENTAL CHARACTERISTICS OF THETHE ANAM CARA ONTOLOGY

It is important to recognise that that the Anam Cara Ontology does not presume, or embrace
Cartesian dualism which makes a complete split between operations implemented/represented
sourced in the "Real" (physical )world and the Spirt world accessed through consciousness, abd
within which spirituality is represented modelled and controlled. ( In Cartesian philosophic terms,
understanding and prescriptions for operating in the "physical world'' is mediated via "scientific
method" whereas understand and prescriptions for operating in the "spiritual world "is the domain
of Theologies). The Anam Cara Ontology does not recognise this duality: splitting the real
unified, world in which we exist and live and are part of, into two completely separate and
independent worlds: The: physical world and The spiritual world.

3.1 A single, unified, all inclusive world

The Anam Cara Ontology presumes a single unified, all-inclusive world that is accessed and
explored as a rhizome? (Deleuze and Guatarri,1987), within human consciousness that gives
access to this world trough its operations. We all inhabit this world individually, whereby it is
accessed through our own consciousness, and in that sense is a totally alive spiritual world. Thus,
we may exhibit spirituality at an individual having a spiritual envelop that occupies a body (a
physical dimension aeed as a function of conscious experience.
This conceptualisation of the Unified World addressed by the Anam Cara Ontology was
predominant in ancient history. In recent times it has ben linked with the concept of "Dasein.
Wikipedia explains:
"In German, Dasein is the vernacular term for "existence". It is derived from da-sein, which
literally means "being-there" or "there-being".[4] In a philosophical context, it was first
used by Leibniz and Wolff in the 17th century, as well as by Kant and Hegel in the 18th and
19th.recently, Heidegger (1953) used it to refer to the mode of being that is particular to
human beings. It is a form of being that is aware of and must confront such issues as
personhood, mortality, and the dilemma or paradox of living in relationship with other
humans while being ultimately alone with oneself."

3.2 Current conceptualisations

Such conceptualisations continues today in many current practices, especially contemporary
versions of Mindfulness informed by secular Buddhism (Hays,2024 ) and by ancient Celtic
Spirituality, such as "Anam Cara: Splritual Wisdom from the Celtic word" (O'Donahue, 2023);
"Soul Friendship in the Celtic tradition" (Simpson (2021) and "The Children's fire: Heart song of a
People (Macartney (2018)

This aspect of the Ana Cara Ontology makes it ideal for constructing practical

2“Make a map, not a tracing. The orchid does not reproduce the tracing of the wasp; it forms a map with the wasp, in a
rhizome. What distinguishes the map from the tracing is that it is entirely oriented toward an experimentation in contact
with the real...It is itself part of the rhizome. The map is open and connectable in all of its dimensions; it is detachable,
reversible, susceptible constant modifications. (It can be torn reversed, adapted to any kind of mounting, reworked by
an individual, group or social formation” (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987, p. 12)



implementations and applications in complex lands exhibiting diversity with respect to
religion and spirituality worldwide: particularly as the Anam Cara Ontology does not, in
itself, promote any form of "religiosity" or theological concepts that can be a hurdle in
espousing Anam Cara as something for everyone and in data collection and further
analysis. In support of Proof-of-concept and Proof-of-value for the operation of the Anam
Cara Ontology in actual practice.

The features of the "physical world" proposed within Cartesian Dualism can only be
accessed by us through. our bodies' sense organs (eyes, eyes, ears, nose, touch
receptors, either directly or as mediation devices facilitating story-telling about activities
in rich (audio visual )or restricted (text-based) language (Humphreys and Brezillon 2002)
presented via books, photographs films., videos etc. We experience and "make sense"
of the characteristics of this world through conscious conceptualisations (including
dreaming). Thus these are spiritual phenomena, experienced in consciousness,
addressing a unified world where everything is alive.

4 CASE STUDY INVESTIGATION METHODOLOGY

Our case study investigation was designed to provide a practical Proof of Concept plus Proof of
Value test for the features of the Anam Cara Ontology described above:

In this qualitative case study, we deeply explored how Indian youth learn to say “no” and sustain
self-love in challenging contexts. Focusing on fifteen individuals (aged 18-25, 8 female and 7
male) from diverse urban schools and colleges across India, each participant’s decision-making
journey served as an embedded “case” of the broader phenomenon. This multi-case design

enabled cross-case comparison of decision-making patterns while respecting each person’s
unique context. Our study centred on the process by which youths refuse pressures or

expectations (“saying no”) and the outcomes of those decisions. We asked whether positive
outcomes of saying no were sustained over time with sufficient support, and how effective support
mechanisms could help youths uphold their decisions as life contexts changed (for example,
entering college or joining new social groups).

4.1 Research Design and Conceptual Framework

Our conceptual framework for this investigation integrated the Anam Cara Model for Emotional
Sustainability , as above with relevant psychological and social theories described in section 2,
above, situating this within the Anam Cara Ontology's Personal and Interpersonal

levels ,corresponding to the micro and meso cycles in social innovation theory (van Wijk et al,
2019). We were aware that individual agency and close relationships can spark wider change. This
multi-level lens guided our design, ensuring we captured personal reflections along with the

relational and cultural dynamics around each youth’s experience.

From a humanistic perspective, Carl Rogers (1977) concept of unconditional positive regard
informed our approach — interviewers showed empathy and non-judgment to create a safe space
and assumed each youth had the capacity for growth. Additionally, we viewed participants as co-
authors of their own narratives (a narrative therapy stance), capable of re-authoring struggles into
empowering life stories.



4.2 Participants and Recruitment

Fifteen youth (8 female, 7 male, ages 18-25) were recruited purposively from diverse educational
institutions in urban India. School counselers and youth organisations assisted in identifying
individuals who had recently faced difficult personal or social situations requiring them to say no to
significant pressures (for example, resisting peer pressure or defying a prescribed academic or
career path). Participation was voluntary, and we obtained written informed consent from all
participants (with parental consent for minors). We ensured diversity in socio-economic

background, religion, and region to reflect India’s cultural heterogeneity.

Each participant selected the specific decision context that was most meaningful to them. For
example, one chose “handling a misunderstanding with my friend,” another “resisting family

pressure to enter a national sports championship,” and another “navigating a rift between a student
and teacher at school.” Using participant-defined scenarios heightened the relevance of the inquiry
and gave participants ownership of the research process. In Stage 1 of data collection, participants
completed a brief questionnaire collecting demographic details and a written summary of their
chosen situation. Gathering these details in advance allowed us to form a balanced cohort and

tailor interview questions to each person’s context (for instance, by using culturally appropriate
examples). It also helped establish initial rapport, as writing about the experience beforehand gave
participants some control and time to prepare, reducing anxiety. Asking youths to share their story
at this stage was itself an empowering act that confirmed to them that their voice was valued.

4.3 Data Collection Procedures

Stage 2 involved in-depth, semi-structured interviews with each participant, using an interview
guide designed to explore their decision-making process and the multi-level support systems

around them. We used open-ended questions to invite narrative accounts — for example: “Can you
tell me what happened when you decided to say no in that situation? How did you feel and what
did you do next?” — and then probed three key domains of the Anam Cara framework to capture
different forms of support:

e |nteractions with a living Anam Cara: Did the participant have a physically present “soul
friend” or mentor? We asked them to identify any friend, family member, or other person
who played a guiding or supportive role, and to describe how that person helped them
through the experience.

e Interactions with a spiritual Anam Cara: Did the participant draw on support from a
spiritual or non-present figure (for example, a deceased relative, a religious figure, or an
imagined confidant)? This recognized the role of faith, ancestral guidance, or inner spiritual
resources in self-love and resilience.

e Community and institutional resources: We inquired about broader sources of support,
such as peer groups, teachers or counselors at school, online communities, or self-help
resources. We also asked whether any organizational or institutional factors (e.g. school
policies or cultural norms) influenced their ability to set boundaries.

Each interview lasted about 60—90 minutes and was conducted in a private setting chosen by the
participant — either in a quiet room at their school or college or via a secure video call from their
home — to ensure comfort and confidentiality. We conducted interviews in the participant’s
preferred language (English or Hindi), with occasional code-switching as needed. Interviewers (the



lead researcher and a trained assistant) introduced themselves as empathetic, non-judgmental
listeners to build rapport and encourage participants to speak openly.

4.4 Data Analysis

We analysed the data using thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Our approach combined
deductive and inductive coding. Initially, we applied a provisional coding framework based on our
theoretical lenses (for example, themes like “boundary-setting” and “positive affirmation” drawn
from self-love model of Bedi, 2024) and then refined this framework iteratively as new patterns
emerged from the transcripts. Two researchers independently read each transcript in full to
become familiar with the content and generated initial codes (using NVivo software to organise the
data). These codes were then collated into broader candidate themes, which the team reviewed
and refined through discussion. Related themes were merged or redefined as needed — for
instance, codes related to self-confidence and assertiveness were combined into a single theme of
“‘Empowerment through Boundary-Setting.” Each final theme was mapped to one of the four Anam
Cara levels (personal, interpersonal, community, institutional) to ensure our analysis captured
influences at every level. In the final phase, we defined and named the themes and produced
detailed analytic memos integrating participant quotes with relevant theory. Throughout the
process, the team remained reflexive: we regularly discussed how our own perspectives or cultural
assumptions might influence interpretation, and we ensured that our findings stayed grounded in

the participants’ own accounts.

4.5 Ethical Considerations and Researcher Positioning

Ethical approval was obtained from Delhi University’s Human Research Ethics Committee before
the study began. All participants gave informed consent (with parental consent for minors) and
were reminded that participation was voluntary and that they could withdraw at any time without
penalty. We guaranteed confidentiality: any identifying details (names of people, specific school or
city names) were omitted or generalised in transcripts, and we used pseudonyms (e.g. Participant
10) in reporting. All digital data (audio recordings, transcripts) were securely stored in encrypted
files accessible only to the research team.

We were conscious of power dynamics between researchers and youth. To mitigate this, we
adopted a friendly, youth-centred approach. Interviewers emphasised that they were learners

interested in the participant’s perspective, not judges, and they spoke in an empathetic, non-

authoritarian tone. The lead researcher’s familiarity with Indian culture and multilingual background
helped build rapport, but we also remained aware of our own biases (for example, a personal belief
in the benefits of mindfulness). The team kept reflexive journals and consulted an external peer
auditor to ensure that our conclusions were grounded in participants’ accounts rather than our
preconceptions.

We prioritised participants’ emotional safety throughout the interviews. We made it clear that
participants could skip any question or stop at any time if they felt uncomfortable. Interviewers
responded to any distress with empathy and normalisation (for example, saying “It's
understandable you felt hurt in that situation”), affirming that upset feelings were valid. After each
interview, we debriefed participants to thank them, ask how they felt, and address any concerns.
Many youths reported feeling positively about the conversation — one even remarked, “I've never
actually talked about this fully before, it feels good” — suggesting the interview process itself had
been somewhat therapeutic.



Participants received a modest honorarium (a gift voucher) as a token of appreciation for their
time. The amount was deliberately small and framed as a thank-you, not payment, to avoid
coercion. All participants who began the study completed it. At the end of the study, we provided
each participant with a summary of the findings written in accessible, youth-friendly language so

they could see the knowledge gained from their contributions. With participants’ permission, we
also plan to share aggregated results with school counselors and youth programs to benefit the
communities from which our participants came. This ethical stance — treating participants as
partners and beneficiaries of the research — aligns with a participatory ethos advocated by
organisations like UNICEF. In sum, our methodology was designed with careful attention to rigour,
cultural sensitivity, and compassion, laying a strong foundation for the credible and meaningful
findings that follow.

5. RESULTS OF OUR ANALYSIS: SUPPORTING SUSTAINABILITY

5.1 Choosing the Context: From Rational Choice Uncertainty to Authentic Decisions

All participants began by identifying a situation in which they needed to say “no.” These situations ranged
from academic and career dilemmas to family and peer-pressure scenarios. In the first stage, nearly every
youth initially took a rational choice, cost—benefit approach: they made mental lists of advantages and
disadvantages of saying no versus yes. This mirrored a classic “logic of consequences,” aiming to maximise
benefits and minimise costs. For example, one young woman agonised over refusing a friend’s plea to copy
homework. She weighed the risk of losing the friendship (a “cost”) against the stress of compromising her
integrity. Similarly, another youth considering his parents’ plan listed the repercussions: “They might be
angry, [ might fail on my own, but I’d be unhappy if I complied.” Such reflections show bounded rationality
at work: trying to decide logically under uncertainty.

However, as participants moved toward action, pure cost—benefit reasoning often felt insufficient. Nearly all
described a turning point towards the Logic of Appropriateness (March and Olsen, 2013) where they began
to ask, “What is right for me in this situation?” This more values-driven question aligns with a “logic of
appropriateness,” where decisions are guided by identity and values rather than utility alone. Accordingly,
participants began invoking their self-concepts. For instance, Participant 8 ultimately realised, “I’m an artist
at heart, not a businessman — if [ say "yes "and join the business, I’d be living a lie.” In another case, a youth
ending a toxic friendship framed her choice in terms of integrity: she asked, “Do I want to be the kind of
person who tolerates betrayal? The answer was NO.” In these reflections, personal values overtook
immediate consequences.

This values-based deliberation was often catalysed by guidance from a trusted confidant In many instances, a
mentor or counselor (an “Anam Cara”; see section 5.2 above). posed key questions. For example, one school
counselor asked a participant, “What matters more to you — honesty or keeping everyone happy?” Such
prompts helped youths frame the situation (for example, as a test of honesty) and see their role (as a friend
who values honesty). In effect, they stepped through defining the context, identifying their valued identity in
it, and choosing an action to match that identity. The data show that once participants answered these
questions, their decision became clear and resolute. Many participants described feeling a sense of internal
alignment or peace when they chose the option that matched their authentic values.

5.2 Access to Anam Caras: Supportive Relationships as Safety Nets

Every participant reported having at least one Anam Cara — a trusted confidant or “soul friend” — to lean on.
In fact, most named several. Common categories included:



e Friends: e.g. best friend (11 of 15 youths)
e Family: parent, aunt, or sibling (about one-third)
e Teachers or mentors: e.g. a school counselor or coach

e Spiritual guides: e.g. one youth drew strength from Lord Shiva; another from a late grandparent

Participants described these Anam Caras as listening without judgment and offering understanding and
support. For example, one youth said her soul friend was “the one person who understands what [’'m going
through with my parents and doesn’t make me feel wrong for wanting something different.” Another noted
that her brother “always reminds me that I have the right to make my own choices.” Often youths “tested the
waters” by discussing dilemmas with an Anam Cara before acting; this gave them validation and confidence.

Importantly, true Anam Caras upheld the youth’s choice. After one participant ended a controlling
relationship, his friend reassured him: “‘Whatever happens, I’ve got your back. If you need a place to crash
after the breakup, my door is open.” That support made him feel secure enough to go through with his
decision. In another case, a family friend intervened with disapproving parents, effectively advocating for the
youth’s choice. These examples show how confidants not only listened but could even help persuade others.

This unconditional support resembles Carl Rogers’ (1977) concept of unconditional positive regard.
Knowing that an Anam Cara accepted them “no matter what” gave participants the courage to stay true to
themselves. In short, a network of supportive Anam Caras — friends, family, mentors, or even spiritual guides
— served as an emotional safety net. Having someone in their corner validated youths’ decisions and made
them more confident and resilient in saying no.

5.3 Setting Boundaries: Asserting Self-Love through limits

Learning to say “no” was essentially about setting healthy boundaries. Eleven of fifteen youths described the
process as drawing a line to protect themselves. They often framed the change as moving “from being ‘a
people-pleaser’ or ‘too submissive’ to ‘knowing my limits’ and ‘standing up for myself.”” Participants shared
several examples of boundary-setting.

One common scenario was resisting peer pressure. For example, Participant 6 worried that studying for
exams while friends partied would make him lose friendships. His girlfriend (an Anam Cara) reminded him
that a real friend “wouldn’t want you to harm your future for a night of fun.” With her encouragement, he
simply told his friends, “No, I need to study.” He found that after doing this once, it got easier, and his
friends respected him more.

Another scenario involved family expectations. One young woman (Participant 2) faced pressure from her
father to enter an arranged marriage. She firmly told her parents that marriage was “off-limits” until after she
finished her degree. She admitted it felt scary, but by explaining her reasons calmly, her parents eventually
accepted this boundary.

Some participants noted specific strategies they learned. For instance, a friend reminded one youth that “no
is a complete sentence” — meaning a simple refusal need not be over-explained. Over time, youths reported
psychological benefits: increased confidence and a sense of control. One participant said, “Now I say no
without feeling guilty. I honour my own limits for my well-being.”



In short, setting boundaries became a form of self-love. By asserting limits, the youths were effectively
saying “I value myself enough to protect myself.” When participants set clear boundaries, they reported
feeling more confident, empowered, and true to their values.

5.4 Positive Affirmation: Replacing Rumination with Self-Compassion

After asserting their boundaries, many youths initially wrestled with self-doubt and guilt. Common thoughts
were, “Did I do the right thing? Am I a bad person for refusing?” These doubts came from overthinking and
internalised guilt. To counteract this negative self-talk, participants turned to positive affirmations and self-
compassion. They repeated encouraging phrases to themselves, wrote in journals, or recalled supportive
messages from their Anam Caras.

One participant (Participant 4) gave a vivid example: each morning she stood in front of a mirror
and told herself, “I deserve respect. My choices matter.” At first she admitted she didn’t fully
believe it, but with practice her mindset changed. When a peer challenged her decision, she

reminded herself, “I am doing what’s right for me.” This mantra kept her from second-guessing her
decision.

Across the board, youths who used affirmations reported feeling less anxious after saying no. One
young man who distanced himself from a toxic friend group repeated daily: “I am strong and better
off on my own than with people who hurt me.” This phrase fortified his conviction. In short, by
actively affirming their worth, participants solidified their resolve and significantly reduced

rumination.

5.5 “No” as a New Beginning: Bouncing Forward into Opportunities

For many participants, saying “no” was not a defeat but the start of new opportunities.9Gellergo and Chavee,
For example, Participant 10 quit a toxic, overworking job. Two months later he secured a new position at a
company with a healthier culture and even received a raise. He reflected that leaving the first job — as scary
as it was — “opened the door to my dream career.” In this new role he thrived, illustrating how a setback can
become a springboard.

Another case is Participant 11, who left a long-term relationship. Though he initially felt lonely, that void
became an opportunity for self-discovery. He started traveling on weekends and rekindled old friendships.
Eventually he met someone new who “celebrates my dreams instead of stifling them.” He described feeling
“inner freedom” for the first time in years. In his words, this journey showed him that “self-love sometimes
looks like walking away — and that creates space for better things.”

Some participants took these lessons outward. For instance, one youth began sharing his experience in a blog
about pursuing creative passions against the odds, implicitly acting as a guide for others. In this way,
personal growth sparked community ripple effects (see section 6.3 below) .

5.6 Relational Contexts of Decision-Making

Many young people involved in this research made difficult decisions - resisting peer pressure,
rejecting imposed academic or career tracks, or standing against toxic friendships. These were not



isolated decisions but were entangled within relational and cultural expectations. While internal
strength was essential, what sustained their decision over time was the presence of a supportive
witness - someone who listened without judgment, affirmed their voice, and reminded them of their
worth. This figure, often a parent, sibling, teacher, mentor, or peer, embodied the Anam Cara role.

Rather than simply offering advice, the Anam Cara provided a holding space for the emotional
turbulence that followed boundary-setting. In developmental psychology, this corresponds with

Winnicott’'s (2005) notion of the "holding environment" - a safe space that allows an individual to
test autonomy while being psychologically held. The Anam Cara figure helped participants
maintain their sense of integrity even in the face of social pushback.

5.7 The Anam Cara as a Psychological Anchor

In contemporary psychological terms, the Anam Cara can be viewed as a relational resource,
someone who offers unconditional positive regard (Rogers, 1977), holds safe space, and supports
the emergence of the authentic self. Young people navigating challenging social terrain often face
an internal conflict between belonging and self-respect. The Anam Cara bridges this gap by
embodying both connection and differentiation. They do not demand conformity, but instead invite
congruence.

Participants in our study often described their Anam Caras as those who "saw the real me even

when | couldn’t" or who “kept me from going back to the old version of myself.” These descriptions
resonate with relational-cultural theory (Jordan, 2009,) which posits that growth-fostering
relationships are characterised by mutual empathy, authenticity, and empowerment. The Anam
Cara becomes a living mirror - not reflecting social expectations, but revealing personal truth

5.8 Dimensions of the Anam Cara Relationship

Through thematic coding, we identified four primary roles that Anam Caras played in sustaining
youth choices:

e Emotional Witness: Validating the emotional cost of difficult decisions and offering
empathy without agenda.

e Moral Anchor: Providing reminders of intrinsic values and encouraging reflection on
choices aligned with personal ethics.

e Social Translator: Helping youth navigate the interpersonal consequences of their
decisions, especially when those decisions disrupted social harmony.

e Future Mirror: Offering a hopeful projection of who the individual might become if they stay

on the path they’ve chosen.

This constellation of support differentiated the Anam Cara from traditional authority figures or
casual friendships. It was not about dependency but about recognition, an affirmation of the self in
relation.

While most Anam Caras in our research were individuals, some participants found similar support
in institutional cultures, particularly in schools where teachers or counsellors prioritised emotional
safety. A notable example involved a participant whose school allowed flexible academic pathways



and open dialogue about mental health. This environment became, in essence, a collective Anam
Cara system that sustained the young person’s decision making and enabled self-love

The Anam Cara ontology, when applied at the compassionate institutional level, points toward a
compassionate model of community care - one that validates boundaries as developmental
necessities rather than disciplinary issues.

5.9 Internalising the Anam Cara Voice

A significant number of participants described an internalisation process. Over time, they no longer
needed to seek external validation; instead, they carried the voice of their Anam Cara within. This
mirrors attachment theory (Bowlby, 1967), wherein early Anam Cara relationships that fostered the
attentive nurturing of creativity from the earliest years, gives every individual has the opportunity to
enjoy a rich and rewarding cultural life through provision of internal working models for self-worth
and creative decision-making promoting self-love.

One participant shared, "l used to call my mentor after every hard conversation. Now, | just ask
myself, 'What would she remind me of?' and | find my answer." This transition from relational
dependence to internalised guidance is a hallmark of emotional sustainability. It suggests that
Anam Cara relationships are not intended to create permanent scaffolding but to equip individuals
with their own.

5.10 Anam Cara and Identity Reconstruction

The Anam Cara also played a key role in narrative identity, helping young people reconstruct a
more empowering version of themselves post-decision. Rather than framing their choice to say
"no" as rebellion or avoidance, Anam Cara helped reframe it as alignment, strength, and growth.
These re-narrations served as protection against shame, especially in collectivist cultures where
disobedience can feel like betrayal.

This supports work in narrative therapy (White & Epston, 1990), where externalising problems and
re-authoring stories help individuals develop resilience. When participants could tell their story
through the eyes of their Anam Cara, they often expressed greater confidence and clarity in future
decisions.

5.11 Sustainability through Repetition and Reflection

One of the challenges in sustaining the decision to say "no" is internal relapse: moments where
guilt, doubt, or external pressure causes the individual to revoke their boundary. Here, the role of
reflective self-love practices becomes evident. Affirmations, introspective journaling, and narrative
rewriting help re-anchor the individual in their original decision.

Moreover, as Bedi (2022, 2023) illustrates, sustainability comes from integration - when the
boundary is not a one-time effort, but a new default mode of self-regard. With each successful

application, the boundary reinforces itself, becoming part of the individual’s relational toolkit.



While self-love supports the internal alignment needed to assert personal boundaries, emotional
sustainability - the ability to continue making authentic decisions in dynamic and sometimes
adversarial environments is often anchored in external relationships. The Anam Cara ontology,
rooted in the Gaelic concept of a "soul friend," provides a profound relational framework that
supports individuals across emotional, psychological, and systemic domains. In the context of this
study, Anam Cara is not merely a poetic notion but a real-world structure through which young
people sustain the decisions they make, particularly the decision to say "no."

Many young people involved in this research made difficult decisions - resisting peer pressure,
rejecting imposed academic or career tracks, or standing against toxic friendships. These were not
isolated decisions but were entangled within relational and cultural expectations. While internal
strength was essential, what sustained their decision over time was the presence of a supportive
witness - someone who listened without judgment, affirmed their voice, and reminded them of their
worth. This figure, often a parent, sibling, teacher, mentor, or peer, embodied the Anam Cara role.

Rather than simply offering advice, the Anam Cara provided a holding space for the emotional
turbulence that followed boundary-setting. In developmental psychology, this corresponds with

Winnicott’s (2005) notion of the "holding environment" - a safe space that allows an individual to
test autonomy while being psychologically held. Winnicott showed how, through the attentive
nurturing of creativity from the earliest years, every individual has the opportunity to enjoy a rich
and rewarding cultural life. Anam Caras can help participants how to achieve tis opportunity while
maintaining their sense of integrity, even in the face of social pushback

The Anam Cara also played a key role in narrative identity, helping young people reconstruct a
more empowering version of themselves post-decision. Rather than framing their choice to say
"no" as rebellion or avoidance, the Anam Cara helped reframe it as alignment, strength, and
growth. These re-narrations served as protection against shame, especially in collectivist cultures
where disobedience can feel like betrayal. By cultivating self-love, young people are not only more
likely to say "no" when it matters, but to say it with clarity, consistency, and care - qualities that
define emotional sustainability.

6. CONCLUSION AND FUTURE DEVELOPMENTS

6.1 Proof of enduring value

The results from our case study investigation confirm that the Anam Cara Ontology provides a
deeply functional framework for emotional sustainability and the ability sustain difficult decisions,
particularly in learning to say "No". Anam Caras (soul friends) successfully created a bridge

between internal clarity and external consistency - anchoring the young person’s evolving self in a

context of positive affirmation, self-love and care. we found that all our participants had established
and benefitted from interacting with Anam Caras (Soul Friends). The benefits included: supportive

Anam Cara relationships as safety Nets; setting boundaries: asserting Self-Love through limits;

positive affirmation: replacing Rumination with self-compassion; saying“No” as a New Beginning:

enabling 'Bouncing Forward' (Jones et al 2020) towards the Opportunities that opened up through
exaptation (Gallego and Chavez 2020) as a result of Anam Caras' supportive counselling activities.

Importantly, the enduring value or the Anam Cara is that it is not an elite or rare role. It can be
cultivated through intentional presence, deep listening, and consistent affirmation. What matters
most is not expertise, but relationship - the commitment to witness and accompany without
overpowering.



6.2 Potential Anam Cara Support Arenas for bouncing forward

The results from this case study indicate that there should always exist possibilities for building
arenas for Anam Cara support,: involving creative reconceptualisation and regeneration , located
at the community level within the Anam Cara Ontology, where persons could discover themslves
by exaptation of previously un-investigated resources,(Gallergo an Chavez,2020) thus achieving
real gains in both their emotional satisfaction Within this arena, particpants would no longer be
"trapped in Overthinking:" , but would be enabled to "bounce forward" (Jones et al 2022) through
such exaptation of new resources. For them, them, he arena would be experienced through
constructing scenarios as a rhizome (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987), resulting in positive affirmation
engendering self-love.

6.2.1 Setting up an Anam Cara Support Arena

Decision making arenas in operation are located at the Community level of the Anam Cara
Ontology. The implement In narrative therapy's idea that sustainable change is often tied to the
co-construction of preferred identity stories (White & Epston, 1990). They are activated through
groups of participants making and exchanging stories about discovery, and innovation in the
conceptualisation, utilisation and transformation of resources for living. These stories involve
showing as well as telling what is, and what could be, rather than being told what should be. At the
interpersonal level, the arena is activated through the participants making and exchanging stories,
co-authored with their anam caras, about discovery, and innovation in the conceptualisation,
utilisation and transformation of resources for living positive affirmation sand self-love. These
stories involve showing as well as telling what is, and what could be, rather than being told what
should be.

The arena is unbounded, and grows as the participants progressively extend their scenarios,
networking with local agents (and their community knowledge) who could help in their
realisation in digital media form, which can then be assembled into an Anam Cara Story archive,
and ths be made available for future for exaptation into new contexts. (u and Chavez, 2019, see
section 2.8 above) by participants throughout the community.

6.3 Community Ripples and Compassionate Institutional Relevance

The Anam Cara Ontology is not limited to the personal , inter-person and and community levels, At
the At the Compassionate Institutional Level, herein it is embedded in school cultures, peer
networks, or mentoring programmes, it has the potential to transform collective norms. A system
that values emotional safety, reflection, and boundary-respect fosters a new kind of social contract,
one rooted in care rather than compliance.

Some educational programmes in India are beginning to train peer mentors in emotional first aid
and reflective dialogue, effectively institutionalising the Anam Cara model. This has broader
implications for mental health policy, curriculum development, and social innovation. As one school
counsellor noted, “When our students have someone they can trust deeply, they don’'t need us to
police them - they guide each other.”

6.4 Practical Implications for Anam Cara training and development



If we are to support sustainable self-leadership among youth, especially in decision-making
contexts, the Anam Cara model offers a scalable, culturally adaptable framework. It bridges the
intrapersonal and interpersonal, blends ancient wisdom with modern psychology, and foregrounds
the power of emotionally attuned relationships.

Compassionate institutions' policy frameworks should not only fund mental health services, but
actively create environments where Anam Cara-type relationships can flourish - in mentorship, in
teacher training, in parent education, and in digital communities.

For youth development practitioners, educators, and policymakers, the findings suggest that
fostering Anam Cara-like roles can significantly enhance the emotional resilience and autonomy of
young people. Programmes that pair adolescents with trained mentors, create reflective spaces in
classrooms, or train parents in emotionally attuned communication can serve to institutionalise this
support structure.
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