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    Introduction


    Communication is a basic life skill, as important as the skills by which you make your way through school or earn a living. Your ability to communicate largely determines your happiness. When you communicate effectively, you make and keep friends. You are valued at work. Your children respect and trust you. You get your sexual needs met.


    If you’re less effective at communicating, you’ll find your life deficient in one or more areas: Work may be all right, but your family shouts at the dinner table. Sex can be found, but friendships never seem to work out. You bounce from job to job and your mate is often cool, but you have a great time with your old school buddies. You get a lot of laughs at parties but go home alone.


    Effective communication makes life work. But where can you learn it? Parents are often dismal role models. Schools are busy teaching French and trigonometry. Often there’s no one to show you how to communicate your wants, your anger, or your secret fears. No one shows you how to fight fair instead of blaming others, how to listen actively, or how to check out someone’s meaning instead of mind reading.


    These skills have been known and available for years. They can and should be taught right along with the three Rs. Young adults, for example, should learn parent effectiveness skills in school before having children of their own—not years later when a teenage son is a truant or a daughter runs away. Colleges should provide core courses in the skills of communication in addition to the more traditional courses in communication theory.


    This book gathers the most essential communication skills into one volume. They are presented in condensed form, but with sufficient examples and exercises so that you can begin practicing the skills you want to acquire. The book tells you what to do about communicating rather than what to think about it. Pure theory is omitted unless it contributes directly to your understanding of a particular communication skill.


    Looking over the table of contents of this revised third edition, you will see that the emphasis on skills is reflected in the book’s organization. The first three chapters cover basic skills. Everybody needs to know how to listen, how to disclose thoughts and feelings, and how to express what’s really true.


    The section on advanced skills contains five chapters that teach you about using and understanding body language, decoding paralanguage and metamessages, uncovering hidden agendas, applying transactional analysis to your communications, and clarifying your own and others’ language.


    The next section, on conflict skills, contains four chapters covering skills that are essential in conflict situations: assertiveness, fair fighting, validating, and negotiating. The social skills section that follows contains two chapters on avoiding the pitfalls of prejudgment and making contact.


    The section on family skills teaches you how to communicate with your intimate partner, your children, and with your whole family.


    The final section, on public skills, offers three chapters about skills required for influencing others, when you are called upon to make a speech, and during interviews.


    Obviously, you should read the basic and advanced skills chapters first, then go on to the specific chapters appropriate to your relationships and position in life. Not so obviously, you have to do more than read. If you merely read, you will miss the main point of this book—that communication is a skill. The only way to learn a skill is experientially. You have to do it. You actually have to perform the exercises, follow the suggestions, and make these skills your own through practice. For some of the exercises in the book, you’ll need a notebook or some blank pieces of paper.


    Just as you wouldn’t expect to become a skilled woodworker after leafing through a back issue of Woodworking Magazine, so you can’t expect to become a glib, fascinating conversationalist after just perusing the chapter on making contact. Learning by doing applies to communication skills just as much as to woodworking, skiing, or playing a musical instrument. Skill requires knowledge. The knowledge is in this book. But you must put it to work in your everyday life.

  


  
    PART I


    Basic Skills


    1


    Listening


    You’re at a dinner party. Someone is telling anecdotes; someone is complaining; someone is bragging about his promotion. Everyone there is eager to talk, to tell his or her story. Suddenly you get the feeling that no one is listening. While the talk goes on, you notice that people’s eyes wander. They are perhaps rehearsing their own remarks. It’s as if they have secretly agreed, “I’ll be an audience for you if you’ll be an audience for me.” The party may be a success, but people go home without really hearing or knowing each other.


    Listening is an essential skill for making and keeping relationships. If you are a good listener, you’ll notice that others are drawn to you. Friends confide in you and your friendships deepen. Success comes a little easier because you hear and understand people; you know what they want and what hurts or irritates them. You get “lucky” breaks because people appreciate you and want you around.


    People who don’t listen are bores. They don’t seem interested in anyone but themselves. They turn off potential friends and lovers by giving the message “What you have to say doesn’t matter much to me.” As a result, they often feel lonely and isolated. The tragedy is that people who don’t listen rarely figure out what’s wrong. They change their perfume or cologne, they get new clothes, they work at being funny, and they talk about “interesting” things. But the underlying problem remains. They aren’t fun to talk to because the other person never feels satisfied that he or she has been heard.


    It’s dangerous not to listen! You miss important information and you don’t see problems coming. When you try to understand why people do things, you have to mind-read and guess to fill in the gaps in your listening skills.


    Listening is a commitment and a compliment. It’s a commitment to understanding how other people feel, how they see their world. It means putting aside your own prejudices and beliefs, your anxieties and self-interest, so that you can step behind the other person’s eyes. You try to look at things from the other person’s perspective. Listening is a compliment because it says to the other person, “I care about what’s happening to you; your life and your experience are important.” People usually respond to the compliment of listening by liking and appreciating you.


    Real Vs. Pseudo Listening


    Being quiet while someone else talks does not constitute real listening. Real listening is based on the intention to do one of four things:


    
      	Understand someone.


      	Enjoy someone.


      	Learn something.


      	Give help or solace.

    


    If you want to understand someone, you can’t help but really listen to him or her. When you’re enjoying a conversation or you intend to learn something, listening comes quite naturally. When you want to help someone express his or her feelings, you are involved, listening. The key to real listening is wanting and intending to do so. Unfortunately, a lot of pseudo listening masquerades as the real thing. The intention is not to listen but to meet some other need. Some of the typical needs met by pseudo listening are as follows:


    
      	Making people think you’re interested so they will like you.


      	Being alert to see if you are in danger of getting rejected.


      	Listening for one specific piece of information and ignoring everything else.


      	Buying time to prepare your next comment.


      	Half listening so someone will listen to you.


      	Listening to find someone’s vulnerabilities or to take advantage of him or her.


      	Looking for the weak points in an argument so you can always be right; listening to get ammunition for attack.


      	Checking to see how people are reacting, making sure you produce the desired effect.


      	Half listening because a good, kind, or nice person would.


      	Half listening because you don’t know how to get away without hurting or offending someone.

    


    Exercise.


    Everyone is a pseudo listener at times. Problems develop when real listening (the intention to understand, enjoy, learn, help) is happening a lot less than pseudo listening. In general, the more real listening you do, the better your relationships feel. Use the following chart to assess the real versus the pseudo listening you do with significant people in your life. Estimate the percentage of your listening that is real for each of the following:


    [image: Real Vs. Pseudo Listening- what percentage of your time is spent using Real listening?]


    [image: Real Vs. Pseudo Listening- Real listening pt. 2]


    * * *


    To use the information on your chart, ask yourself these questions:


    
      	Who are the people you listen to best?


      	Who are the people with whom you do more pseudo listening?


      	What is it about these people that makes it easier or harder to listen to them?


      	Are there any people on the chart with whom you want to do more real listening?

    


    As an exercise, choose one person you could relate to better. For one day, commit yourself to real listening. After each encounter, check your intention in listening. Were you trying to understand him or her, enjoy him or her, learn something, or give help or solace? Notice if you were doing any pseudo listening and what needs your pseudo listening satisfied.


    Habits form easily. If you continued this exercise for a week, attention to the quality of your listening would begin to be automatic.


    Blocks to Listening


    There are twelve blocks to listening. You will find that some are old favorites that you use over and over. Others are held in reserve for certain types of people or situations. Everyone uses listening blocks, so you shouldn’t worry if a lot of blocks are familiar. This is an opportunity for you to become more aware of your blocks at the time you actually use them.


    Comparing


    Comparing makes it hard to listen because you’re always trying to assess who is smarter, more competent, more emotionally healthy—you or the other. Some people focus on who has suffered more, who’s a bigger victim. While someone’s talking, they have thoughts such as these: “Could I do it that well?” “I’ve had it harder; he doesn’t know what hard is.” “I earn more than that.” “My kids are so much brighter.” They can’t let much in because they’re too busy seeing if they measure up.


    Mind Reading


    The mind reader doesn’t pay much attention to what people say. In fact, he or she often distrusts it. The mind reader is trying to figure out what the other person is really thinking and feeling: “She says she wants to go to the show, but I’ll bet she’s tired and wants to relax. She might be resentful if I pushed her when she doesn’t want to go.” The mind reader pays less attention to words than to intonations and subtle cues in an effort to see through to the truth.


    If you are a mind reader, you probably make assumptions about how people react to you: “I bet he’s looking at my lousy skin.” “She thinks I’m stupid. “She’s turned off by my shyness.” These notions are born of intuition, hunches, and vague misgivings; they have little to do with what the person actually says to you.


    Rehearsing


    You don’t have time to listen when you’re rehearsing what to say. Your whole attention is on the preparation and crafting of your next comment. You have to look interested, but your mind is going a mile a minute because you’ve got a story to tell or a point to make. Some people rehearse whole chains of responses: “I’ll say X, then he’ll say Y, then I’ll say Z,” and so on.


    Filtering


    When you filter, you listen to some things and not to others. You pay only enough attention to see if somebody’s angry or unhappy or if you’re in emotional danger. Once assured that the communication contains none of those things, you let your mind wander. One woman listens just enough to her son to learn whether he is fighting again at school. Relieved to hear he isn’t, she begins thinking about her shopping list. A young man quickly ascertains what kind of mood his girlfriend is in. If she seems happy as she describes her day, his thoughts begin wandering.


    Another way people filter is simply to avoid hearing certain things—particularly anything threatening, negative, critical, or unpleasant. It’s as if the words were never said: you simply have no memory of them.


    Judging


    Negative labels have enormous power. If you prejudge someone as stupid or nuts or unqualified, you don’t pay much attention to what that person says. You’ve already written the person off. Hastily judging a statement as immoral, hypocritical, fascist, pinko, or crazy means you’ve ceased to listen and have begun a knee-jerk reaction. A basic rule of listening is that judgments should only be made after you have heard and evaluated the content of the message.


    Dreaming


    You’re half listening, and something the person says suddenly triggers a chain of private associations. Your neighbor says she’s been laid off, and in a flash you’re back to the scene where you got fired for playing hearts on those long coffee breaks. Hearts is a great game; there were the great nights of hearts years ago on Sutter Street. And you’re gone, only to return a few minutes later as your neighbor says, “I knew you’d understand, but don’t tell my husband.”


    You are more prone to dreaming when you feel bored or anxious. Everybody dreams, and you sometimes need to make herculean efforts to stay tuned in. But if you dream a lot with certain people, it may indicate a lack of commitment to knowing or appreciating them. At the very least, it’s a statement that you don’t value what they have to say very much.


    Identifying


    Here you take everything someone tells you and refer it back to your own experience. Someone wants to tell you about a toothache, but that reminds you of the time you had oral surgery for receding gums. You launch into your story before the other person can finish his or hers. Everything you hear reminds you of something that you’ve felt, done, or suffered. You’re so busy with these exciting tales of your life that there’s no time to really hear or get to know the other person.


    Advising


    You are the great problem solver, ready with help and suggestions. You don’t have to hear more than a few sentences before you begin searching for the right advice. However, while you are cooking up suggestions and convincing someone to “just try it,” you may miss what’s most important. You didn’t hear the feelings, and you didn’t acknowledge the person’s pain. He or she still feels basically alone because you couldn’t listen and just be there.


    Sparring


    This listening block has you arguing and debating with people. The other person never feels heard because you’re so quick to disagree. In fact, a lot of your focus is on finding things to disagree with. You take strong stands and are very clear about your beliefs and preferences. The way to avoid sparring is to repeat back and acknowledge what you’ve heard. Look for one thing you might agree with.


    One subtype of sparring is the put-down. You use acerbic or sarcastic remarks to dismiss the other person’s point of view. For example, Helen starts telling Arthur about her problems in a biology class. Arthur says, “When are you going to have brains enough to drop that class?” Al is feeling overwhelmed with the noise from the TV. When he tells Rebecca, she says, “Oh god, not the TV routine again.” The put-down is the standard block to listening in many marriages. It quickly pushes the communication into stereotyped patterns where each person repeats a familiar hostile litany.


    A second type of sparring is discounting. Discounting is for people who can’t stand compliments: “Oh, I didn’t do anything.” “What do you mean? I was totally lame.” “It’s nice of you to say, but it’s really a very poor attempt.” The basic technique of discounting is to run yourself down when you get a compliment. Others never feel satisfied that you really heard their appreciation. And they’re right—you didn’t.


    Being Right


    Being right means you will go to any lengths (twist the facts, start shouting, make excuses or accusations, call up past sins) to avoid being wrong. You can’t listen to criticism, you can’t be corrected, and you can’t take suggestions to change. Your convictions are unshakable. And since you won’t acknowledge that your mistakes are mistakes, you just keep making them.


    Derailing


    This listening block is accomplished by suddenly changing the subject. You derail the train of conversation when you get bored or uncomfortable with a topic. Another way of derailing is with humor. You respond to whatever is said with a joke or quip in order to avoid the discomfort or anxiety in seriously listening to the other person.


    Placating


    “Right… Right… Absolutely… I know… Of course you are… Incredible… Yes… Really?” You want to be nice, pleasant, supportive. You want people to like you, so you agree with everything. You want to avoid conflict. You may half listen, just enough to get the drift, but you’re not really involved. You are placating rather than tuning in and examining what’s being said.


    Assessing Your Listening Blocks


    Now that you’ve read about the listening blocks, you probably have an idea of which ones apply to you. Make a note of each listening block that seems typical of how you avoid listening. Having identified your blocks, you can begin to explore whom you are blocking out. You can also find out which people or types of people typically elicit certain blocks. For example, you may spar with your mother but derail your best friend, or you may placate and rehearse with your boss but do a lot of advising with your children.


    In the following exercises, you will explore the listening blocks you typically use, which blocks you tend to use with which people, and how often and in which situations you resort to listening blocks. After you’ve assessed your listening patterns, the final exercise will help you make small changes that will enable you become a better listener in the future.


    Exercise.


    For significant people in your life, write down which listening blocks you typically use. Note that for many people, you may use more than one block.


    [image: Which Listening Blocks do you Use?]


    [image: Which Listening Blocks do you Use? pt.2]


    * * *


    Look at your pattern of blocking. Are you blocking more at home or at work, with same-sex or opposite-sex friends? Do certain people or situations trigger blocking? Do you rely mostly on one kind of blocking, or do you use different blocks with different people and situations?


    Exercise.


    To help systematize your exploration of blocking, reserve a day to do take the following five steps. Note that the goal of this exercise isn’t to eliminate listening blocks but to increase your awareness of how and when you engage in blocking.


    
      	Select your most commonly used block.


      	Keep a tally sheet: How many times did you use the block in one day?


      	With whom did you use the block most?


      	What subjects or situations usually triggered the block?


      	When you started to block, how were you feeling? (Circle everything that applies.)

    


    bored anxious irritated hurt jealous frustrated rushed down criticized excited preoccupied attacked tired


    Other ___________


    * * *


    This awareness exercise can be repeated with as many blocks as you care to explore. Keep track of only one block in any given day.


    Exercise.


    


    After gaining more awareness, you may want to change some of your blocking behavior. Reserve another two days to do the following:


    
      	Select one significant person you’d like to stop blocking.


      	Keep a tally sheet: How many times did you block the person on day one?


      	What blocks did you use?


      	What subjects or situations usually triggered the blocks?


      	On day two, consciously avoid using your blocking gambits with the target person. Try paraphrasing instead (see the next section). Make a real commitment to listening. Notice and write down how you feel and what happens when you resist blocking. (Note: Don’t expect miracles. If you have a 50 percent reduction in blocking, that’s success.)

    


    * * *


    Initially, you may feel anxious, bored, or irritated. You may find yourself avoiding one blocking gambit only to cook up another. The conversation may take uncomfortable turns. You may suddenly share and reveal things you previously kept to yourself. Be a scientist. Objectively observe what happens. Evaluate it. Does this feel better than the usual way you operate with the target person? If it doesn’t, extend the exercise for a week. Notice how you gradually form the habit of checking how well you are listening.


    Four Steps to Effective Listening


    There are four steps to effective listening: listening actively, listening with empathy, listening with openness, and listening with awareness.


    Active Listening


    Listening doesn’t mean sitting still with your mouth shut. A corpse can do that. Listening is an active process that requires your participation. To fully understand the meaning of a communication, you usually have to ask questions and give feedback. Then, in the give-and-take that follows, you get a fuller appreciation of what’s being said. You have gone beyond passively absorbing; you are a collaborator in the communication process. Listening actively involves paraphrasing, clarifying, and giving feedback.


    Paraphrasing


    To paraphrase means to state in your own words what you think someone just said. Paraphrasing is absolutely necessary to good listening. It keeps you busy trying to understand and know what the other person means, rather than blocking. You can paraphrase by using such lead-ins as the following: “What I hear you saying is…” “In other words…” “So basically how you felt was…” “Let me understand, what was going on for you was…” “What happened was…” Do you mean…?” You should paraphrase every time someone says something of any importance to you. Try it and you will reap five big dividends:


    
      	People deeply appreciate feeling heard.


      	Paraphrasing stops escalating anger and cools down crisis.


      	Paraphrasing stops miscommunication. False assumptions, errors, and misinterpretations are corrected on the spot.


      	Paraphrasing helps you remember what was said.


      	When you paraphrase, you’ll find it much harder to compare, judge, rehearse, spar, advise, derail, dream, and so on. In fact, paraphrasing is the antidote to most listening blocks.

    


    If it’s so great and solves so many listening ills, why doesn’t everybody do it? Everybody should. But schools rarely teach basic life skills, and most people learn how to listen by example. There are a lot of bad examples.


    To get practice paraphrasing, do the following exercise. Choose a friend who likes to try new things. Explain that you want to improve your listening skills. The friend’s job is to tell you a story of something important that happened in his or her life. Basically, all your friend has to do is talk. Your job, at intervals, is to paraphrase what’s just been said. Say in your own way what you’ve heard so far and find out if you’re getting it right. Every time you paraphrase, your friend gets to decide if you’ve really understood. The friend makes corrections in what you said, and you incorporate those corrections in a new attempt at paraphrasing. You keep at it, paraphrasing and correcting, until your friend is satisfied that he or she has been heard.


    You may be surprised at how long it sometimes takes to clear up confusion and agree on what’s been said. Misconceptions start very easily.


    Clarifying


    Clarifying often goes along with paraphrasing. It means asking questions until you get more of the picture. Since your intention is to fully understand what’s being said, you often have to ask for more information, more background. You have to know the circumstances. Clarifying helps you sharpen your listening focus so that you hear more than vague generalities. You hear events in the context of what someone thought and felt, the relevant history. Clarifying also lets the other person know that you’re interested. It gives the message “I’m willing to work at knowing and understanding you.”


    Giving Feedback


    Active listening depends on feedback. You’ve paraphrased and clarified what was said and hopefully understand it. This is the point at which you can talk about your reactions. In a nonjudgmental way, you can share what you thought, felt, or sensed. This doesn’t mean falling back into sparring or identifying as a reaction. It means sharing what happened inside you.


    Now is a good time to check your perceptions. You watched the other person’s body language and listened to his or her tone of voice. You noticed things that seemed to betray what the person felt. You may have also drawn conclusions about the content of the communication. To check perceptions, you transform what you saw and heard into a tentative description: “I want to understand your feelings—is this [giving a description] the way you feel?” “Listening to what you said, I wonder if [your description] is what’s really happening in the situation.” All this is done without approval or disapproval, with only a wish to see if your hunch is correct.


    Feedback also helps the other person understand the effect of his or her communication. It’s another chance to correct errors and misconceptions. It’s also a chance for him or her to get a fresh and valuable point of view—yours.


    There are three important rules for giving feedback: it has to be immediate, it has to be honest, and it has to be supportive. Immediate means giving feedback as soon as you fully understand the communication (after paraphrasing and clarifying). Putting off your feedback, even for a few hours, makes it much less valuable. Honest means giving your real reaction—not something out of Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf. You don’t have to tear into somebody to give your reaction. In fact, brutality is rarely honest. Your feedback should be honest and supportive. You can be gentle, saying what you need to say without causing damage or defensiveness. For example, “I get the feeling that there’s something you’re not telling me” is more supportive than “You’re holding out on me.” “I think there’s a real possibility that you’ve made a mistake” is more supportive than “You’ve been a fool.”


    Listening with Empathy


    There is only one requirement for listening with empathy: simply know that everyone is trying to survive. You don’t have to like everyone or agree with everyone, but recognize that you do share the same struggles. Every second of the day, you are trying to survive both physically and psychologically. Every thought, every choice, every movement is designed to preserve your existence.


    The outrageous, the inconsiderate, the false, and the violent acts are all strategies to minimize pain (death) and hold on to life. Some people have better survival strategies than others. And some are plainly incompetent, making a mess of everything they touch. They don’t live as long physically, and they die an early psychological death from chronic depression or anxiety.


    Listening with empathy means saying to yourself, “This is hard to hear, but it’s another human being trying to live.” Ask yourself, “How might this belief or this decision, though it may ultimately fail, lower this person’s anxiety or get some needs met?”


    Your ability to listen naturally goes down when someone is angry, criticizes, or wallows in self-pity. If you find listening with empathy difficult, ask these questions:


    
      	What need is the (anger, etc.) coming from?


      	What danger is this person experiencing?


      	What is he or she asking for?

    


    Listening with Openness


    It’s difficult to listen when you’re judging and finding fault. All the information gets scrambled coming in, while you build a case to dismiss a person or his or her ideas. You have to listen selectively, filtering out everything that makes sense and pouncing on whatever seems false or silly. You collect and hoard the “stupidities” so you can share them later with a sympathetic audience.


    Judgments can be very gratifying, but here’s how you pay for them:


    
      	If your opinions have been proven false, you are the last to know.


      	You don’t grow intellectually because you only listen to viewpoints you already hold.


      	You dismiss otherwise worthwhile people because you disagree with their ideas.


      	Others lose interest in you because you spar and don’t listen.


      	You miss important information.

    


    Nearly everyone has trouble listening openly. You don’t want to hear your sacred cows reduced to hamburger. You don’t want to face certain facts about yourself. Nor do you want to believe that an unlikable person has said something worth thinking about. You naturally want to argue, to shout it down.


    The fear of being wrong has vast proportions. That’s because your opinions and beliefs are closely tied to your self-esteem. Being wrong can equal being stupid, bad, or worthless. It would be a great step forward if beliefs and opinions could be seen as temporary hypotheses—held until disproved or modified. Rather than building your self-esteem on being right, you might reform your picture of yourself into that of one who, above all, wants to find the truth.


    Listening with openness is a skill you can learn. The following exercise, called a reversal, should be tried with someone you trust. Select an old disagreement that isn’t too explosive. Each of you states your side of the argument. Now reverse sides and argue for the opposite position. Do it convincingly, really pushing the other person’s point of view. Try to win the debate from the other side. Don’t stop until you feel immersed in the viewpoint you once opposed. At the end, share with each other what you experienced.


    Obviously, you can’t practice reversals most of the time. What you can do, as an exercise in openness, is think of yourself as an anthropologist. Imagine that the person you’re talking to hails from another country with different customs and ways of thinking, and your job is to find out how the other person’s point of view makes sense, to see how it fits with his or her worldview, history, and particular social system.


    The most important rule for listening with openness is to hear the whole statement, the entire communication, before judging. Premature evaluations don’t make sense because you don’t have all the information.


    Listening with Awareness


    There are two components to listening with awareness. One is to compare what’s being said to your own knowledge of history, people, and the way things are. You do this without judgment, simply making note of how a communication fits with known facts.


    The second way you listen with awareness is to hear and observe congruence. Does the person’s tone of voice, emphasis, facial expression, and posture fit with the content of his or her communication? If someone is telling you that his father has just died, but smiles and leans back comfortably with his hands laced behind his head, the message doesn’t make sense. There is no congruence. If body, face, voice, and words don’t fit, your job as a listener is to clarify and give feedback about the discrepancy. If you ignore it, you’re settling for an incomplete or confusing message.


    If you want to practice noticing incongruity, watch some TV comedies. Much of the humor is based on the mismatch of expression and content.


    Total Listening


    People want you to listen, so they look for clues to prove that you are listening. Here’s how to be a total listener:


    
      	Maintain good eye contact.


      	Lean slightly forward.


      	Reinforce the speaker by nodding or paraphrasing.


      	Clarify by asking questions.


      	Actively move away from distractions.


      	Be committed to understanding what was said, even if you’re angry or upset.

    


    Listening for Couples


    Perhaps the most important application for your listening skills is when you communicate with your partner. A process called reciprocal communication provides a structure in which you can really hear each other. Here’s how it works. When you’re discussing a topic that is a conflict area for you, take turns being the speaker and the listener, switching places after five minutes.


    When you’re the speaker:


    
      	Explain your point of view briefly and succinctly.


      	Avoid blaming and name-calling. Don’t accuse and don’t focus on your partner’s failings.


      	Talk in terms of yourself and your experience. Focus on what you want and what you feel.

    


    When you’re the listener:


    
      	Give your full attention so that you can really understand your partner’s feelings, opinions, and needs.


      	Don’t disagree, argue, or correct anything your partner says.


      	You can ask questions to clarify an issue but not to debate and make counterpoints.

    


    After the speaker describes his or her side of the issue for five minutes, the listener summarizes, using the paraphrasing skills discussed earlier. If the listener’s summary leaves out something important, or the listener has misunderstood, the speaker can clarify and explain again until he or she feels completely heard.


    When the first round of expressing and listening is over, it’s time to switch places. The speaker becomes the listener, and vice versa. Follow exactly the same instructions until the second speaker feels thoroughly understood.


    Reciprocal communication can be used with practically any problematic issue. Its main virtues are that it slows down communication so that conflicts are less likely to escalate and it promotes clarity about the needs and feelings of each partner.
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    Self-Disclosure


    Self-disclosure may be as scary to you as skydiving without a parachute. You hold back because you anticipate rejection or disapproval. But you miss a lot. Self-disclosure makes relationships exciting and builds intimacy. It clarifies and enlivens. Without self-disclosure, you are isolated in your private experience.


    You can’t help disclosing yourself. You do it whenever you’re around other people. Even if you ignore them, your silence and posture are disclosing something. The question isn’t whether to disclose yourself, but how to do it appropriately and effectively.


    For the purposes of this chapter, self-disclosure is simply communicating information about yourself. Contained in that short definition are some important implications, however. First of all, “communicating” implies another human being is on the receiving end of your disclosure. Introspection and writing about yourself in a journal or diary won’t pass as self-disclosure. “Communicating” also implies disclosure by nonverbal language such as gestures, posture, and tone of voice. Nonverbal language tends to include a lot of unintentional slips.


    “Information” in the definition implies that what is disclosed is new knowledge to the other person, not a rehash of old themes and stories. The information can take the form of facts you have observed and are pointing out, feelings you had in the past or are experiencing now, your thoughts about yourself or others, and your desires or needs in the past or present.


    The key word in the definition is “yourself.” This means your true self. Self-disclosure is not a cloud of lies or distortions or an attractive mask.


    To better understand this self that is being disclosed, examine the image below, adapted from the Johari Window (Luft 1984). Imagine that your entire being is represented by a circle, divided into quadrants like this:


    [image: Johari Window: Open Self- Blind Self - Hidden Self - Unknown Self]


    The first quadrant is your Open Self. It contains all your conscious actions and statements. The second is your Blind Self, which is comprised of things others can find out about you that you are unaware of: habits, mannerisms, defense mechanisms, flight strategies. The third quadrant is your Hidden Self. This includes all your secrets—everything you think, feel, and desire that you keep to yourself. The fourth quadrant is your Unknown Self. Since this self is by definition unknown, we can only assume its existence and give it names like the unconscious or subconscious. Dreams and mystical experiences are the strongest evidence for the existence of the Unknown Self.


    These are not rigid compartments. Observations, thoughts, feelings, and wants are constantly moving from one area to another as you go about your daily routine. Everything you see and hear and touch in the outside world is taken into the Hidden Self. Some is forgotten, which may mean that it goes down into the Unknown Self. Some experiences contribute to your continuing unconscious habits and thus move into your Blind Self. Some things you remember but never reveal, just leaving them in the Hidden Self. And some things that you notice you pass on to others, moving them into the Open Self. When you have an insight about how you operate in the world, you move it from the Blind to the Hidden Self. Sharing the insight with someone moves it into the Open Self.


    The movement that this chapter studies is the shift of information about your observations, feelings, thoughts, and needs from the Hidden to the Open Self. This is self-disclosure. If you are good at self-disclosure, your Open Self quadrant is large compared to the other quadrants. The larger your Open Self, the more likely you will be to reap the rewards of self-disclosure.


    Rewards of Self-Disclosure


    Accurately revealing who you are is hard work. Sometimes you think, “Why struggle to explain? Why risk rejection?” And yet the need to be close to others, to let them inside, keeps reemerging. Several things make self-disclosure worth the trouble.


    Increased Self-Knowledge


    It’s paradoxical but true that you know yourself to the extent that you are known. Your thoughts, feelings, and needs often remain vague and clouded until you put them into words. The process of making someone else understand you demands that you clarify, define, elaborate, and draw conclusions. Expressing your needs, for example, gives them shape and color, adds details, and points up inconsistencies and possible areas of conflict that you need to resolve.


    Closer Intimate Relationships


    Knowledge of yourself and the other person is basic to an intimate relationship. If you are both willing to disclose your true selves, the relationship deepens. If one or both of you keep large parts withheld, the relationship will be correspondingly shallow and unsatisfying.


    Improved Communication


    Disclosure breeds disclosure. As you make yourself available to others, they are encouraged to open up in response. The range of topics available for discussion broadens, even with those who are not particularly intimate with you. The depth of communication on a given topic deepens too, so you get more than mere facts and opinions from others. They become willing to share their feelings, their deeply held convictions, and their needs.


    Lighter Guilt Feelings


    Guilt is a hybrid emotion composed of anger at yourself and fear of retribution for something you have done, failed to do, or thought. Guilt is often unreasonable and always painful. One thing that can relieve the pain a little is disclosure. Disclosing what you have done or thought lightens the guilt feeling in two ways: First, you no longer have to expend energy to keep the transgression hidden. Second, when the thing you feel guilty about is disclosed, you can look at it more objectively. You can get feedback. Here is an opportunity to examine whether the guilt is justified, or whether your rules and values are too strict, too unforgiving.


    Disclosure as first aid for guilt is institutionalized in several forms: Catholics confess, Protestants witness, AA members declare themselves alcoholics, and those in therapy relive traumatic events. But you don’t need a priest or a therapist to experience the healing effects of disclosure. A good friend will do.


    More Energy


    It takes energy to keep important information about yourself hidden. Suppose you quit your job and go home to your family as usual, making no mention of your impending poverty. Here’s what happens: You don’t notice that your daughter has a new haircut, that your favorite dinner is on the table, or that the bathroom has been freshly painted. In fact, you’re so concerned with keeping your secret, you can barely notice anything. You are silent, withdrawn, grouchy. Nothing is fun. Life is a burden. All your energy is drained. Until you unburden yourself, you are a walking corpse.


    When a conversation seems dead, boring, and hard to keep going, ask yourself if there’s something you’re withholding. Unexpressed feelings and needs tend to simmer. They build up inside you until you lose spontaneity and your conversation takes on all the liveliness of a funeral oration. That’s one way to tell if you should reveal a secret: if withheld feelings or needs keep cropping up to deaden your relationship.


    Blocks to Self-Disclosure


    Since self-disclosure is so rewarding, why doesn’t everybody tell everybody else everything all the time? In fact, some powerful sources of resistance to self-disclosure often keep you huddled in your Hidden Self.


    One of these sources of resistance is a societal bias against self-disclosure. It isn’t considered nice to talk about yourself too much, or to discuss your feelings or needs outside a narrow family circle.


    You often don’t disclose yourself out of fear: fear of rejection, fear of punishment, fear of being talked about behind your back, or fear that someone will take advantage of you. Someone might laugh, or say no, or leave. If you reveal one negative trait, they will imagine you’re all bad. If you reveal something positive, you might be accused of bragging. If you take a stand, you might have to do something about it—vote, contribute, volunteer, or get involved in other people’s troubles. Finally, you may be afraid of self-knowledge itself. You instinctively know that by disclosing yourself, you will come to know yourself better. You suspect that there are some unpleasant truths about yourself that you would rather not be aware of.


    Optimal Levels of Self-Disclosure


    Some people are just more extroverted and forthcoming about themselves than others. Their Open Selves are relatively larger:


    [image: Your Johari Windows with persons A - C]


    Actually, how much you reveal of yourself is not a fixed quantity. You may have a constant tendency to be more open or reserved than the next person, but within your range of openness, you fluctuate depending on your mood, whom you’re talking to, and what you’re talking about. The following diagrams represent the same person in different conversations:


    [image: Your Johari Windows with traffic cop, casual friend, lover]


    Research in self-disclosure confirms what common sense suggests. You tend to be more open with your partner, certain family members, and your close friends. You are more willing to disclose your preferences in clothes and foods than your financial status or sexual preferences. In some moods, you don’t want to tell anyone anything. As you age from seventeen to fifty, you’ll probably increase your average level of self-disclosure and then become more reserved after fifty.


    Healthy self-disclosure is a matter of balance, of learning when to tell what to whom. Generally speaking, the more information you consistently move into the Open Self, the better your communication will be. The more you keep hidden or remain blind to, the less effective your communication will be. Beware of extremes. If your Open Self is too large, you’ll be a garrulous, inappropriate blabbermouth; if too small, you’ll be closed and secretive. If your Blind Self is too large, you’ll be oblivious to how you appear in the world. Unknown to you, you’ll get a reputation as a bully, a space cadet, a tightwad, and so on. If your Blind Self is too small, you’ll be an overanalyzed self-awareness addict. If your Hidden Self is too large, you will be withdrawn and out of reach; if too small, you will be untrustworthy—no secret will be safe with you.


    Assessing Your Self-Disclosure


    The following exercise will reveal how you disclose yourself to some of the significant people in your life.


    Exercise.


    For each topic described on the left, indicate on the right how you have talked about it to your mother, father, mate, child, and best friends. If your parents are dead, you have no children, or you can’t think of anyone to fill the friends or mate categories, leave those entries blank.


    Use this rating scale:


    0 You have told the other person nothing about this aspect of yourself.


    1 You have talked in general terms about this. The other person knows some of the facts but not the complete message.


    2 You have told the other person about this completely, including your observations, thoughts, feelings, and needs.


    X You have lied or misrepresented yourself regarding this aspect. The other person has a false picture of you.


    [image: Table: Assessing Your Self-Disclosure - Tastes, attitudes/ people in your life]


    [image: Table: Assessing Your Self-Disclosure - Work, Money, Personality/ people in your life]


    [image: Table: Assessing Your Self-Disclosure - Body/ people in your life]


    * * *


    Notice which topics seem easier to talk about. Notice what you consistently remain quiet or lie about. How much energy are you devoting to keep that stuff hidden?


    Notice to whom you talk and from whom you are hiding. Are there any obvious patterns along family lines? Along gender lines?


    Make a note of the topics or people you want to concentrate on, and keep them in mind for the next exercise.


    Practice in Self-Disclosure


    The following exercise will give you practice in self-disclosure. It proceeds in three stages, from telling someone else a few facts about yourself to revealing your current thoughts, feelings, and needs.


    Information


    Here you deal with facts only. Choose an acquaintance and tell him or her about your job, your last vacation, or some interesting experience you’ve had. Stick to the facts of when, where, what, who, and so on. Don’t include any of your feelings or opinions. When you are comfortable with disclosing the facts, go on to the next step.


    Thoughts, feelings, and needs regarding the past or future


    Facts are only part of the story. The next step in practicing self-disclosure is to include your thoughts, feelings, and needs. Refer to the assessment exercise to find topics for this step. You can talk about your tastes in music, your religious convictions, your ambitions at work, your finances, what you’re especially proud of, your health, and so on. Tell someone you trust about your chosen topic. Besides just the facts, tell him or her what you think about the matter, how you feel about it, and what needs or wants you have regarding it.


    Don’t try to talk with this person about what you are feeling or thinking right now. Practice only on topics that relate to the past (recent or remote) or future. When you are comfortable with this step, you can practice here-and-now communications.


    Here-and-now communications


    This is the most difficult type of self-disclosure because you have to take the risk of sharing with someone else what you think, feel, and need right now.


    For example, you can talk about how you’re feeling attracted to the other person, how his or her responses are affecting you, how you’re holding something back, how you’re slanting your story to make yourself look good, how you want the conversation to come out, what you need right now, how relaxed or nervous you’re feeling, and so on. This is the most complete and satisfying mode of self-disclosure and is explored more fully in chapter 3.


    To get into here-and-now communications gradually, select one thing to concentrate on for a week. For example, you might practice giving feedback to others on how conversations are affecting you. Go slowly. Scare yourself a little bit, but not so much that you give up talking about the here and now.

  




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 
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“What was it about the work that you
found boring?”
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Statements Questions
“I'm sad.”

“The empire was destroyed.”

“James is too good.”

“I just don't know what o do.”

“Alice is the most talented.”
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Statements

“Our relationship
seems strained.”

“Work is nothing
but problems.”

“The day was full
of rejection.”

“The excitement is gone.”

“There are no solutions.”

Questions

“How arc we relating that
you're fecling strained?”

“Exactly what kind of problems have
been plaguing you?”

“How were you rejected during
the day?”

“What excited you that isn'e
happening now?”

“In what ways have you tricd to solve
the problem?”
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Statements

“If Tom would only listen
to me, I would tell him
how I really feel.”

“If you really loved me,
youd spend more time
with me.”

“I'm in scrious trouble,
so I need an immediate
appointment.”

“Your dog menaces
my children. Eiher lock
up or put him to slecp.”

“She’s not much of a
mother and the children
suffer for it.”

Questions

“How does Tom scem not to listen
to you?”

“In what ways do [ scem not o really
love you?”

“In what way is the trouble serious?”

“How does my dog scem to menace
your childrenz”

“What does she do that indicates she's
a poor mother?”
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Mistaken Traditional Assumptions

It is selfish to put your nceds before
others’ needs.

It is shameful to make mistakes. You
should have an appropriate responsc for
every occasion.

If you can't convince others that your
feclings arc reasonable, then your fecl-
ings must be wrong.

You should respect the views of others,
especially if they are in a position of
authority. Keep your diffcrences of
opinion to yourself. Listen and learn.

You should always try to be logical and
consistent.

You should be flexible and adjust.
Others have good reasons for their
actions and it not polite to
question them.

You should never interrupt people.
Asking questions reveals your
stupidity to others.

Things could get cven worse don't rock
the boat.

You shouldn’t take up others’
valuable time with your problems.

People don't want to hear that you fecl
bad, so keep it o yourself.

Your Legitimate Rights

You have a right to put
gt m
yoursclf fist sometimes.

You have a right to make
mistakes.

You have a right to be the
final judge of your
feelings and accept them
as legitimate.

You have a right to have
your own opinions and
convictions.

You have a right to change
your mind or decide on a
different course of action.

You have a right to protest
any treatment or criticism
that feels bad to you.

You have a right to
interrupt in order to ask for
clarification.

You have a right to
negotiate for change.

You have a right to ask for
help or cmotional support.

You have a right to feel and
express pain.
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Statements Questions
“Tony doesn' like me.”

“You think that I don’t care
about the kids.”

“I think that you're
precty anxious.”
“You're expecting too
much of me”

“When she talks fast like that,
she's angry.”
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Statements Questions

“I can't get very far with
my homework.”

“I can’t wait for her any longer.”

“You have to get a more
mature attitude.”

“You must think of their
feclings.”

“You ought to spend your time
doing something really productive.
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Statements Questions
“If you're going to be greedy;
lets stop playing cards.”

“Since he’s so cheap, I won't
ask him for a loan.”

“I wouldn’t work overtime if
they didn't really need me.”

“IF Seella weren't so lazy, she
would have gotten betcer grades.”

“If you cared morc, you'd
keep the lawn nice”
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Figure 5
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Language Pattern  Example of Error
Error

Understanding a Model
Deletions “I'm disgusted!”

Vague pronouns  “They say a housing

shortage is
coming,”

Vague verbs “Bill made me lose.”

Nominalizations ~ “I'm fecling regrer.”

“The martiage is
empty.”

Challenging the Limits of a Model

Absolutes “I'm always left out.”

Imposed limits “You can’t succeed.”

“You must visit her.”

Imposcd values  “Conscrvatives are
idiots.”

fying Questions

“About what or whom?”

“Who says that?”

“How exactly did Bill
make you losc?”

“What arc you
regretting?”

“Wha about the marriage
makes you feel empry?”

“Absolutely, always? Can
you recall ever being
included?”

“What would happen if
1 did? What or who
would stop me from
succeeding?”

“What would happen if
1 didn'e”

“To whom are conserva-
tive beliefs idiotic?”
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The Communication Skills Book
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Statement Questions

“Modern popular music
s just noise.”

“Jogging is the best form
of excreise.”

“Fanaticism s dangerous.”

“Anger is an

unnecessary emotion.”

“Politicians are fools.”
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‘What Child Says How Child Is Feeling

Example: *1 don't know what is wrong. Stumped. Discouraged.
I can’t figure it out. Maybe I should just ~ Tempred to give up.
quit trying”

1. “Oh boy, only ten more days until

school’s out.”

2. “Look, Daddy, I made an airplanc
with my new tools!”

3. “Will you hold my hand when we go
nto preschool?”

4. “Gee, I not having any fun. I can't
think of anything to do.”

5. “Pll never be good like Jim. 1 practice
and practice, and he’s stil beter than me.”

6. “My new teacher gives us too much
homework. I can never get it all done.
Whae'll T do?”

7. “All the other kids went to the beach.
I don’t have anyone o play with.”

8. “Jim's parents let him ride his bike to
school, but I'm a better rider than Jim.”

9. “I shouldn’t have been so mean to
litcle Jimmy. 1 guess I was bad.”

10. “But [ want to get my lip pierced—
ic's my body, isn'c ic”
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Statements Questions

“I'm confused.” “About what? About whom?”

“I'm ready.” “What are you ready to do?”

“My mood is better.” “About what? Better than what?”
“I want help.” “What kind of help do you want?”
“Ann is the worst.” “Worst what? The worst comparcd

to whom?”
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Statements Questions
“They aren't listening to me.”
“This is casy!”

“It was scnsational.”

“This can't go on this way!

“It looks wrong to me.”
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