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Introduction: What Do Healthy Relationships Look Like?


Do you ever wonder what healthy relationships look like? Probably. Especially since most of the problems we have in our daily lives are “people problems” – have you noticed? Most of the difficulties we face on a daily basis have to do with our interactions with our fellow human beings. Be it with our partners, families, children, parents – or with our friends, neighbors or colleagues at work.


Take for example a challenging work situation. When we have problems, it’s usually not because we don’t have the required skill set to do our jobs, but rather our difficulties may be with a dominating boss or disrespectful coworkers. And we might face similar difficulties or problems on the home front, as we attempt to navigate through the challenges of getting along with our partners and children. And once again, it’s not because we don’t know how to cook, clean, make our beds or shop for food, but rather it’s usually the challenge of how to deal with the other people that we are sharing this space with so there is a relative level of peace and harmony.


I know this is the biggest challenge for most people, not just from my own experience, but because I have worked for many years as a coach and therapist, so I have been hearing these problems over and over again every single day, year in and year out. And I hear people asking over and over again:


How can we get along with our fellow human beings?


How can we deal respectfully with our partners and families while still remaining true to who we are?


How can we manage better at the workplace - and deal with our superiors and colleagues so that we can maintain our self-respect and enjoy going to work?


In short, these questions boil down to:


What, in fact, do healthy relationships look like?


What are the characteristics and qualities of relationships that work and function for all the people involved?


How can we identify what works and what doesn’t work?


This is what we all want to know.


And this is what this book is about. This book is an attempt to look realistically at these challenges and to answer these important questions.


Based on the way things are


In order to identify the characteristics that define healthy relationships – we must base our analysis on the reality of the way things are – and not on some dream or theoretical idea of how we think things “should” be. When we do this – when we look at reality – we quickly discover that people are different and that each person has his or her own background, thoughts, emotions and belief systems. Thus, each person also has his or her own interpretation of events, circumstances and people. In other words, when we look at reality, we discover that people are different and have different ideas about how things “should” be done.


So based on this reality – the reality that people are different and have different ideas about how to do things – how can we best get along with our fellow human beings? What do healthy relationships actually look like? What does a healthy relationship with a partner look like? What does a healthy family look like? How do parents relate to their children in a healthy manner? What are the characteristics of respectful, constructive conversations? How can we negotiate the challenges of our everyday lives and disagree respectfully with friends or family without running away or going on the attack? Is it possible to talk respectfully and find workable compromises?


I have discovered, from both my own personal journey as well as from my work as a coach and therapist for others, that most of us are rather confused when it comes to answering these very important questions.


The “Healthy Models” presented in this book are an attempt to answer these questions – based on the reality of how things are.


The value of Healthy Models


From my many years of clinical experience working with people, I have discovered that the value of these Healthy Models is that when we have a clear Model for how healthy behavior looks, people can then compare their own life situations and relationships to these Models and then identify what is “off” in their own experience.


For example, when we can define and clearly identify what healthy boundaries and respectful communications look like, it is easier for us to look at our own relationships and pinpoint where there might be a lack of healthy boundaries and respect.


Consequently, these Healthy Models help people to see, identify and pinpoint where there is unhealthy or disrespectful or “dysfunctional” behavior in their own relationships.


Most of the people who come to me for help can more or less articulate the fact that there is tension, unease, or real distress in some of their relationships. It could be with a partner or with family or friends, but what exactly is “off” and unhealthy is more problematic to pinpoint and define. They know they feel discomfort, but they don’t know exactly what it is about or what has triggered it. But when they look at some of the Healthy Models presented in this book, people can then better identify where things are “off”. They can begin to see where behavior is unhealthy and where there is, for example, a lack of respect or healthy boundaries. As a result, they begin to get a little more clarity – and are able to identify the situations or areas in their lives which are problematic. Which can be very helpful indeed, because then they can get to work on improving these situations. So that is the value of these Healthy Models. They can help us identify what’s going on and enable and empower us to work on improving these situations and relationships.


This book has 3 parts


Part 1: Healthy Models for Relationships: A presentation of the Healthy Models.


Part 2: Some Basic Observations About This Thing Called Life: A look at reality and the impersonal mechanisms and principles on which the Healthy Models are based.


Part 3: Healing Processes: A toolbox of processes and exercises we can use to deal with the consequences of relationships that have been less than healthy and respectful. Processes and exercises which are designed to help us identify, change and hopefully heal the emotional, psychological and physical damage caused by unhealthy relationships.


The power of repetition


Since we have all been programmed from birth with belief systems and thought patterns that are often out of alignment with “reality” – with the way things really are – reading this book and working with the Basic Observations and Healthy Models is a form of reprogramming and “re-wiring” of our consciousness. This is also why I often repeat the basic principles, concepts and Basic Observations. This is not a mistake but is done on purpose because repetition is an effective learning tool. When we keep on reading about and hearing and considering these concepts and Basic Observations from different angles and points of view, we gradually begin to learn and understand them and then they slowly become integrated into our thinking, and then finally, into our behavior. And that’s when real change begins to happen in our lives.


Personal and clinical experience


As you will also discover, this book is written for both lay people and coaches and therapists. So sometimes in the presentation of a process or approach (especially in Part 3 of the book), I will refer to readers using a technique on their own at home and in other cases I may suggest working with a therapist or how a therapist might want to use a certain technique with a client.


And finally, everything I write about in this book is based on many years of clinical experience working with people – as well as my own personal experience and my own attempts to deal with the difficulties and challenges of my own family of origin as well as in my adult relationships. There is nothing in this book which I have not tried and tested on myself and with other people. But don’t believe me. Read, consider, reread and try the material presented in this book for yourself. And see if it works for you. In my experience, it does!


Blessings to you on your journey!


Barbara Berger


Copenhagen, Denmark


April 2020









Part 1


Healthy Models for Relationships









Healthy Model No. 1


Basic Democratic Principles in Families and Other Close Relationships


To begin our exploration of Healthy Models for Relationships, let us start with one of the most fundamental and basic Healthy Models of all: Namely the principle and model of democracy. We all know what democracy is and what this principle means for the well-being of societies and the individuals who live in them. But what many of us unfortunately have not considered (or are unaware of) is that the principle of democracy is just as important to the health, happiness and well-being of our close relationships with our families, partners, and friends as it is to society in general.


Now what do I mean by that?


To begin with, let us first take a moment to briefly review the basic principles of democratic societies.


Every person has equal worth and rights


First and foremost, democratic societies are based on the recognition of the inherent worth or right to exist of each individual person. Each person, regardless of who he or she is, has the right to exist and be here. This is the basic principle of democracy. Thus in democratic societies, we have the principle of one person one vote. Every person has one vote. And one vote only – not more, nor less votes. Each member of our society has a right to their vote or voice, regardless. There is no high and low here. There are no conditions on this right to vote. A democratic society doesn’t say you have to make so-and-so much money to have the right to vote. A democratic society doesn’t say you can’t vote when you are overweight or sick. Nor does it say you have to be beautiful or intelligent to vote. Each person has a right to vote, regardless of their level of intelligence, their weight, their age, the amount of money they have in the bank, who they are married to, and so forth.


The basic principle in our democratic societies is that each individual has the right to be who she or he is and think whatever she or he thinks, as long as this person does not violate the rights of the next individual to think and live as she or he deems best.


For example, the Founding Fathers of the United States wrote about the basis of democracy as follows in 1776 in their Declaration of Independence:




We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.





This is probably the clearest formulation of the foundation principle of democracy ever written.


Respect for the rights of the individual


Accordingly, because democratic societies are based on the idea of respecting each individual’s right to live life as he or she deems best – this pristine right cannot be allowed to extend so far that one individual is able to interfere with or violate the rights of the next person or other people to live their lives as they deem best. This, of course, is the challenge of democracy. How do we achieve and maintain a system of governance that truly is based on the understanding that each individual is unique and has the right to live his or her life in the way that feels best to him or her – without interference from others?


In principle, all the laws in our democratic societies are attempts to regulate the interactions between individuals based on this concept of freedom so that we are able to respect the rights of others while attempting to live our lives in the way we each deem best. This, of course, can be very challenging to do at times, and this is also why we live in societies that are law-based. Our laws are an attempt to regulate the interactions between citizens as fairly and justly as possible. And to protect the rights of the individual.


In short, we can say – in a democratic society, you have the right to stand on your head all day long, if that’s what feels best to you, as long as you don’t interfere with my right to stand on my head all day long, if that’s what feels best to me. So this freedom goes both ways; each one of us is allowed to live as freely and fully as possible as long as we respect the rights of our neighbors to live their lives as freely and fully as they can, and as they deem best.


How’s democracy doing in our families and other close relationships?


Unfortunately, even though we live in so-called “democratic” societies, many people in families and couple relationships in practice neglect the basic principles of democracy when it comes to their respective family members, partners or children. If we take a closer look at what is actually going on in many families and couple relationships, we will see that often one or more of the people involved do not respect the rights of their respective family members or partners or children to have their say, to have their opinion, to disagree, to want different things – and/or in some cases to live their lives as they think and feel is best. All of which can greatly sabotage our ability to communicate, be close with each other, and enjoy all the many other wonderful benefits of human relationships.


But fortunately for us, there is a practical and effective way in which we can improve most of our relationships – and that is by applying the basic democratic principles to our relationships. Because when we do this, when we remind ourselves of these basic principles, we are then able to compare ourselves and our relationships to a Healthy Model for living sanely with other people (including those closest to us).


How does this look in practice?


Once we have reviewed the democratic principles mentioned above, we can then ask ourselves questions such as:




• Am I respecting the rights of the others in my family (or my partner) to have their say, to have their opinion, to disagree, to want different things – and to make their own choices (big and small) as to how they want to live their lives?


• Are the other members of this family (or my partner) respecting my right to have my say, to have my opinion, to disagree, to want different things – and to make my own choices (big and small) as to how I want to live my life?


• Is there an understanding in this family or in this relationship of the inherent worth of each one of us, even if we are different? In other words, regardless of gender, religion, sexual orientation, lifestyle, political choices, etc. – is there a basic respect for each person’s right to be who they are and to be different from the way the other family members may be?


• When we are sharing the same living space or participating in the same activities, can we respectfully talk about and discuss the various ideas each one of us may have as to how we can best deal with whatever activities or situations we are participating in together?


• Can we understand and respect that we probably have different ideas as to how to deal with things? And as a result, are we willing to respectfully try to find “workable compromises” that all the involved parties can agree to? This is the way the legislative bodies in democratic societies are designed to work in a well-functioning society. They try to find solutions (workable compromises) to the problems facing their societies. And to do this, they talk and discuss and debate and negotiate and, in the end, hopefully find workable compromises which then become legislation when the majority accepts and votes for these compromises/solutions. But the question here is, how well are we doing in terms of democracy and negotiating respectfully in our own homes and families?





We can be almost certain that there is a disregard for the basic democratic principles described above when members of a family (or one’s partner) don’t allow one of the people in the relationship to have his or her say, opinion, disagree, or want different things. Or when they try to pressure or manipulate this person into living life the way they believe is best for that individual. This is not only disrespectful and the cause of much stress, tension and disharmony in many families and relationships, it sadly shows a lack of understanding of the basic democratic principles upon which our societies are built. (These same problems – lack of basic respect for each person’s right to be who he or she is – can unfortunately also be seen in close friendships and at the workplace.)


Once we understand that it’s just as important to practice the basic democratic principles in our families, couple relationships and other close relationships as it is to practice them in our society in general, the question arises as to how these democratic principles actually play out in our relationships in practice. In other words, most specifically and concretely, how do we talk, act and treat each other when democratic principles and respect are our starting point? The Healthy Models that follow are all attempts to answer these important questions.









Healthy Model No. 2


The 3 Levels of Conversation


When we understand the basic democratic principles and the importance of respecting each individual’s right to live and be who they are described in Healthy Model No. 1, we can then analyze the different types of conversations we have with the various people we interact with in our lives. When we have a clear Model of how healthy interactions take place, we can then also have a more realistic assessment of our conversations with people and then take the appropriate action to improve these relationships when adjustments are needed.


To help us analyze the various healthy interactions we can have with people, we can divide these interactions into three levels as follows:




Level 1: Respect and reasonable politeness


Level 2: Respect, reasonable politeness and polite interest


Level 3: Respect, reasonable politeness and genuine interest and appreciation





Let’s look at the three levels:


Level 1: Respect and reasonable politeness


The first and most basic level of exchange between any two human beings is one where there is respect and ordinary politeness. We find this in our interactions when we go shopping or when we go to the dentist or doctor or the car repairman. These people don’t have to be especially interested in us personally and we don’t have to be especially interested in them personally, but we can interact politely because we have some kind of transaction that is important for both of us.


So again, respect and reasonable politeness are the basic elements here. You would never go back to a shop or to your dentist if the shopkeeper or dentist was aggressive or insulted you. So we rightfully expect this basic respect and politeness in these kinds of situations.


Level 2: Respect, reasonable politeness and polite interest


The next healthy level of exchange also involves respect and ordinary politeness as the basis of the exchange, but in these situations there is also polite interest. We often find these kinds of exchanges at the workplace. For example, you are sitting at a table in the canteen with some of your colleagues and everyone is talking about their recent vacations. Jack is talking about his skiing holiday in the Alps and you are not particularly interested in skiing, but you listen politely because he is your colleague and it’s important that you get along well with each other. When Jack is done telling about his holiday, he asks you about yours. And since you spent the week shopping in Paris, you tell him what you did. He might not be particularly interested in Paris and shopping, but because he also wants to have a good working relationship with you, he listens politely to your tale. And so we have a normal, polite exchange without either party having to be especially interested in what the other person is saying or doing.


It is also important to note that in this type of healthy exchange, when things go well we are talking about a “dialogue” – and not a “monologue”. In a healthy exchange, the one person tells his or her tale or ideas while the other person listens, and then the other person gets to say his or her bit while the other person listens. So there is a fair exchange. A conversation is “off-putting” when one person monopolizes the situation and talks constantly without allowing the other person to get a word in edgewise. Which means it is not a polite exchange. It is a “monologue” which the listener probably did not sign up for. This also indicates a basic lack of respect for one of the people involved.


Level 3: Respect, reasonable politeness and genuine interest and appreciation


In the third level of exchange, we not only have a reasonable level of politeness, we also have a genuine interest and feeling of appreciation. In this case, the two people involved are truly interested in each other and what they are doing. This, of course, is what happens between real friends and in good couple relationships. We have two or more people who are genuinely interested in each other and often passionately involved in hearing about and enjoying what the other person or people are up to.


Confusion about the levels of conversation


Firstly, it is important to remember and recognize that respect and a reasonable level of politeness (Level 1) are prerequisites for any type of interchange, regardless of which level of conversation we are talking about. When there is a lack of basic respect and reasonable politeness for your right to be you – stay away!


It is also very important to understand that there is often confusion about what kind of a relationship we are involved in, so we are often confused about what goes on. For example, most people “expect” their families to be genuinely interested in and appreciative of what they are doing (Level 3). Just because “we are family”. This is a source of much confusion and discomfort or even anguish. In order to clear up this misunderstanding, it is important to understand that just because people are “family”, it does not necessarily mean that they should be passionately or genuinely interested in what you are doing. Being family is no guarantee of that. Why? Because when we are realistic and understand that every person is unique, and that people are different, and have different backgrounds, interests, and different levels of consciousness (even though they are blood relatives or grew up in the same household), we can also understand that different people are interested in different things, regardless of whether or not they are family. So it is a good idea to remind ourselves that whether we are family or not, each person is living in their own mental universe. And that each person probably has, or often has, very different thoughts, feelings and emotions about what is going on, even if we grew up in the same family. That’s just the way it is. So to expect your sister or father or brother or niece or nephew to take a passionate interest (Level 3) in the volunteer work you are doing just because you are “family” is probably not a good idea. But to expect basic respect and polite interest (Level 1 and 2), well again, this is a prerequisite for any type of exchange between you and other people, whether or not you are family.


The same goes for couple relationships. Your partner might not be genuinely interested in every little thing you do, but the very minimum required for an interaction is basic respect and a reasonable level of politeness. Without this, there is no platform for a healthy relationship.


In this connection, it is interesting to note that we often will accept or tolerate disrespectful types of behavior from our family members or partners (lack of Level 1: Respect and reasonable politeness) that we would never tolerate in a commercial exchange or from our friends. Just because we are “family”, we somehow believe that disrespectful behavior is okay – but this is never the case! Ever!


So good questions to ask yourself about your various interactions with the people in your life would be:




• Am I respectful and polite when I meet other people, regardless of the situation and whether or not we are in agreement about things?


• And vice versa, do other people treat me with respect in the various interactions I have with others?


• Are there situations or interactions where there is a lack of basic respect and politeness?


• In terms of my family or my partner, do I overlook the importance of polite and respectful conversation because we are family or a couple?


• Do members of my own family or my partner overlook the importance of polite and respectful conversation because we are family or a couple?


• Do I need to work on my conversation skills? For more about improving your ability to communicate constructively, see Healthy Model No. 8: Your Assertive Rights, and Healthy Model No. 5: It’s Not What You Say – But How You Say It.












Healthy Model No. 3


The 4 Main Aspects of Good Couple Relationships (aka BB’s Magic Formula for Good Couple Relationships)


Based on my many years of counseling people, I’ve identified what I call the four main areas which need to harmonize, more or less, for a couple relationship to continue and thrive:




1) Good sex


2) Good energy when you’re together


3) Shared values and interests


4) Respect (especially when you are not in agreement)





Let’s look at these four areas and see why they are so important. But before we start, I’d like to emphasize that we’re not talking about two people always matching 100% in each of these areas, but that on the whole, the two of you should be more or less a good match in these four areas.


1) Good sex


I start with good sex because for most of us, our relationships begin with the excitement of meeting and with the good sex. It’s fun and we feel good about it. So sex is a weathervane in any relationship, even after people have been together for a while. So how is your sex life? Are you still doing it? How often? Does it feel good? Is it a source of pleasure in your relationship or a source of tension and disappointment? Or has it just sort of faded into the distance…


2) Good energy when you’re together


By this I mean that when the two of you are together, is there good energy? More or less, most of the time? In other words, does it feel good when you’re together? Is there a relaxed and lighthearted atmosphere when you are together even though each of you is doing your own thing? And what about when you’re doing stuff together – is there good energy? Or is it just a drag? Or is there a lot of tension, irritation, or bad feelings? How does it really feel when you’re together. Be honest.


3) Shared values and interests


Shared values and interests are another important area where people need to be more or less in harmony for a couple relationship to work in the long run. And by this I mean, even if you love each other, if the one person wants to spend all their time meditating on a mountaintop in silence while the other person wants to spend all their time shopping in Paris or London, you might not be such a good match because what are you going to do together? You don’t like to hang out the way he/she likes to hang out, and he/she doesn’t like to hang out the way you do. So again, it’s important that people have at least some shared interests if they want to do stuff together and hang out. So it’s nice if both parties like to go skiing or like to go hiking or camping or walking in the mountains or lazing on the beach. Or if both parties love going to the theater or to the movies and concerts. Because it’s fun and important to have things we can do together and really enjoy doing together.


Shared values are also very important. Again, if one partner wants to have an open relationship and wants to have sex with multiple partners, while the other person wants a monogamous relationship – then it can be hard to live together harmoniously because you don’t have shared values. It’s not that one way or the other is “right” or “wrong”, but rather that the two of you are probably just too far away from each other to live together harmoniously. I always say if two consenting adults want to be chained together from morning to evening every day of the week – and they agree that this works for them – well fine! And if two consenting adults say they want to live apart and meet only once a month and bonk for 24-hours nonstop – and they agree that this works for them – well fine! So we’re not talking about “right” or “wrong” here, we’re just talking about finding what works for two people.


Other shared values which can be important in couple relationships are, for example, having kids. It can be a problem if one of you wants to have kids and the other doesn’t. How is that going to work? Or what about if you do have children; then there is the question of how to bring them up. If the one parent goes in for very strict discipline and the other parent is more laid-back, this again can create disagreement and tension in terms of how to bring up children. Who gets to decide?


And what about keeping the house clean? I have seen the same problem arise in couples here when it comes to the level of tidiness. If the one person is very neat and tidy and the other is very messy, this again can cause endless problems and tension when these two people are living together in the same space.


So shared values are not so much a question of “right” or “wrong”, but rather a question of how much in alignment two people are with each other when it comes to being together and/ or living together and sharing the same space. Is there some form of agreement about some of the basic activities these two people are sharing in the relationship? Because when the distance between the two parties is too great, when two people are too far apart in their basic approaches to life and the various everyday issues we face, it can make being together and/or living together very challenging.


4) Respect (especially when you are not in agreement)


Respect is my final point and is probably the most important of them all. By respect I mean, can you and do you treat each other with respect – especially when you disagree about things! It’s easy to be nice and treat your partner respectfully if you always agree with each other. But are you psychologically mature enough to understand and realize that even people who love each other can disagree with each other. And sometimes often do! Do you understand that this is because we are all different and all have different backgrounds and ideas about how things should be and what to do. For a relationship to work, it’s vitally important to understand that love and agreement are two different things. We can love someone very much and still disagree with them. So treating each other with respect, especially when you disagree with each other, is the most crucial aspect of any good relationship. Because if you can do this, if you can respectfully listen to each other and then sit down and discuss ways in which you can reach a workable compromise on whatever issues you find challenging, then your relationship has a really good chance of not just surviving, but of thriving!


How respect affects all the areas


When you look at your relationship (or previous relationships, which can be an interesting exercise) in the light of these four areas, you will probably notice that you and your partner are stronger in some areas than in others. But regardless, using these four points as markers will make it easier for you to identify where the strengths and weaknesses in your relationship are and what steps (if any) you can take to improve things.


You will also see that especially when you work on point 4 – Respect – and develop or improve respectful ways of communicating when there are disagreements (there is much more about how to communicate constructively in this book), it influences the energy between you and automatically there is better energy when you are together (point 2). This also often makes your sex life better too (point 1). So it all hangs together! And the better it gets, the better it gets.


Friendship, business partnerships and other close working relationships


It’s also interesting to note that if we remove point 1 (good sex) and just consider the 3 remaining points – good energy when you’re together, shared values and interests, and respect – we end up with the three areas that have to be more or less in harmony for almost any other close relationship to function and thrive. And this holds true whether we are talking about close friendships, business partnerships, or any other type of close working or creative partnership. Thus, if there are problems or bad energy in any of these types of close relationships, we can use these points as markers to help us identify where things are off course and what steps we need to take to remedy them.









Healthy Model No. 4


Rights and Responsibilities in Relationships




RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES


Healthy relationships are democracy in action.


Adults/friends/family members/colleagues/


couples/parents, etc.


together make joint agreements


concerning joint activities, projects, the home, children, etc.






	Rights

	Responsibilities






	You have a right to be you.

	You are to respect other people’s right to be who they are.






	You have a right to have all your thoughts and feelings.

	You are to respect that other people have the right to have all their thoughts and feelings.






	You have a right to have your opinions about everything.

	You are to respect that other people have the right to have their opinions about everything.






	You are to be treated with respect.

	You are to treat other people with respect.






	 

	You are to respect the agreements you make with other people.







Agreements (between partners, friends, in families, with


colleagues) concerning for example:


Joint projects


Living together


Working together


Having children together, etc.












Healthy Model No. 5


It’s Not What You Say – But How You Say It


To further explore how we can better relate to our fellow human beings, it can also help to examine the ways in which we communicate with each other. When we do this, we can more easily identify and understand how we can communicate more constructively and skillfully. To do this, it can help to understand that there are two distinctly different aspects to all our communications. These two aspects are:




1) What we are talking about or communicating about (the specific subject matter or topic)


2) The way in which we are talking or communicating





These are the two distinctly different aspects of all communications. There’s the specific topic or subject itself and then there is the way in which it is communicated. So let’s examine this mechanism.


1) What we are talking about or communicating about (the specific subject matter or topic)


So to start with, it’s important to understand that the reality is that there are a million, billion different things, topics, and subjects that we human beings can talk about. We can talk about almost everything and anything under the sun – and we do. For example: politics, sex, family, food, the environment, sports, clothes, money, movies, children, work – you name it. Moreover, when we have a more mature and realistic understanding of the human condition and the nature of this thing called life, we can also see that we, human beings, can disagree, and often do, about almost everything that we can possibly find to talk about. That’s just the way things are. That’s the reality. People disagree about things all the time. And the fact that we often disagree arises because every human being is different and unique. Each and every one of us is having our own completely unique experience of this thing called Life, based on our own specific background, upbringing and programming. Which is why we can also understand that even in the exact same situation, different people will be having very different reactions, experiences, and very different opinions about the exact same event or circumstance. This is because each person has his or her own way of relating to whatever is going on, based on their background, thoughts and belief systems. (For more about this mechanism, see the Basic Observations in Part 2 of this book.)


When we understand this (the diversity of human life), we can also understand that it is not very realistic to expect that we, human beings, always should agree about a lot of things. Rather it is a lot more sane and healthy to expect disagreement – and then learn how to navigate wisely in our interactions with other people based on this reality. This is what I call “getting real” about being a human being. Getting real is understanding that we are all different and that we are probably going to disagree about a lot of things. But this doesn’t mean we can’t live together in relative peace and harmony, especially if we understand the basic mechanisms of good communications.


So it is vitally important to understand that yes, there are a million different topics we can talk about and there can be a million different opinions about each topic – BUT then there is also the way in which we talk to each other. There are respectful ways of talking and communicating with our fellow human beings and there are disrespectful ways. Which is why it is crucial to understand that there is a difference between what we say and how we say it.


2) The way in which we are talking or communicating


So let’s look at the ways in which we speak to each other about all the millions of different topics we may be speaking together about.


What do I mean by the various ways in which we speak to each other? I mean, for example, regardless of the subject matter, what kind of language are we using? Are the words that we are using respectful or disrespectful towards the person/people we are talking to? Does our language show or demonstrate that we are listening to and recognizing the other person’s right to their opinions and belief? Our language tells a lot about our level of respect and openness. Moreover, what about our tone of voice? Is it moderate and pleasant or is it loud and aggressive? Are we calling the person names? (This involves both the words and the tone of voice.) Are we using curse words? (Again words and tone of voice.) Once more, it is important to understand that our tone of voice communicates so much about the level of respect we have for the other person/people involved.


Here are two examples of the different ways we can say the same thing:


Example 1: Jane would like to go for an evening walk with her husband, Bill, who’s watching TV. How does Jane communicate her desire to him?




• Disrespectful: You never want to do anything with me. All you do is sit there and watch those stupid programs every evening! Why can’t we just go for a walk?


• Respectful: What a beautiful evening it is tonight. Would you like to go for a walk with me down to the lake? I’d really like you to go with me.





Example 2: Maggie and her new boyfriend, Jack, get invited to brunch in town on Sunday by a group of Maggie’s friends. Maggie really wants to go with Jack and show him off to all her friends, but he doesn’t seem interested. So she asks him again if he will go with her. How will Jack answer Maggie if he doesn’t want to go?




• Disrespectful: Hell no, how many times do I have to tell you? I don’t want to go to that damn brunch with all your friends. I won’t know a soul and it will be such a bore. So will you stop pestering me?


• Respectful: I am sure it will be really fun for you, Maggie, but I won’t know a soul, and to be honest, I’d rather just chill out for a couple of hours on my own on Sunday. I’ve got a really busy week at work coming up next week.





As you can see from the above, it was the same message both times, but the ways the messages were delivered were vastly different.


Another important aspect to consider is our body language. How is that? Are we relaxed and open or tense and angry? It is important to recognize that our body language always sends a strong and clear message to the people we are communicating with (whether we like it or not). Plus there is our overall energy – the energy we are sending out. Is our energy pleasant, relaxed and inviting or are we feeling defensive or aggressive? Does our energy convey that we are open to discussion and that we honestly believe we can find a workable compromise if we are discussing something where we both are involved?


And what about the people you are speaking to and with? How are they talking to you? Is the person you are speaking with respectful or disrespectful? What about his or her tone of voice? Is it friendly and relaxed or angry and aggressive? And what about his or her body language? Choice of words? What kind of energy is this person sending your way? Do you feel relaxed or intimidated by this person? And why?


These are all very important questions to consider and ask ourselves if we are genuinely interested in understanding and improving our ability to communicate. And also, if we are trying to understand what has happened or is happening in our various interactions with other people. If you watch what is going on, you will notice that some people are just easier to talk to – whether or not you happen to be in agreement about things. They are just more relaxed, respectful and open to discussion. They don’t all the time act as if they have to prove they are right. They are more mature psychologically and understand that people have different opinions and ideas, and that it’s not so challenging or dangerous to their well-being if we disagree. Plus they can tolerate the fact that sometimes, or even often, other people will not understand them or agree with them. So again just notice. Watch what’s going on. By watching your interactions and then analyzing them based on the various observations from this book, you will learn so much about the art of communicating. And you will see more and more clearly what works and what obviously doesn’t.


When you have this key – that there is a difference between the subject matter you are talking about and the way in which you speak – you also have the key to improving your ability to communicate with almost everyone you meet. Then you can begin to understand that there are many ways of saying the exact same thing. When you understand this, you will also find that you can, in fact, talk about almost everything. You can even talk about things that may be unpleasant or controversial to the other person/people, if you know how to present your ideas diplomatically and skillfully. In this connection, I highly recommend listening to interviews with great world leaders and good communicators such as the Dalai Lama or Barack Obama to see how inclusive and all-embracing these great communicators are when it comes to talking about controversial subjects. They almost always frame their remarks or ideas with general statements like: “This is a very complicated issue. There are no easy answers. Humanity has been struggling with this matter for generations. But I believe if we can all sit down together and discuss the matter, we can probably find some answers or workable compromises.” So again, great communicators often frame their ideas by showing their genuine interest in communicating openly and honestly with other people. They are generally inclusive and respectful. So we are talking “good human qualities” here. Learning to listen respectfully and then communicating our thoughts and ideas as skillfully as we possibly can.
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