The following is adapted from Richard Nelson Smith’s Human Relationship Skills.
Being safe and accepting

“M

any of the characteristic ways in which you respond to others in everyday conversations are not particularly helpful in encouraging them to talk.  A distinction is sometimes made between a therapeutic conversation, where the therapist listens carefully to the client, and a social conversation, cynically described as ‘Two people taking turns to exercise their egos’.  Making people feel safe and accepted includes avoiding the kinds of behavior and remarks prevalent in everyday conversations that create threat and otherwise act as a disincentive to the talker.


Talking about yourself and revealing personal information involves risk.  You are offering something of yourself and this may be rejected. The amount that you are likely to reveal is related to the level of safely, acceptance and trust in the relationship.  When you are a listener, the boot is on the other foot.  

The amount that others reveal to you relates to how safe and accepting the talker perceives you to be.





If people are going to talk to you they need psychological space.  Such space is both quantitative and qualitative.  

If you are not physically accessible or, when you are, you monopolize the conversation or keep interrupting you are scarcely giving another the quantity of space in which to talk.  However, you can also preclude them from having the quality of psychological space they need by choosing to respond in ways that show a lack of respect for the importance of their thoughts and feelings.  


On the following pages are some characteristic ways in which people communicate to others that they are not really safe and free to be and talk about themselves.  This is not to say that some of the following ways of responding are never appropriate in relationships.   Rather that you need to be aware of the possible negative consequence for the talker if you choose to respond in any of these ways.”
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Place a check in the box if someone else does this, and you have found it difficult to communicate with them because of it.

Directing and leading

Taking control of what the other person can talk about.

“I’m interested in what’s going right for you, not what’s going wrong.”

“I would like you to talk about how you are doing in school.”

“Let’s focus on how you are going to meet the deadline.”

Judging and evaluating

Making evaluative statements, especially ones that indicate that the other is falling short of your own standards.

“I don’t think you should be seeing her.”

“You’ve made a real mess of your life.”

“You are not very good at expressing yourself.”

Blaming

Assigning responsibility for what happens to another in a finger-pointing way.

“It’s all your fault.”

“Your department is responsible for all the problems we are having.”

“I’m all upset because of you.”

Getting aggressive
Making statements that are designed to cause pain and put the other person down.

“Can’t you ever do anything right?”

“You fool!”

“Here you’ve done a stupid thing again.”

Moralizing and preaching

Patronizingly telling another how they should be leading their lives.

“You should always respect your parents.”

“Honesty is the best policy.”

“You should always put your family before the company, or the company before your family.”

Advising and teaching

Not giving the other space to arrive at their own solutions to their concerns.  Appearing to know best how they should lead their lives.

“My advice to you is to stop seeing that woman.”

“No wonder you’re lonely.  You need to go out and meet other people.”

“You need to learn how to relax.”

Not accepting another’s feelings

Telling people that their feelings should be different from what they are.

“You shouldn’t be feeling so sorry for yourself.”

“You think you are not angry, but you really are.”

“Come on.  Buck up.  Don’t let yourself get so depressed.”

Inappropriately talking about yourself

Talking about yourself in ways that interfere with another’s disclosures.

“You have troubles.  Let me tell you mine.”

“I think I’m a good listener.  A lot of people tell me that.”

“I am going to tell you my experience so that you can learn from it.”

Interrogating

Using questions in such a way that the other feels threatened by unwanted probing.

“Tell me about your previous relationships.”

“What are your weaknesses?”

“What’s going on between you and your wife?”

Reassuring and humoring

Trying to make others feel better more for your sake than theirs.  Not really acknowledging their true feelings.

“We all feel like that sometimes.”

“You can get by.....I know you can.”

“Look.  I’ve made you laugh.  It can’t be that bad.”

Labeling and diagnosing

Playing the amateur psychologist and placing a label or diagnostic category on another.

“You’re paranoid.”

“You’re neurotic.”

“You’re a male chauvinist.”

Over-interpreting

Offering explanations for others’ behavior which bear little relationship to what they may have thought of by themselves.

“I think that you are afraid of men and that is why you don’t go out more.”

“Your indecision about getting a job is related to your fear of failing to live up to your father’s standards.”

“The fact that you were not loved as a child makes it hard for you to show your affection for me.”

Distracting and being irrelevant

Confusing the issue by going off in another direction or creating a smokescreen.

“Let’s go someplace else.”

“Let’s change the subject.”

“Do we have to talk about this?

“Why don’t we have some fun?”

Faking attention

Insincerely pretending to be more interested and involved in what is being said that you are.

“That’s so interesting.”

“I would never have believed it.”

“Oh, really.”

Placing time pressures

Letting the other know that your availability for listening is very limited.

“I’ve got to go soon.”

“You had better be brief.”

“I’m very busy these days.”

Now look at the list again.  Pretend you are one of your employees, close family members or friends.  How would you answer when looking at your listening through their eyes?

A better way

Listen without judging.  Instead of one of the responses above, say:

“Tell me more.”

Provide eye contact.

Paraphrase what the person is saying without adding your own interpretation.

Ask questions that help the speaker complete the story rather than shifting the attention back to you.

