Steven Gordon, RCSW








�


Communication 


I have stopped counting the number of people who come to me complaining that they "simply don't communicate". The description I typically hear is, "I keep talking, begging for a reaction, and he/she just refuses to communicate with me!" There was a time when I would have accepted this statement and tried to convince the noncommuni-cative party to be more communicative. Then I learned that all behavior, both verbal and nonverbal, is communication and conveys a message. In other words, you can't not communicate! So the issue is not whether or not you're communicating, but what you are communicating and how well you are communicating it.


When people experience others as not communicating with them, it is often because the receiver is not responding in the manner that the sender desired, so the sender assumes the receiver didn't "hear" the message. Some individuals assume that if the receiver doesn't agree with the message, the receiver must not have heard or understood the message. These people tend to confuse lack of agreement with lack of understanding. The confusion may be intensified if the receiver does not know how to effectively express their disagreement. Then there are those individuals who send incomplete or hidden messages that are simply supposed to be picked up on by the receiver who may not even realize a message has been sent. These message senders tend to subscribe to the misguided belief that if someone loves you, they can or should be able to read your mind.


We sabotage our communication and ultimately our relationships in all kinds of ways. I am amazed at how well we have learned to communicate poorly. One can only wonder what would happen if we put as much energy into learning to communicate effectively as we put into avoiding it. Some of the things that get in the way of effective communication are: 1) Failure to match verbal and nonverbal cues. Communicataion involves more than just the words you speak. (Studies have actually shown that we pay the least amount of attention to the words.) It includes your tone of voice, facial expressions, and body language. When the cues from these don't match, the likelihood of miscommunication is significantly increased. 2) The filters we are listening through. Perhaps you weren't aware that there are tiny, invisible filters in our ears. They begin developing at birth and are shaped by the significant communica-tionships we participate in as children. These filters determine how we hear the messages others send. Sometimes they create static that interferes with messages so that we hear criticism, threats, doubt, mistrust, or personal attacks whether or not any was intended. Our filters tend to reflect our level of self esteem. 3) Our emotional vulnerability. One of the primary reasons we feel vulnerable is that we give other people the power to determine our self worth. We forget that at the same time we are protecting ourselves from pain and disappointment, we are also robbing ourselves of the opportunity for deeply satisfying relationships with our spouses, children, relatives, and friends. 


Now that we know all behavior is communication, how can we communicate more effectively with our children, and teach them to do the same? Here are a few suggestions:


Learn and model open, honest communication. Take the time and make the effort to accurately identify your feelings before speaking. Are you really mad, or are you actually hurt or disappointed? Are you really angry, or are you actually scared, embarrassed, or exhausted? You are much more likely to get the response you need and want if you are honest about how you feel.


Be sure the message you are sending is the one intended. Attempt to match your words with a tone of voice, facial expression, and body language that clarify (rather than confuse) the message you are trying to convey.


Check your filters and replace accordingly. If you have faulty filters, do something about it. Clean them out and replace them with filters that allow you to listen freely and keep your sense of self worth intact. Remember, the way others communicate with you says more about them than it does about you. Be sure the way you communicate with others reflects the kind of person you are, or perhaps, the kind of person you want to be.


Be quick to listen, slow to speak. Listen with your eyes as well as your ears. Listen for the feelings behind the words and behavior, the feelings that are motivating the person to speak and behave in the way you are observing.


Talk "with" rather than "at" your children. While nagging, criticizing, cajoling, threatening, lecturing, questioning, advising, evaluating, and ridiculing may be done with the best of intentions, these tactics tend to diminish rather than enhance communication. 


Ask open-ended questions. We can either encouage or discourage our children's enthusiasm, liveliness, and curiosity by the way we listen and the things we say. Our communication must convince our children that we care enough to listen. Instead of asking, "Did you have a good day?", ask "What was good about your day?" The former requires a simple yes or no response. The latter is an invitation to become engaged in a meaningful conversation.


For every complaint you have about your child, find five things you appreciate about them. Be sure you are doing as good a job expressing the latter as the former.


The next time you find yourself about to "let somebody have it" or "tell somebody the way it is", ask yourself, "How would I respond to what I'm about to say?" Then take the time to find a better way to say it. I guarantee it will be worth the effort.
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