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Relationship Mind Reading,

And Other Communication Traps
Most people believe that others will not tolerate such emotional honesty in communications.  We would rather defend our dishonesty on the grounds that it might hurt others.  Then, after rationalizing our phoniness into nobility, we settle for superficial relationships.  John Powell
Most of you believe that you should not hurt the ones you love, either physically or emotionally.  Do you also believe that you want open and honest relationships?  Impossible!  These two beliefs are contradictory!  If you want an open and honest relationship, then you will hurt the ones you love from time to time.  The confusion comes from the mistaken belief that the opposite of love is hate or anger.  Of course, it is not.  It is indifference/not caring.  You do get angry if your mate has an affair because you love the person, not because you do not love them.  

Men and women often go into relationships looking for someone to meet their emotional and sexual needs.  The problem is that some of the needs they are expecting the other person to meet are not spelled out very clearly. Never-the-less, we still expect the other person to know or to somehow guess what our needs are.  “If you loved me, you would know what makes me feel loved.  If I have to tell you what makes me feel loved, then it won’t be genuine, it won’t be any good.” 

Bob and Maria were driving home after a late movie, when Maria says, “Oh look, Baskin-Robins is open.” Bob responds with, “It sure is, isn’t that interesting” and to himself he thinks, “It so late to be open on a week night.  I wonder how they make any money doing that?” And, he drives on past.  

Maria is hurt and when they get home, she yells at Bob, “How come you didn’t stop when you knew I wanted to?”  

“Wanted to what?  What are you talking about?” 

Now Maria has the proof and is convinced, “You never listen to me.  You treat me like chopped liver.  I bet you never treated your other girlfriends like you treat me.” 

Bob’s friends have already advised him to “keep your mouth shut, because at times like this, anything you say now, can and will be used against you at another time.”  So Bob takes this advice and says nothing which really makes Maria angrier, “Now you are ignoring me.  What are you trying to do, punish me?”

There are two problems that Bob and Maria are dealing with: 

· One is that they have never sat down and talked about their expectations for the relationship and for each other. (See attachment, Relationship Questions for some starter questions.)   

· The Second problem is the past “baggage” that both are bringing into this relationship.  Everyone has past baggage from either earlier relationships or from their parents.  They are the survival techniques that were used to get through their growing up years.

It is during your first twelve years of life that most people learn what the world is like: safe, unsafe, rejecting, accepting, good or evil.  You learn about how family members should treat each other: with respect or disrespect, with shame, humiliation, and guilt or with love, support and kindness.  And most important of all, you learn what kind of a person you are: 

· Lovable, loving, or unlovable, selfish,  

· Valued, valuable or disposable, an object to be used,

· Independent, confident or victim, rescuer, co-dependent,

· Creative, innovative or dull, common,

· Energetic, full of life or lazy, sluggish,

· Angry, vengeful,  or passive, depressed, 

· Powerful, confident or powerless, fearful,

· Confident, self assured or insecure, indirect.

A confident, powerful person will be direct and ask for what she wants, “Baskin-Robins is open; I would like to stop.”  The problem is that there is a “child part” inside her that is left over from growing up and still remains afraid of being told, “No,” and then feeling even more like a child in what is supposed to be an adult relationship.  

Another problem is that often you will set yourself up for Baskin-Robins kinds of conflicts without knowing it.  When Maria first got married, she got into a terrible habit of continuing the role of a child to a parent with her husband.  It was what she was used to doing when she was at home with her parents.  And now, to her husband she would say, “Honey, we are out of milk, can I go to the store and get some milk?”  And Bob being an obliging guy would say, “Sure.”  The next thing Maria knew, she was starting to feel like a child again and resented having to ask Bob for permission for everything she wanted to do.  Bob was very confused, “What do you want me to do?  Tell you, you can’t go?”  

After some discussions, an agreement was made.  Adults don’t have to ask permission to go to the store for milk.  The agreement was that Maria would say, “We are out of milk; I’m going to the store, can I get you anything while I’m there?”  If Maria forgot and said, “Can I go to the store?”  Bob was to respond with, “No.”  This would give Maria a chance to confront her past fears and learn a new way of responding. 

About a week later, Maria did forget about the agreement and without thinking she asked, “Honey, we are out of bread and eggs.  Can I go to the store and get some?”  Bob was ready, “No.”  

“Why can’t I go?”

“Because, I’m not your parent, remember our agreement?”  

“I’ve got it.  Honey, we are out of bread and eggs, I’m going to the store, can I get you anything while I’m there?”

“No, I’m fine.  Thanks for asking.”

“Can I stop at Jane’s on the way back from the store?”

“No.” 

Old behavior patterns are hard to break.  Don’t become discouraged.  Reality is what you get used to.  What took you twenty or thirty years to learn, is not going to be unlearned in a week, a month or maybe even as long as a year.  

Guys, I saved the best for last.  This train wreck comes in many forms, “Honey, do you think I’m too fat?”  Or “Does this dress make me look too fat?”  Talk about a mine field, just about anything you say is liable to blowup in your face.  You could lie, but the best solution is the preventive approach.   

Before she has a chance to ask you, bring up the above scenarios; then ask her “What would a woman be thinking if she was to ask her fellow that question?  If you were to ask me that, what would you really be asking?”  “How would you want me to respond?”  There is a possibility she may not know what she is really asking, so, let me suggest what she might be asking, “I know I’ve gained weight.  Do you still find me attractive?”   Or “I’m feeling bloated and I need some reassurance that I’m still loveable.” 

Another miscommunication trap is where, out of the blue, she says, “You’re a scum bag; all you did all night was gawk at those waitresses.  I felt humiliated. If I had the keys, I would have left you with those hussies.  Maybe we had better just get a divorce.”  Assuming that you did not spend the night gawking at “those hussies,” let’s look at what is being said and what is not being said.  

Guys, if you have not read my book, TAKING CONTROL OF YOUR LIFE, I strongly suggest you get it and read the first four chapters.  It can make your life a whole lot easier.  Let’s start with the threats in the above scenario.  There are two threats in what was said: “we had better just get a divorce” and “I should have taken the keys and left you with those hussies.”  The problem with threats is that threats are manipulative and nobody likes to be manipulated; most people will resist giving in to the pressure. 

A second problem with threats is they strike at your fears of abandonment.  As a result, threats tend to get threats back.  Then, if you are not careful, your buttons will have been pushed and you will suddenly find yourself in a yelling, screaming match that is going nowhere fast.  Your feelings are up and your logic is down.  Ask your friends, but I believe you will be amazed at how many people threaten each other with the “Divorce” word.  

When your feelings are up, your logic is down.  This is not the time to get defensive.  The rule is, do not get into a fight when neither of you can be logical.  It will just result in even more hurt feelings on both sides. 

 
             Again, Think Prevention.  Before you get into a fight is the time to make some agreements that can help you both when the buttons are pushed.  Start with, “Would you be willing to make an agreement to NEVER threaten our relationship by using the D word?  Let’s agree we can be angry and even yell at each other but we will never use the D word unless it is when the divorce papers are served?” There is no new psychology that you need to learn to stop threatening each other and the relationship—Just Stop Doing It. 

There are six communication tools that can help towards being able to share and accept each other feelings, thoughts and ideas.  The first three consist of concepts or axioms that you both need to accept as true and agree to base your sharing on.  

· To listen to you does not mean I agree with you.  I do not have to argue or correct you if I don’t agree.  I can simply say, “I see it differently.” 

· Acceptance does not mean approval.  I can accept that it may be ok for you, but that doesn’t mean I am putting my stamp of approval on it.  

· Difference does not make wrong, it makes it interesting.  “You believe ______  (fill in blank) about Obama,  isn’t that interesting.  Tell me more.  How did you come to that conclusion?”  

There are three more tools of communication that I would put in the realm of physical or behavioral techniques.  

· The holder of the pen, or Nerf ball (any object that is non-threatening) is the talker.  The other person is not allowed to say anything until the object is passed to them.  In this way, only one person talks at a time.  

· Holding Ankles: is where the couple extend one of their legs until they are touching ankles.  The agreement is that no matter how heated our discussion may get, our touching ankles means that our relationship is strong.  (Holding hands does not work because doing that can become controlling.)

· Time Out: there is no game or sport where you can call a time-out without calling a time-in.  “Time-out.  Every one into the showers, then get on the bus.  We are going home.”  You did not call a time-out, you just forfeited the game!  If you call a time-out during a heated discussion; it is imperative that you state for how long.  I strongly recommend that time-outs should not be longer than 20 or 25 minutes.  Often, ten or fifteen minutes is all that is needed, especially if you are adhering to all of the above communication tools. 

There will be some of you that are not willing to be “restricted” by any “stupid” set of communication rules.  “We should be able to communicate freely without any rules.”  When you do that, it is called, “a street fight,” which is where anything goes and very serious damage can and does occur.  

Both men and women have life rules that determine their behaviors.  The problem is that often people are not conscious of many of their own rules.   This is especially so in the area of sex.  A common source of conflict, which never seems to get talked about in polite company, is who should initiate sex.  The unspoken rule is that nice ladies are not assertive when it comes to asking for sex.  It is expected that the man is the one who pushes for sex.  For many women, the man wants sex too much, “My husband is over-sexed.”  The result is that women either learn to be passive and submit (often feeling like a victim) or become resistant, coming up with excuses, “Not tonight dear, I’ve got a headache,”  “I’m too tired,” or “I’m not in the mood.”  

Men tend to have control issues in many areas of their lives; women tend to have control issues in primarily two areas, their children and sex.  Even though it is never talked about, men usually figure this out and start shutting down in these two areas.  Women feel pressured and controlled and they also shut down.  Unfortunately, they do so without ever working out a compromise, thereby letting their resentment grow.  

After a few years of this type of rejection, the man may start shutting down.  That is when I have the wife come in complaining about her husband’s lack of sexual interest in her, “My husband is undersexed.  When he doesn’t approach me, I feel like I’m not sexually attractive any more” (what is implied, but never said) “and he may find or be finding it with someone else.”  

“Oversexed” and “undersexed” are judgmental, putdown labels used against the other person.  Oversexed simply means, “He wants more sex than I want to give him.”  Undersexed means, “I want more sex than he wants to give me.”  In most relationships, there is an unseen and unspoken line between the two, which can lead to conflict. 

Once the couple has gotten used to their mates behaviors, when changes occur that are not expected or verbalized, it can cause a double-bind situation. “If I push the sex thing, it will cause a fight and I will get rejected anyway, or I have to wait for her to approach me (which gives her all the power in the relationship).  I’m dammed either way.”  

My grandfather used to say, “In every relationship, there is someone who can’t stand to sleep with the window open and someone who can’t stand to sleep with the window closed.”  In my experience, the real problem begins when the person, who couldn’t stand to sleep with the window closed, now wants it open and the person, who wanted it open, wants it closed.  

Changing expectations is not the problem; it is not talking about the changes that cause hurt feelings and conflicts.  “What does it mean that you seem to no longer want sex from me?”   “If I’m assertive about us having sex, what does that mean to you?  What will you think of me?”  

For some women, there is a fear that they could learn to like sex too much.  For these women it is the fear of losing control.  Women often judge men for being oversexed; they have a fear of becoming like a man in this area and being judged by other women and judging themselves.   

Women, when you say to yourself, “I want more sex now” and you are not assertive and do not ask for what you want, then what you are saying and what you are doing doesn’t match.  The truth is always what you are doing.  If that doesn’t feel right to you, then remember what grandfather said, “What you do speaks so loud, I cannot hear what you say.”  It is only when you are honest and accept responsibility for your behaviors and beliefs that you can change them.  

One of the things that make communicating difficult, especially in the area of sex, are the cover up words that are used to hide the emotional impact of what we are doing from ourselves and others.  “I started sleeping with this gal I met a couple of weeks ago.”   What do you mean sleeping?  Sleeping with someone is not a problem; it is what you did before you went to sleep.  What you are really saying is that you are having sex with a gal you just meet two weeks ago.  What you are trying to do is to soften the emotional impact of what you are doing.  

Another one that I hear a lot of is “We made love.”  Ninety percent of the time, what you are really saying is “We had sex.”  For most women “making love” is much easier to emotionally accept than having sex.  

It is not easy to be assertive and ask for what you want.  The fear of rejection/abandonment sets many couples up to settle for “dishonest, superficial relationships.”  The choice is yours.
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