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Breaking the Sound Barrier in Communication

"I know you believe you understand what you think I said…but I’m not sure you realize that what you heard is not what I meant." – Anonymous

"Communication is a continual balancing act, juggling the conflicting needs for intimacy and independence. To survive in the world, we have to act in concert with others, but to survive as ourselves, rather than simply as cogs in a wheel, we have to act alone." –Deborah Tannen, “You Just Don’t Understand: Women and Men in Conversation.”

Mel’s son rushed in the door. “Dad! Dad!” he announced, “I got a part in the school play!” “That’s terrific,” Mel said proudly. “What part is it?” “I play the part of the dad.” Mel thought this over. “Go back tomorrow,” he instructed, “and tell them you want a speaking role.”

Although the humor in the above story is derived from a stereotypical view of the father, there is probably a lot of truth in it. The male role model is often the “macho” strong silent type. Unfortunately such a role does not foster good communications and desirable relationships in the family.

Last week we talked about five levels of communication. In summary they are Clichés, Facts, Opinions, Feelings, and Needs. Most of us handle the first two levels quite well. They are safe levels that very seldom lead to difficulties. At the Opinion level, we introduce potential problems. We don’t necessarily all agree. No surprise here!

Gary Smalley in "Secrets of Lasting Love" refers to this problem area at the Opinion level as the “wall of conflict”. Both Dr. Smalley, and Sidney Jourard in "The Transparent Self," make the following assertion. Many lacking the skills to make it through the "wall of conflict" revert back to the first two levels of communication and never truly get to know each other and satisfy needs. Lack of passion towards each other is in direct proportion to lack of effective, constructive confrontation! Sharing feelings and needs makes one "vulnerable" and can/will only be done where there is a feeling of mutual trust.

According to Barbara De Angelis in "Real Moments for Lovers," conflict is not only the wall, but also the door … for conflict is virtually "inevitable" … and it is only in passing through conflict that we are able to reach the deeper levels of intimacy. If only more people realized this they would not view it as a destructive source, but a creative one … when "confronted" in a positive manner! Conflict is, in reality, a "tool" to bring two people closer together … as long as those two do not allow it to lead to contention.

Dr. Smalley suggests three basic skills to make it through the "wall of conflict": (1) honor, (2) repeat back listening, and (3) recharging the other’s "needs battery" through love.

To Honor is to realize the value and importance of the other person and that it’s OK to have differences … realizing that through them you gain increased perspective and strength that you could not reach alone. This creates a "safe" atmosphere within which deeper levels can be reached.

Repeat Back Listening is a way for ensuring both are communicating with real understanding and true respect. You either say "That’s right," or correct them. If corrected, they repeat back again for you to verify. Be sure, when listening, to invite the other to say more, in case they do have more to say … and don’t "cut them short." Ask questions to further clarify/understand.

We Recharge each other’s "Needs Battery" through Small Acts of Love. This can be done simply by giving one another concentrated attention at appropriate times. This enhances connectedness, acceptance, commitment, inclusion. Acts as simple as facing your spouse, making eye contact, nodding, and responding positively will do wonders.
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