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DIFFICULT PEOPLE ... HAVE “YOU”
GOT THE “I” MESSAGE YET?

From Tony Humphreys, May 2005.

There are many people who experience hurt in
relationships at home, at work, in their community and
when visiting their home of origin.  Being judged,
criticised, controlled, not listened to, ridiculed, ignored or
excluded are behaviours that cause hurt.

Our reaction is often to attack back, sulk or withdraw,
dream of revenge or be determined to have nothing to do
with that person again. The purpose of these responses
is to eliminate or reduce our feelings of hurt and rejection.
However, these defences do nothing to change the
situation and are unlikely to change how we are feeling.

When we hide behind these ‘self protection’ devices, no
progress can be made either within ourselves or between
ourselves and others.

When another person (be it a colleague, friend, lover or
parent) does not respect or value your company or your
ways or beliefs, there are two fundamentals to hold on to.

The first fundamental of communication is that ...

what another person believes, thinks, feels, says or
does is 100% about them. It is not about you. Instead of
internalising what another person
says or does, what _you
immediately need to do is to ask
yourself the question: “What is this
saying about him or her?” Then,

What another person
believes, thinks, feels,
says or does is 100%

“Well, | found that one of your class was very impertinent,
when | asked him to behave in the school-yard.” Now, the
playing field is a bit more level. Again, putting the
responsibility back to Mary, you could say: “I'm sorry to
hear that. Is there something you would like me to do
about what happened?”

Finally, Mary may now state the hidden but real purpose
of her first “you” message. “Well, yes, | did feel very
humiliated by the child’s behaviour and | would like you to
take him to task about the way he carried on.”

You now have a choice about how you might like to
respond to Mary’s request. At this point, you can at least
see that Mary’s original (apparently) offensive message
was really about Mary and not anything about you.

The second fundamental of communication is that ...
everything you believe, think, feel, say or do is about
you.

When you are feeling insecure, you are much more likely
to project your own doubts, negative feelings, grievances,
anger and unmet needs on to others: “You don’t have
much faith in me, do you?” ‘Nobody ever listens to what |
have to say.” “You make me so angry.” “You always
think about yourself and your own needs.”

There is a cleverness about sending a “you” message - it
seeks to put all the focus on the other person and lessens
the risk of you being ridiculed or rejected.

Of course, as soon as the “you” message has
left your lips, the communication is heading ‘for
the rocks’. The best chance now is that the
receiver of your masked message will manage

you can assertively return the ball  apout them ... to stay separate and re-open the door of
to his or her court. ] communication by positively returning your
It is not about you ... message to you, as in the example above.

An example may help clarify this ...

A teaching Colleague at work makes a public comment to
you in front of your colleagues, asking: “Do you have any
control over the children in your classroom?” You now
know this comment is about the speaker and, so, you
calmly return the projection to her with the question:
“Mary, what makes you say that?”

Mary may respond with another “you” message, such as:
“Well, you appear to let your class away with murder!”
Again, it is important not to ‘react’ or to fall into the
position of defending yourself. Get Mary to talk about
herself, rather than about you.

You might just calmly return the ball: “Mary, I'm wondering
what it is about my class that is affecting you?” It is now
possible Mary may move towards sending an “I” message
and you may see a beginning to her owning her own stuff.

High quality communication arises spontaneously from a
person’s high level of internal self-reassurance and is
manifested in the “I” message: ‘I strongly believe in what
I'am saying.” “I feel guilty about not contacting you.” “I do
have a grievance issue to discuss with you.” “I am feeling
angry about the poor level of service here.” “There are a
few items | would like to raise with you.”

It takes two to tango ... so there is no guarantee that open
communication on your part will merit a non-defensive
response ... yet, the likelihood is obviously much higher
than when you send a "you” message.

And, of course, who’s in charge now? Who’s pulling
who’s strings now? Who’s your boss, anyway?
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