The WVNG Coffey Break  

Break  (brāk) definition  verb:  To interrupt or stop  break a habit; 

noun:  A respite or brief pause  taking a break.

Welcome to the December 2009 edition of the WVNG Coffey Break, a monthly Wellness publication for all WV National Guard members and their families.  The objective is to promote wellness, readiness and resiliency by providing information and resources on topics relevant to daily living.

This month’s topic is Healthy Communication.  Interpersonal skills can make or break relationships.  Increased stress further challenges our communication and can compromise our relationships.  Listening skills are required.  When people don’t listen to each other, there is no real understanding, no basis for growing together, no acceptance.  Effective communication is a learned skill and the foundation upon which all else in the relationship is built.  Conflicts are inevitable.  That, in itself, is not the problem.  How they are handled brings people together or tears them apart.  Regardless if you consider yourself an excellent communicator or not, please take a few minutes to read the following article before hitting “Delete” on your computer.  
*  *  *  * *

“The real art of conversation is not only to say the right thing at the right place but to leave unsaid the wrong thing at the tempting moment.” –Dorothy Nevill
10 “How To’s” 

1. Stay Focused:  As tempting as it is to bring up seemingly related conflicts when dealing with     present ones, DON’T!  Unfortunately, past issues usually cloud current ones and make      mutual understanding and finding a solution less likely.  Try not to bring up past hurts.  Stay      focused on the present, your feelings, understanding one another and finding a solution.

2. Listen Carefully:  People often think they are listening but are really thinking about what      they are going to say when the other person stops talking.  Healthy communication goes both     ways.  While it may be difficult, try listening to what the other person is saying.  Don’t      interrupt.  Don’t get defensive.  Just listen and reflect back what they’re saying so they know      you’ve heard them .  Then you’ll understand them better and they may be more willing to      listen to you.  

3. Try to See Their Point of View: In a conflict, most of us primarily want to feel heard and understood. We talk a lot about our point of view to get the other person to see things our way. Ironically, if we all do this all the time, there’s little focus on the other person’s point of view, and nobody feels understood. Try to really see the other side, and then you can better explain yours. (If you don't 'get it', ask more questions until you do.) Others will more likely be willing to listen if they feel heard. 

4.  Respond to Criticism with Empathy: When someone comes at you with criticism, it’s easy to feel that they’re wrong, and get defensive. While criticism is hard to hear, and often exaggerated or colored by the other person’s emotions, it’s important to listen for the other person’s pain and respond with empathy for their feelings. Try to be open to look for what’s true in what they’re saying.   

5.  Own What’s Yours: Realize that personal responsibility is a strength, not a weakness. Effective communication involves admitting when you’re wrong. If you both share some responsibility in a conflict (which is usually the case), look for and admit to what’s yours. It diffuses the situation, sets a good example, and shows maturity. It also often inspires the other person to respond in kind, leading you both closer to mutual understanding and a solution. 

6.  Use “I” Messages: Rather than saying things like, “You really messed up here,” begin statements with “I”, and make them about yourself and your feelings, like, “I feel frustrated when this happens.” It’s less accusatory, sparks less defensiveness, and helps the other person understand your point of view rather than feeling attacked. 

7.  Look for Compromise Instead of trying to ‘win’ the argument, look for solutions that meet everybody’s needs. Either through compromise, or a new solution that gives you both what you want most, this focus is much more effective than one person getting what they want at the other’s expense. Healthy communication involves finding a resolution that both sides can be happy with. 

8.  Take a Time-Out: Sometimes tempers get heated and it’s just too difficult to continue a discussion without it becoming an argument or a fight. If you feel yourself or your partner starting to get too angry to be constructive, or showing some destructive communication patterns, it’s okay to take a break from the discussion until you both cool off. Sometimes good communication means knowing when to take a break. 

9.  Don’t Give Up: While taking a break from the discussion is sometimes a good idea, always come back to it. If you both approach the situation with a constructive attitude, mutual respect, and a willingness to see the other’s point of view or at least find a solution, you can make progress toward the goal of a resolution to the conflict. Unless it’s time to give up on the relationship, don’t give up on communication. 

10.  Ask For Help If You Need It: If one or both of you has trouble staying respectful during conflict, or if you’ve tried resolving conflict with your partner on your own and the situation just doesn’t seem to be improving, you might benefit from a few sessions with a counselor. Couples counseling, conflict mediation or family therapy can provide help with altercations and teach skills to resolve future conflict. If the other person doesn’t want to go, you can still often benefit from going alone. 

* * * * *

“It is better to keep one’s mouth shut and be thought a fool than to open it and resolve all doubt.”  - Abraham Lincoln
10 How Not To’s
1. Avoiding Conflict Altogether:

Rather than discussing building frustrations in a calm, respectful manner, some people just don’t say anything to their partner until they’re ready to explode, and then blurt it out in an angry, hurtful way. This usually causes more stress to both parties, as tensions rise, resentments grow, and a much bigger argument eventually results. It's much healthier to address and resolve conflict.

2. Being Defensive:

Rather than addressing a partner’s complaints with a willingness to understand the other person’s point of view, defensive people deny any wrongdoing and work hard to avoid looking at the possibility that they could be contributing to a problem. Denying responsibility may seem to alleviate stress in the short run, but creates long-term problems when others don’t feel listened to and unresolved conflicts continue to grow. 


3. Overgeneralizing:

When something happens that they don’t like, some blow it out of proportion by making sweeping generalizations. Avoid starting sentences with, “You always…” and “You never…”, as in, “You always come home late!” or “You never do what I want to do!” Stop and think about whether or not this is really true. Also, don’t bring up past conflicts to throw the discussion off-topic and stir up more negativity. This stands in the way of true conflict resolution, and increases the level of conflict.
4. Being Right:

It’s damaging to decide that there’s a ‘right’ way to look at things and a ‘wrong’ way to look at things, and that your way of seeing things is right. Don’t demand that your partner see things the same way, and don’t take it as a personal attack if they have a different opinion.  


5. "Psychoanalyzing" / Mind-Reading:

Instead of asking about their partner’s thoughts and feelings, people sometimes decide that they ‘know’ what their partners are thinking and feeling based only on faulty interpretations of their actions—and always assume it’s negative! (For example, deciding a late mate doesn’t care enough to be on time, or that a tired partner is denying sex out of passive-aggressiveness.) This creates hostility and misunderstandings. 


6. Forgetting to Listen:

Some people interrupt, roll their eyes, and rehearse what they’re going to say next instead of truly listening and attempting to understand their partner. This keeps you from seeing their point of view, and keeps your partner from wanting to see yours! Don’t underestimate the importance of really listening and empathizing with the other person. 


7. Playing the Blame Game:

Some people handle conflict by blaming the other person for the situation. They see admitting any weakness on their own part as a weakening of their credibility, and avoid it at all costs, and even try to shame them for being ‘at fault’.  


8. Trying to ‘Win’ The Argument:

I admit that I love it when Dr. Phil says “if people are focused on ‘winning’ the argument, the relationship loses.  The point of a relationship discussion should be mutual understanding and coming to an agreement or resolution that respects everyone’s needs. If you’re making a case for how wrong the other person is, discounting their feelings, and staying stuck in your point of view, you’re focused in the wrong direction. 


9. Making Character Attacks:

Sometimes people take any negative action from another person and blow it up into a personality flaw. (For example, if a husband leaves his socks lying around and labeling him ‘inconsiderate and lazy’, or, if a woman wants to discuss a problem with the relationship, labeling her ‘needy’, ‘controlling’ or ‘too demanding’). This creates negative perceptions on both sides. Remember to respect the person, even if you don’t like the behavior. 


10. Stonewalling:

When one partner wants to discuss troubling issues in the relationship, sometimes people refuse to talk or listen to their partner. This shows disrespect and, in certain situations, even contempt, while at the same time letting the underlying conflict grow. Stonewalling solves nothing, but creates hard feelings and damages relationships. It’s much better to listen and discuss things in a respectful manner. 

* * * * *

“The most important thing in communication is hearing what isn’t being said.” – 

Author Unknown
Tips 

· Remember that the goal of effective communication skills should be mutual understanding and finding a solution that pleases both parties, not ‘winning’ the argument or ‘being right’. 

· This doesn’t work in every situation, but sometimes (if you’re having a conflict in a romantic relationship) it helps to hold hands or stay physically connected as you talk. This can remind you that you still care about each other and generally support one another. 

· Keep in mind that it’s important to remain respectful of the other person, even if you don’t like their actions.
References/Resources

www.eap.partners.org/worklife/relationships/healthy
http://stress.about.com/od/relationships/ht/healthycomm
* * * * *

Next Month’s Topic – Debt and Overspending 

Feedback on this article is welcomed.  As always, if you have a concern about yourself or a family member, feel free to contact me.  Services are free and confidential.  I look forward to hearing from you.  So……Step Back, Take a Coffey Break, and Drink to Your Health!
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Elizabeth Coffey, Director of Psychological Health (DPH)

West Virginia National Guard

elizabeth.coffey@us.army.mil
304-561-6690 (office)

304-546-1026 (mobile)

The mission of the National Guard Psychological Health Program is to advocate, promote and guide National Guard members and their families by supporting psychological fitness for operational readiness.  
