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			How to Use This Book

			Well, what should I say?” he asks.

			“It’s useless trying to talk to him,” she complains.

			“If I try to say anything, we end up in a fight!” he grumbles.

			Saying the right words is not easy. Sometimes it seems impossible. That’s why I wrote this guide to straight talk—to help you say the right words in the right way at the right time.

			Just as important, this guide can help you stop saying the wrong words—ones that make things worse.

			—

			Twenty-five years of working as a psychotherapist with individuals and couples who struggle to communicate their feelings and ideas have taught me that people need direct guidance about how to choose the right words.

			During my earlier years as a therapist, I had been taught to practice “clinical objectivity.” My task was to remain neutral as patients sought to gain insights into their motives.

			Some twenty years ago, for instance, when a couple like Kathy and Robb would arrive for their therapy session in a visibly agitated state and Kathy’s first words would be an angry, “Robb, why did you forget to call me? Can’t you remember anything?” I would have asked her a clinically neutral question such as, “Kathy, how do you imagine Robb feels when you say that?”

			Since then, I’ve learned that actually, in that moment, Kathy doesn’t give a hoot about how Robb feels. She’s frustrated and angry, her pulse rate is elevated, her blood vessels have constricted, she’s ready for a fight and has no desire for resolution.

			She’s after emotional blood.

			So these days, in similar situations, I jump right into the middle and say firmly: “Kathy, don’t say that to Robb. All you’ll do is get him angry, and then he’ll just want to get even.”

			Confronted with this directly, Kathy will usually ask, “Well, what should I say when he . . . ?”

			I tell her to say this: “‘I’m upset that you didn’t call me.’ Nothing more. Just that.”

			Then I’ll discuss with both of them why those few simple words—nothing more—make a whole lot of sense.

			Why do they make sense? Because when someone is already agitated, further confrontation only pumps up the tension and primes everyone for battle.

			That’s the core question this book addresses: What to say in stressful moments.

			In the following pages, I’ll explain how to carefully choose words and—equally important—adopt nonthreatening gestures. Each two-page scene will demonstrate the difference between words that will start another conflict that pushes you further away from happiness, or help create a successful interaction that leads to more intimacy. Or at least to better results.

			—

			Let’s look deeper into the biology behind communication success or failure.

			All of the scenes in this book are based on the following biological fact:

			We are all hardwired to react instantly to a physical or verbal attack.

			Everyone is programmed with the fight/flight syndrome that instantly floods the bloodstream with adrenaline. This hardwiring is not a choice. Within seconds we’re primed to either fight like mad or run like hell. Our heart and muscles are ready for action—not for thinking.

			No one escapes this basic human program.

			So while we have learned over the millennia to control our physical reactions (our tendency toward violence), we have a much harder time controlling our words.

			In fact, when you’re sufficiently excited, provoked, confused, fearful or embarrassed, you often can’t think at all because the thought process itself often fails.

			Anger and fear quickly take over. Your impulse is to get even by inflicting immediate pain on whoever is causing you pain. Pressured by your frustrations, anxieties, irritations and resentments, you say something sarcastic, critical or accusatory that only makes things worse by creating yet more conflict.

			Conflict erodes emotional trust—the lifeblood of every successful relationship.

			—

			So how do you control what you say in such situations? How can you avoid spilling emotional blood?

			You avoid it by having sensible responses already prepared for use in potentially out-of-control situations. By rehearsing in advance. And by memorizing specific guidelines of what to say when you’re feeling pressure or you’re upset. Rehearsing a response can make all the difference in everyday interactions such as:

			
					Your boyfriend has left a mess in the kitchen . . . again!

					You order a special gift for your sister and she barely notices your effort.

					Your wife wonders why you’re too “dense” to remember something she’s told you.

					You try your best to be helpful to a friend but she ignores you.

					A coworker says something demeaning that implies you’re incompetent.

					A relative criticizes an ambitious holiday meal you’ve just prepared.

			

			Knowing how to respond in the best possible way in any of these situations can make the difference between ending up feeling stronger, more self-assured, more connected and more competent—as opposed to feeling disconnected, criticized and incapable.

			—

			There’s another vitally important factor in successful communication: how you express your words. When speaking face-to-face, you engage your entire body. Posture, gestures, facial expressions, tone of voice, and inflection—these all support or distort your words’ impact.

			For that reason, many scenes in the book also contain tips on making sure that your nonverbal communication will make your words as effective as possible. You’ll find those woven into the suggested answers.

			Each scene poses a scenario and possible responses. The scenes are grouped according to the type of relationship: dating, parenting, friends, work and a few universal situations. You can adapt the suggested responses to fit similar or parallel issues in your life.

			The brief and compact information that follows represents a highly condensed compendium of the practical knowledge I’ve accumulated over the past years, as well as major ideas from my previous two books, Emotional Bullshit and Beyond Blame. The most fundamental message in both is to create greater success in all your relationships by eliminating blame from your communications. While those books traced the dynamics of moving past blame and offered some general advice, this book offers the exact words to avoid using two of its components—criticism and accusation.

			There really are ways to express feelings and ask for what you need effectively without hurting other people, and without using blame.

			Say This, Not That will quickly show you the way.

			The Unique Purpose of This Book

			There are a few lucky people who seem to be born with the natural skill for speaking well in just about any situation—no matter how demanding.

			Then there’s the rest of us.

			I grew up with a severely critical father. He himself grew up in a harshly critical family in which praise or compliments were considered (at best) unnecessary and (at worst) guaranteed to “spoil” a child.

			It took several years of therapy to learn that my family had conditioned my fight/flight response to instantly react to criticism or accusation. Even the slightest bit of either one would send my body temperature soaring. My face would flush, my throat tighten—I’d barely be able to speak—and all I’d want to do was run away and hide. Occasionally I’d fight back with my own verbal attack. Needless to say, these responses did not help me get along in the world.

			Why was I so reactive? people would wonder. To me it seemed entirely normal, because my body did not know how to react any other way. My repertoire of responses was limited to one.

			When I began my training as a therapist, I was blessed with the opportunity to work directly with Pia Mellody (author of Facing Codependence and other books). After several gut-wrenching workshops, I learned that what I had accepted as a fairly typical childhood had really been a systematic reign of terror in which ordinary childhood mistakes were severely punished, both emotionally and physically. There was virtually no space for even common childhood blunders. For instance, spilling a glass of milk was close to a capital crime.

			During my first decade of practice, I delved deeply into the childhood history of my patients in an effort to help them recognize how their early training influenced their day-to-day interactions. It was very helpful for them to learn why they were so reactive. They wanted to know why they continued to make the same mistakes over and over, both in their relationships and at work.

			Ultimately, however, it turned out that, more than anything, they needed help in how to behave in the present. “Okay, I know that I’m reactive,” James or Kaitlin would say. “I know I need to stop making things worse. But what do I do—what can I say when . . . ?”

			The unique purpose of Say This, Not That is to provide the answer to this core question. Along the way I’ll discuss and clarify the THREE FACTORS that are vital to speaking effectively with others:

			
					First, communication involves strategy—that is, thoughtful planning about the best way to approach an issue. This book will help you develop a strategically effective plan for saying the right words at the right time.

					Second, effective communication involves more than just words. This book provides specific suggestions about the most effective body language, gestures and even (at times) silence to get your ideas across and precisely communicate what you want, feel or need in a wide variety of circumstances.

					Third, your physical body and range of emotions influence how you talk and the words you actually say. Even a moderate amount of physical excitement can overwhelm your ability to choose the right phrase or sentence. Learning how to step back and think calmly before responding in challenging situations can make all the difference.

			

			It is essential to have specific plans for what to say in situations in which you might be overwhelmed with emotion. It can be very dangerous if you don’t know what to say. Or find that what you’ve already said isn’t helping or is making matters worse. Better to be prepared.

			—

			All three of these factors are crucially important in a broad range of speaking situations.

			Whether discussing a business issue with a coworker, dealing with a stressful question from your spouse or partner, holding a necessary conversation with your child or even having an exchange with a stranger on the street, it’s vital to know which words will be most effective. To that end, you’ll also need to know which part of your usual repertoire you need to relearn.

			Again, whenever we’re talking face-to-face with another person (or even thinking about a confrontation) it doesn’t take much stress to trigger a negative reaction. Within a few milliseconds you can find yourself saying words you never intended to say, and all the more so when the other person is important to you.

			For example, let’s take Jane and Eduardo. When they walked into my consulting office, their stiff body language and tight expressions told me that they had probably just had a nasty argument. I asked them to tell me what had just happened. After some prompting, Eduardo gave me a hard look and said, “I love Jane . . . but she’s a fanatic. She’s a perfectionist. She doesn’t have blood in her veins like normal people. Nothing I do is ever good enough. She’s impossible to please. Just impossible!”

			Whew.

			Jane’s face had become flushed. As might be expected, she responded in kind. “Well, I thought I was marrying a man, not a selfish adolescent who cares more about sports than anything else—including his children.”

			Ouch.

			I took a deep breath and kept my facial expression neutral to let them know that their verbal barrage didn’t upset me. I asked them to give me some history involving their relationship: how they had met, how long they’d been married, etc. I learned that they’d met in college, been married for ten years and had two children.

			I next asked them to identify their intention: Why were they coming to see a therapist about their relationship? What were they hoping to achieve?

			To my surprise, each one affirmed that despite a plethora of grievances, they wanted to stay together. While each occasionally threatened divorce, they really did not want to separate.

			This was vital for me to know, since I would be asking them to do some difficult emotional work and make some changes in their habits. I needed to know if they were willing to do that work, or if one or both were already searching for an exit.

			In fact, Jane and Eduardo were still devoted to each other. But their devotion was rapidly dissipating because they had been unable to stop spewing criticisms and accusations.

			To make matters even worse, they had developed a dreadful repertoire of snorts, grunts, snarls, sarcastic chuckles, frowns, raised eyebrows and other ways of communicating disdain.

			Their life together had, in short, become a daily hell.

			—

			Jane and Eduardo clearly needed a script to work from, because they were too emotionally exhausted and overwhelmed with resentment and anxiety to think clearly about what they really wanted to say. Criticizing each other had become a toxic habit. And that habit, the cycle of attack and defense and attack, had to be broken.

			So I wrote them a script: specific words to say, and directions about how to say them, including pauses and inflections, instead of the destructive dialogue they were now employing.

			Why such a detailed, specific approach? Because, to repeat, when we’re overwhelmed with negative emotions, our ability to think is severely compromised. A prepared script avoids the need to think. In essence, it does the thinking for us.

			And it worked. Having a written dialogue they could use during moments of emotional stress helped direct them toward more positive and loving messages.

			And that’s exactly what this book can do for you.

			
			Why Using Scripts Can Make All the Difference

			Of course, using a preorganized “formula” like a script in a particular situation can seem contrived and artificial. And it is—for several very positive reasons.

			Referring to a script when you need to say something to another person is, above all, a method of learning. Namely, it’s a way to learn the words that work—and the words that don’t.

			Learning a new skill is the key point.

			Most important, the skills you learn are adaptable. Once you’ve trained your mind to think in scripts, you’ll be able to carry over the concepts to other challenging situations.

			NOTE: I want to emphasize this last point—the skill of learning a specific script can be adapted to every other situation in life. Learning the most effective way of stating your case, asking for something you need, or defending yourself from a verbal attack are skills that will serve you in every encounter.

			—

			The first script I taught Jane and Eduardo didn’t even involve words. I diagnosed their problem as too much communication, almost all of it toxic. Each of them reacted either verbally or with body language to every comment, unable to let anything slide.

			So their first set of instructions was to practice silence, combined with a neutral body posture and especially a neutral facial expression whenever they were together, and especially when one of them was feeling tense. These instructions may sound simple, but were extremely difficult for them. Both struggled mightily not to revert to old habits.

			After learning to simply remain silent when things got tough, the next crucial behavior they needed to learn was to communicate without blame.

			What they said to each other had to be free of both criticism and accusation, two of the principal components of blame.

			So when Jane was upset with Eduardo about not turning off the TV and coming to dinner, instead of saying something sarcastic and derogatory, the scripts I provided trained her to say, “It’s important to me to share family time together during meals.” Notice that these words do not accuse or criticize, they simply imply that Jane wants Eduardo to join the other family members, and allow him to make his own decision.

			This approach may seem very mild. But there’s a solid psychological basis for this, which we’ll discuss in greater depth in some of the sections dealing with difficult situations.

			Not only does Jane now declare her wishes to Eduardo without criticizing, she has shifted the focus to what she needs and away from her anger and resentment.

			After just a few days of each refraining from critical, accusatory, punishing, or humiliating comments, Jane and Eduardo noticed they were beginning to feel more positive toward each other. And that improvement in their home and family life has continued.

			Please notice two things about their success. First, this approach worked for them because they both really wanted to find ways to stay together. Neither of them was seeking an exit. In short, the techniques I taught them matched their true intent. Positive intent is absolutely necessary to improve communication.

			Second, as Jane and Eduardo learned to take better care in their communications with each other, they also learned far better ways to take care of themselves.

			Which leads to an overriding concept intrinsic to this book:

			Learning to communicate more effectively is an intrinsic part of self-care.

			I’m defining self-care as taking care of your long-term best interests in the hundreds of small decisions that carry you toward—or away from—your goals.

			The opposite of self-care is self-indulgence; giving in to any urge that satisfies a short-term impulse, without regard to the long-term consequences. When you criticize someone close to you because that’s what you feel like doing in that moment, that’s being self-indulgent.

			So when you learn how to use new methods of communicating, you are also learning how to take care of your personal needs: in short, practicing self-care.

			Now let’s examine the five basic rules that will help you take care of yourself.

			The Five Rules of Effective Communication

			I call these concepts “rules” for two reasons: because breaking them has inevitable negative consequences, and learning them will pay tremendous dividends. There’s a direct correlation between the number of rules you incorporate into your words and gestures and your level of satisfaction in relationships. Simply put, the more you follow these rules, the happier you will be. And the more successful you’ll be in life.

			Conversely, the less you use them, the more stressful, frustrated and resentful you’ll be. And the less successful you’ll be.

			That’s a basic fact.

			THE FIVE RULES OF EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION:

			
					Decide in advance what you want to accomplish.

					Say only what you need to say; nothing more.

					Don’t ask questions that don’t have an actual answer.

					Do not use blame: no criticism, accusation, punishment or humiliation.

					Always be ready to stop when things get too heated.

			

			RULE ONE [image: ]Decide in advance what you want to accomplish.

			The question of intention—what you want to accomplish—is one of the least explored areas of communication. Few of us take the time necessary to figure out what we intend to accomplish with a question or comment before launching in. Then we’re amazed when an apparently simple remark ignites a firefight.

			What, for example, does Daniel intend to accomplish when he looks over his son’s fifth-grade homework and barks, “You call this homework? Do you think you can get away with this kind of sloppy work?” What is Daniel’s intention behind these comments? If he’s out to teach his son responsibility, is this blast of criticism going to help?

			In fact, Daniel believes that criticizing his son is an effective way to teach him responsibility. Sadly, he’s operating under a mistaken belief. Namely, that using critical, accusatory and even humiliating language encourages diligence and hard work.

			And if he continues to use such harsh language with his son, their relationship will suffer. If it suffers badly enough, the consequences can be severe.

			So one of my most common suggestions to patients is to ask them to clarify the goals and long-term best interests behind even their simplest statements—before opening their mouths. To ask themselves: “What’s my intention? What do I want to accomplish? What do I need from this person right now?”

			Pausing to ask yourself what you want to accomplish takes effort and self-discipline. It also requires personal courage—the willingness to do something that’s inherently difficult and even, at times, a bit frightening.

			I can categorically state: The few seconds that you take to examine your intention before you speak may be the most valuable few seconds of your entire day.

			RULE TWO [image: ]Say only what you need to say—nothing more.

			My experience with people speaking together had taught me that most people don’t know how to stick to the point and say only what’s needed—and nothing more. They don’t know how to keep it simple. Or when to stop.

			For example, let’s return to Jane and Eduardo in the midst of a therapy session, after they’d been practicing with scripts for over a month.

			I asked them about a recent “date” they’d scheduled, and whether Eduardo had had a good time with Jane. He hesitated before offering a conditional “Yes.”

			Had he thanked his wife for coming with him?

			“Ah, no,” Eduardo replied. “Am I supposed to?”

			“If you want to encourage her to do so again, yes,” I said. “Everyone likes to hear positive reactions for something they do.”

			He thought for a moment, then turned to his wife. “Uh, Jane, thanks for coming along the other night.” He paused. “I had a good time. And I appreciate that you didn’t bring your usual sour attitude.”

			As could be expected, Jane instantly grew tense.

			“Whoa!” I ordered. “Eduardo, please rewind. After ‘I had a good time’— just stop.”

			“But I’m just telling her that she wasn’t—” he tried to argue.

			“No, you’re not,” I said. “You’re dumping a load of past resentments. You’re sabotaging your progress. Unless that’s your intention—to make matters worse—just say exactly what you mean. Nothing more.”

			Eduardo slowly nodded in recognition. It seemed he’d gotten the point.

			The key to success is keeping your words right to the point. Don’t add words that discount your message and sabotage the positive content of your communications.

			
			RULE THREE [image: ]Don’t ask questions that don’t have an actual answer.

			Many people develop a style of speaking that asks a lot of “false questions.” Also known as rhetorical questions, in real life they irritate the other person because they’re not honest attempts to get information. Psychologically, the intention is to discharge anxiety and resentment, not to gather factual information.

			Hidden inside false questions are negative messages, thinly veiled criticisms, or even direct attacks. The other person hears that, and resents it.

			Here are some examples of false questions (delivered in an acidic tone of voice):

			
					“Why did you leave the mayonnaise out again?” Implied criticism: You’re too inconsiderate to put it away.

					“Why don’t you pay more attention when I talk to you?” Implied criticism: You’re too immature to actually listen.

					“Why didn’t you call your mother on her birthday?” Implication: Because you’re selfish, don’t love your mother, don’t care about anyone.

					“Why are you tailgating that car? Why are you always in such a rush?” Try to figure out the criticisms in these questions.

			

			Clearly, these false questions are not designed to collect factual information or build closeness and trust. What emotions do you feel when you read them? Probably frustration, resentment, maybe even rage. Many of the scripts in the book highlight false questions—interrogations that don’t really request information but are actually designed to vent frustration, resentment, anxiety or other negative emotions and toss them at the other person. They are all examples of unhealthy and unhelpful communication.

			RULE FOUR [image: ]Do not use blame: No criticism, accusation, punishment or humiliation.

			This rule is complex. In my previous book Beyond Blame, I spend 319 pages discussing the ravages of blame. The premise: Using blame is always destructive because it’s actually made up of four toxic behaviors—criticism, accusation, punishment and humiliation—that only create anger, anxiety and distrust.

			Not only do these behaviors do absolutely nothing to solve problems, but the negative emotions they set off always push people further away. Absolutely no one enjoys being the target of criticism, accusation, punishment or humiliation.

			“But,” you may ask, “if my boyfriend/spouse/child behaves badly, don’t I have the right to tell him? When my feelings are hurt, if I don’t criticize him, how can I get him to change?”

			These questions are valid and deserve answers, some of which this book presents briefly in the following scenes. For a more in-depth discussion about how blame functions negatively in all our lives, please refer to Beyond Blame.

			For now, I’ll simply state that you can accomplish these goals without resorting to any of the four negative behaviors involved in blame. And the scripts will show you how.

			RULE FIVE [image: ]Always be ready to stop when things get too heated.

			You must be willing to step away from a discussion if it starts to become too heated.

			Anytime you feel yourself starting to become overwhelmed with either information or feelings, you need to be able to stop. It doesn’t matter whether the conversation involves a minor discussion about breakfast or a major debate about selling the house.

			The mechanism for stopping a conversation that’s becoming overheated is extremely simple. It can be contained in a one-sentence agreement both parties accept. Here it is:

			Either party can ask to stop a discussion at any time for any reason.

			What that means is that whenever you ask to stop talking about something, the other person is obligated to stop talking and give a simple “Okay.” No further discussion occurs, not even “I just need to finish my thought” or “Why can’t I just explain . . . ?”

			When I suggest this idea to argumentative couples, their typical reply is, “Oh, great. My spouse will shut me up all the time. I’ll never be able to talk about anything that matters to me.”

			In actual practice, though, that rarely happens. Even the most out-of-control couples have demonstrated that when the people involved have in place a solid agreement to stop talking, both people benefit. That’s because when either person can ask to stop talking when he or she feels overwhelmed, and finds that request respected, each person can begin to trust—often for the first time in years—that bringing up a potentially difficult topic will not automatically escalate into all-out verbal warfare.

			Of course, the above assumes that the basic intention of all involved is to improve the relationship. If any party harbors the intention to sabotage the relationship or to gain control, then no mechanism can help. But again, several decades of therapeutic experience have taught me that that’s rarely the case.

			These Five Rules of Effective
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