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This book is dedicated to all my clients

who have shared with me their life dramas,

and whose stories I have had the

 privilege to hear as they unfolded before me

in the counseling room … and whose lives

I have followed as they applied what they had learned.



iv Surviving Life Dramas

CONTENTS

Acknowledgements  ..................................................................... v

Introduction ................................................................................. vi

Chapter 1: Surviving Personal Stress ............................................ 1

Chapter 2: Surviving Emotional Style .......................................... 23

Chapter 3: Surviving Sensitivity ................................................ 43

Chapter 4: Surviving Indifference ................................................ 65

Chapter 5: Surviving Emotional Pain .......................................... 86

Chapter 6: Surviving Hostility .................................................. 106

Chapter 7: Surviving Gender Difference .................................. 134

Chapter 8: Surviving Miscommunication ................................ 160

Chapter 9: Surviving Your Depression ..................................... 185

Chapter 10: Surviving Low Self-Esteem .................................. 207

Chapter 11: Surviving Unfaithfulness ...................................... 233

Chapter 12: Surviving Suspicion ............................................. 255

Resources ................................................................................. 275 

 



vSurviving Life Dramas

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Thanks go to:

My husband Mike, for ensuring my life is never boring and for being 
passionate about helping others as I am, for your research, your 
perseverance, and for teaching me: “You don’t have a monopoly on bad 
feelings, Karen”.

My mum for teaching me to “put the best construction on everything”.

My wonderful boys, Daniel and William, who sometimes seldom saw me 
and who only ever occasionally complained, “You love your clients more 
than you love us”.

 

 



vi Surviving Life Dramas

INTRODUCTION

This book is the result of many years of my own life experience; adjusting 
through change, grief, the unexpected death of my dad, a cross-cultural 
marriage of 30+ years, a blended family (three step-daughters, one of whom 
was adopted at birth and reconnected with her biological dad in 2007), 
interstate relocations, living overseas, children of my own, working full 
time as a community and medical social worker and then a counselor in 
private practice, my husband’s career changes, running our own business, 
financial distress, hypersensitivity, anxiety, and self-esteem issues.

It is also the outcome of many years counseling people from all walks 
of life and socio-economic statuses in Australia and Asia, dealing with 
relationship issues, personal stress, adult ADD, and trauma (critical 
events). Time and again I taught clients the same strategies that I use 
myself, to get back up and keep going. Some years ago I realized that it 
was better to teach people these techniques BEFORE the crisis happens so 
that they may be better equipped to survive their own life dramas without 
falling into victimhood.

Life is drama. All of us have them. And I’ve seen more life dramas than 
most people. As a relationship, trauma, and adult ADD counselor for 
more than 30 years, I’ve helped thousands of individuals and couples deal 
with marriage problems, infidelity, divorce, custody battles over children, 
problems with anger and anxiety, accidents, illness, disability, death, stress 
in the workplace and post-traumatic stress disorder. Many people don’t 
have a clue how to move on. Why? The NUMBER 1 reason is that they 
don’t know... how to survive their life dramas!
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That’s why I wrote this book and created my own training: 12 DVDs, 
CDs, and Transcripts with tips, tools & resources to help you survive 
your life dramas, stay well, and have healthy relationships! Simply, every 
chapter in this 12-part stress-busting success system is there because “you 
asked for it”. Well, not “you” really. But from real live questions. Often 
in counseling sessions, people like you will ask me their most pressing 
questions about managing their emotions when they experience personal 
distress, trauma, or problematic situations or difficult people in their 
lives. Then I answered them and put together this book! Which means no 
nonsense. Just the real answers you want to know. You’ll discover all types 
of tips, tools, and resources. They work and are highly valued!

Aldous Huxley wrote, “Experience is not what happens to you – it is 
what you do with what happens to you.” This book is called Surviving 
Life Dramas, because that’s its primary focus...helping you use my 
system to change your mind, change your life; to do something with 
what happens to you.

The following 12 chapters are guidelines on Surviving Life Dramas. How 
To Stop Whining And Start Living! In each chapter I will show you exactly 
how to put my system to work in your life to survive:

1.  Personal Stress – Want to understand how your brain functions and 
the physiological effects of stress? Did you know that every negative 
emotion we have is in fact our body experiencing a stress response 
which we feel and can label?

2.  Emotional Style – Do you process emotion using an avoidant or 
reactive style? That is, do you blow up quickly or bottle up things and 
keep the peace? In what way does your style differ to your partner’s? 
Do you understand the impact of your style?

3.  Sensitivity – How does the Highly Sensitive Person (HSP) see and 
experience the world? Are you an HSP? Want to find out? 
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4.  Indifference – What happens when you become disengaged from 
your partner? Have you and your partner become Housemates? Don’t 
know how to reconnect?

5.  Emotional Pain – Do you know what “resolving” really means? Want 
to get a handle on your pain time-line and learn to resolve resentments 
and get over long-standing issues? Ever wondered why your partner 
keeps “bringing things up from the past?”

6.  Hostility – How well do you manage conflict? Would you be helped if 
I could provide you an effective communication framework? Did you 
know conflict is not an indicator of divorce, indifference is?

7.  Gender Difference – How well do you understand the communication 
differences between men and women? How do you deal with your 
unmet expectations?

8.  Miscommunication – Would you like to overcome communication 
difficulties and learn to give love according to your partner’s need - 
and receive love according to your own?

9.  Your Depression – A lowered mood state for more than three 
weeks may signal depression. Would it help you to learn to recognize 
depression and examine the myths of medication? Did you know 
that relentless stress can result in depression due to an imbalance of 
chemicals in your body?  

10. Low Self-Esteem – What is lowered self-esteem and how does it 
arise? Do you know? How well do you handle your inner voice that is 
constantly judging you? Do you know that you don’t have to blame 
your parents nor your upbringing for low self-esteem? It is likely to 
have more to do with your sensitivity than your childhood, and how 
you interpret things in the present.
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11. Unfaithfulness – The discovery of infidelity is always traumatic. How 
would you cope with this event if it happened to you? Would you be 
able to understand and accept his or her perspective and learn to move 
on in the relationship? Would this cause you to in fact break a belief 
that you would “pack your bags and leave” if it ever happened?

12. Suspicion – If you or a friend are working through the difficulties 
of learning to trust again after adultery, how well do you handle 
your ongoing suspicions? You won’t “get back your trust” unless you 
DECIDE first that you’re going to trust.

What are your life dramas? Are you troubled by your feelings? Do you 
feel disengaged, overlooked, alone, bewildered, angry, anxious, depressed, 
or do you simply not understand your feelings? Do you need help with 
behavioral change or emotional distress? This book will provide all you 
need to know about managing your emotions when you experience the life 
dramas described in each of the 12 chapters. You will understand finally 
about the physiological effects of negative emotion on your body and 
discover how to handle problematic situations and difficult people. You 
will get back in control of your life dramas and improve your emotional 
well-being.

Imagine being able to understand all those negative emotions that you feel 
and reduce their impact on you. Wouldn’t that be great?

Imagine being able to recover from those negative emotions and become 
settled, even content with what life has thrown at you. How would that 
feel if you could do that?

Imagine being able to see the positive in everything that happens to you. 
It truly is possible, but you need to know how.

Imagine being able to live in what Deepak Chopra has called “present 
moment awareness”, focusing on what is true about you and not on 
appearances that cause you to get angry or anxious.
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This book will help you learn to think in terms of truth and not appearances. 
For example, when we focus on the appearance of anger, we will want to 
be irritated, frustrated, even angry. When we focus on the appearance of 
anxiety, we will want to experience doubt, fear, and anxiety. But when we 
focus on present moment awareness, we will be dealing with our truth; 
our reality of who we are in the world. It is only when we are in this 
mindset that we can truly survive life dramas. This book will help show 
you how. This book was written following a series of public seminars given 
in Singapore during 2008. I lived and worked in Singapore from 1997 to 
February 2009 when I relocated to Adelaide, South Australia.
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Chapter 1

Surviving Personal Stress

In this chapter, we will consider your beautiful brain and the way in which 
your brain helps you to function at times of stress in your life. More 
specifically, we will examine how to manage stress because your brain 
plays such a specific role in you overcoming stress. We will consider what 
happens to you physically and emotionally when you undergo a life drama 
and how, when you do experience stress in your life, using your brain can 
help you to recover faster from that stress and from that drama. Once you 
can actually visualize what’s going on inside of your body when you are 
undergoing stress; once you actually know how your brain is impacting 
on what you are feeling and what you are thinking, then you will be able 
to use the same techniques and the same strategies for overcoming stress 
again and again.

This is great because throughout your life, you are going to experience 
many life dramas; some of them big and some of them small. Some of 
them will be external. For example, you may be involved in a car accident 
or you may know someone that has been involved in a car accident. That is 
an example of an External Event. If you lose somebody in the car accident 
or it is quite serious, then your body is going to have a physiological 
reaction and you are going to have to deal with the shock of that.

Another example may be that at work you learn your company is going 
through a merger. This can cause you to worry about whether or not you 
will still have a job or you may be told that you have been made redundant. 
This too will be for you a life drama.
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Perhaps it is an internal worry that you have. Internal worries and 
concerns also cause us stress. You may have a big exam coming up and 
you may be thinking to yourself, “I don’t know enough information to 
pass this exam.” That internal worry causes you to have a Stress Response. 
It may be that you are struggling with your health. For example, you 
may have aches and pains that don’t have an answer or you may have a 
lump somewhere that you are worried about. Perhaps you are trying to 
become pregnant. 

These are all things that go on inside of you that nobody else necessarily 
knows about. They cause you stress nonetheless because they are all 
related to your internal world - your internal feelings and thoughts that 
are causing you concern. So, even though nobody necessarily knows about 
what’s going on inside of you, if you have negative fears and negative 
worries, these are also considered to be stress. 

Every event that happens in your life, whether it is an internal event or 
an external event, results in you having a feeling. If these events give you 
a positive feeling, this is a non-problem status. Positive feelings do not 
cause our body to have stress. They are good feelings; we don’t mind those. 
But anything that causes us a negative emotion will ultimately be stressful 
because every negative emotion that we have is an Adrenalin Response. 
Our brain interprets of the situation that’s occurring, that there is some 
form of threat and therefore our body responds with a stress response and 
our body produces Adrenalin. 

The Adrenalin Response

Adrenalin is what gives us our negative feelings because the Adrenalin 
arouses our nervous system. This could be stimuli coming in through our 
five senses from the external world - information coming to us through 
our sense of touch, smell, sound and sight or it could be the internal 
worries. If we have a negative emotion, it is in fact our body enduring a 
stress response.
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The Brain

Let us consider this in more detail. Our brain comprises two main parts – 
the Cortex is the thinking part of our brain, and we humans have a very 
developed cortex. So, humans have a bigger brain proportionately than 
animals, though animals have a Cortex as well. The other, important part 
of the brain is the Limbic System which is deep within the brain and sits 
just above the brain stem. Animals have a Limbic System because this is 
the part of the brain that is responsible for our preservation instinct. It is 
the part of our brain that recognizes fear.

Imagine a zebra’s brain and imagine that while the zebra is grazing in the grass, 
he hears a noise – noise is potentially threat. There is a part of the Limbic 
System called the Amygdala which is the fear centre. This initially picks 
up this potential threat. The word ‘Amygdala’ is a Greek word that means 
‘almond’, simply because this part of the brain is the size and shape of an 
almond. The Amygdala is the part of the brain that orders the Sympathetic 
Nervous System in the body to produce Adrenalin. This is our initial stress 
response and the Adrenalin that is produced in the zebra causes the zebra to 
run. It is a preservation instinct. This is the Startled Response.

At the same time, the Amygdala sends a message to the Cortex to think 
and to appraise more accurately, “Is this situation dangerous or not?” This 
is a very fast response – it’s about half a second. The limbic response is 
faster in case the answer is, “Yes, it is dangerous.” The moment that the 
Cortex is able to identify, “No, this situation is not dangerous, it’s only 
a deer in the grass,” the awareness of “no threat” applies the brakes. The 
brakes are the opposing system, the Parasympathetic Nervous System, 
which then stop the flow of Adrenalin and restore the body to calm.

The zebra, once it recognizes that there is no threat, is able to stop and it 
may go back to grazing. This will probably not occur straight away because 
for ten or fifteen minutes, while the Adrenalin is still in the zebra’s body, 
it stays on high alert and it remains hyper-vigilant, cautious, edgy and 
watchful, just in case there is another threat or another dangerous noise. 
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In humans, this reaction is happening a hundred times a day. If you are 
walking round a corner and you bump into somebody, you jump. Then 
you recognize or you appraise that the person is not dangerous and you 
calm down. The matter is over in seconds. It could be that you see a 
cockroach or a mouse and you flinch. This is the Flinch Response and 
again, your brain recognizes that there is no danger and you settle down 
very quickly.

Let us reconsider the example of the zebra. This time, let us imagine that 
the zebra recognizes that there is a lion in the grass - this definitely is a 
threat. And so with the awareness of the threat, more messages are sent 
down to the Sympathetic Nervous System which then in turn continues to 
produce Adrenalin so that the body manufactures a tremendous amount 
of Adrenalin with which to fight or flee. This is our preservation instinct. 
This is what keeps us safe from danger.

The brain, as it is interpreting the environment, kicks off Stress Responses 
and produces Adrenalin in the body whenever it fears or thinks that there 
might be danger. It is designed to keep us safe, even though it may not 
feel like that. 

External & Internal Events

In humans, because of the complexity of the human brain, there are many 
situations which trigger off Adrenalin. Let us first consider the External 
Event. The External Event is something that happens outside of ourselves. 
For example, you might be driving down the highway and a car cuts 
in front of you. It is quite a dangerous situation so you have an instant 
Adrenalin Response. Now, depending on how you react to your Adrenalin 
(See Chapter 2 -   Different Emotional Styles), you could get very angry at 
that driver who cut you off and you may swear. Or you will become quite 
anxious and you will drop back in your car and let the other driver race 
ahead. You will continue to have heart palpitations and be a little anxious 
for a few minutes. That is an example of an External Event.
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Another example might be in a fight. You might be having an argument 
with your spouse and as your spouse is shouting at you with a finger 
in your face, you will develop a worked-up feeling in your body. This 
is in fact an Adrenalin arousal because the Adrenalin is arousing the 
nervous system. 

The morning of the Asian Tsunami, December 26th 2004 is a very good 
example of how people saw the wave coming, immediately identified it as 
threatening and dangerous and they turned and ran. The Adrenalin that 
their body produced gave them enormous strength. People told stories 
afterwards of running bare foot, up hill, climbing trees, carrying other 
people, where previously they didn’t even know they had that strength. 
This is the power of Adrenalin as our preservation instinct.

What’s also interesting is that on the morning of the Tsunami, people 
who did not recognize that there was danger, walked down to the water’s 
edge as the water receded and they were watching the fish flapping on 
the sand - they were curious about what was going on. They were in fact 
in imminent danger, but what this tells us is that it is not actually the 
situation of danger that will cause us to have an Adrenalin Response, 
rather it is the perception of danger. If in fact you do not perceive that you 
are in any dangerous situation, you will not produce Adrenalin.

Now let us move on to our internal world. This is the world of thoughts 
and feelings. So, let us say that it is the morning of your big exam and 
as you are eating breakfast, you think to yourself, “Oh my goodness, I 
really haven’t studied very well for this test.” That thought is a dangerous 
thought because you can picture yourself getting a bad grade or maybe 
failing the exam. It will therefore cause you to have an Adrenalin 
Response. The Adrenalin arouses the nervous system. The nervous 
system then has a sensation. The sensation is what we call a feeling. We 
give a label to our feeling and we say, “I feel nervous.” So, ‘nervous’ is an 
Adrenalin Response.
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Another example is that you might be running late for a meeting and 
you know you are running late so you start to have that slightly worked 
up feeling. Then you can’t find a car park so you get more worked up 
and your nervous system is even more aroused. Then, as you arrive at the 
meeting, someone makes a sarcastic comment about you often being late. 
You have another surge of Adrenalin, the Adrenalin arouses your nervous 
system and again you recognize the arousal as a sensation. You label this 
feeling and you say to yourself, “I feel embarrassed.” Or you might say, “I 
feel humiliated.” The label that you give to the Adrenalin arousal is how 
you interpret that particular sensation. Different intensities of Adrenalin 
will give us different feelings. These are examples of internal events.

Negative Emotions

Every time we have a negative emotion, we are in fact having an Adrenalin 
response. Every single time you have a negative emotion, you are 
undergoing stress and so in your life, the more negative emotions that you 
have, the greater the stress that you are going to feel.

Humans also have a large capacity to think about the past. If you think 
about an event that has happened in your past and it is not a very 
good memory, your body surges an Adrenalin Response and we call 
this a resentment. A resentment is when you think about something 
that has happened in the past and it still causes your body to have a 
stress response because your brain is still interpreting the situation as 
dangerous or threatening. 

On the other hand, if you remember something that has happened in the 
past and you don’t have an Adrenalin response, we can then safely say that 
the matter has been resolved. Old hurts do get resolved. This occurs when 
your brain can think about them but no longer considers them a threat. 
But, if you think about something in the past and the incident you are 
thinking about causes you to feel uncomfortable, then this causes you to 
have stress.
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Similarly, humans can think about the future. When you imagine 
something that might happen in the future, it is still in your mind – it 
is fantasy. However, if your brain is anticipating that something might 
happen in the future and you think about how bad it is going to be 
- you think about all the terrible things that might happen and how 
terrible you are going to feel - this future picture causes your body to 
produce Adrenalin in the present-tense. This is a real chemical; it is a 
real hormone that your body produces and so the fact that you actually 
really do feel this feeling - even though the picture in your head is about 
the future - reinforces this picture and it makes you believe that it really 
is going to happen. 

When we think about the future, we tend to say, “What if it happens?” 
or, “Maybe it will happen.” Then you start to say to yourself, “I know this 
is going to happen because I can feel it.”  I have to explain to my clients, 
“No, what you are feeling is Adrenalin in the present-tense. You are not 
feeling the future because it has not happened yet. What you are feeling 
is anxious.”

In summary, when your body responds with adrenalin because of a 
situation that is past tense, I call that a resentment. When it is about the 
future, I label that anxiety. Anxiety is simply the future tense of stress.

Dwelling on the Past

When you have the Adrenalin in your body, it is a real feeling. Therefore, 
your feelings are always valid. If you are able to label your feelings (not 
everybody can do this), you then tend to dwell on negative feelings because 
it causes your brain to think more about what you are feeling. We can use 
the analogy of having a toothache. You normally don’t think about your 
teeth but when you have a toothache, your brain is drawn to the source of 
the pain and so you think more about your teeth. It reminds you that you 
must go to the dentist.
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So, when you have an emotional hurt - let’s say you had an argument with 
your partner in the morning and they have since gone off to work and you 
are left at home. You tend to then think about the argument. Thinking 
about the argument will cause your body to produce more Adrenalin. The 
Adrenalin will make your brain think about the incident even more. As the 
hours wear on, you are doing this repetitious thinking, your brain is thinking 
more and more and your body is producing more and more Adrenalin. 
This is what we call, dwelling. You are creating more and more of your 
own stress. Now, the chances are that your partner went to work and never 
thought about the argument again. His or her body released the Adrenalin 
produced by the argument in the morning, they come home after a few 
hours feeling perfectly happy, perfectly normal and don’t have any negative 
emotion at all. They then wonder why you are feeling so grumpy.

The presence of alcohol in your system can cause dwelling to be more 
pronounced. There are two parts of your brain that alcohol has an impact 
on. One of those areas deals with dwelling and ruminating. After you have 
had alcohol, this thinking about dangerous things, thinking about feeling 
insecure, thinking about a partner being unfaithful, or wondering what 
your partner is doing – that is more likely to be influenced by the presence 
of the alcohol and dwelling occurs.

The Sensitive Person

There are some people who have a very sensitive Limbic System. Not 
surprisingly, these people are called Sensitive People. The person with a 
sensitive Limbic System is someone whose brain is more finely tuned to 
danger, to threat, to upset. Therefore, the person who is a sensitive person 
is going to have a much faster and much bigger trigger of an Adrenalin 
Response to both external and internal events. The Sensitive Person is 
likely to be more startled if there is a loud noise such as a crash outside or 
a sudden thunder clap. The Sensitive Person is more likely to be annoyed 
by ongoing noise. If there is a construction site happening next door for 
example. This is simply because the Limbic System is more finely attuned 
to those external sounds.
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It’s also true that the Sensitive Person worries more about internal things. 
They frequently think about relationship issues and how they come across to 
other people. Their internal thoughts are, “Am I good looking enough? Am I 
clever enough? Have I studied enough? Did I say the right thing?” Sensitive 
people tend to be always reflecting internally on how they impacted on 
other people and in particular what other people think of them.

In this book, there is a whole chapter which deals very specifically with the 
Sensitive Person and how they view their world differently to other people. 
Statistically, about 20% of the population is made up of Sensitive People 
and they view their internal world and experience their external worlds 
differently to others, simply because of the way their brain is structured. It 
is different to that of others.

What Does Adrenalin Feel Like?

We can’t avoid creating Adrenalin. Our brain is constantly appraising our 
environment and making sure that we are safe. You have an Adrenalin 
response even when your brain is telling you that everything is all right. 
For example, imagine that you are playing hide-and-seek with your child. 
It is not a dangerous situation and you can even see where your child is 
hiding - behind the couch. You are anticipating that your child is going to 
jump out and say, “Boo!” and you even go along with that. You call out 
and say, “Hello, where are you?” You are playing a game. Nonetheless, 
when your child jumps out from behind the couch and says, “Boo!” you 
still flinch and jump because even though your brain was anticipating 
this and even though you knew there was no danger, the Limbic System 
response is nonetheless faster and you still have that flinch. 

Whenever a person, and particularly a Sensitive Person, has an Adrenalin 
response because of a situation that occurs, they will never be without that 
initial Adrenalin response. It is impossible for us not to have it. But, what we 
can do is use our brain to think about the non-threatening reality, to restore 
to calm and to think, “There is no threat.” It is all to do with your perception 
and all to do with the interpretation that your brain is making.
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If you are standing in a queue in the bank and somebody brushes up against 
you from behind, you will say, “Oh, sorry,” and you will move. However, 
if you get that same sensation and you turn and there is somebody there 
with a gun, you will have a completely different response to that. You will 
suddenly recognize danger and you will become very afraid because your 
body pumps with Adrenalin.

So, what does this Adrenalin feel like? This Adrenalin actually feels 
dreadful. Even though the purpose of Adrenalin is to keep you safe and 
to protect your organism, Adrenalin feels terrible. You become aroused 
with a nervous feeling and when it is a huge Adrenalin Response – maybe 
you have just seen that man in the bank with the gun – you will surge 
Adrenalin because your brain is interpreting a massive threat. When there 
is a major threat, your body surges a tremendous amount of Adrenalin. It 
is released from the adrenal glands that sit on top of your kidney, so very 
often you will feel quite sick in your gut and can perhaps even double up 
with pain. Adrenalin continues to course throughout your whole body 
and you feel it everywhere in your body. 

Different people feel Adrenalin in different places. For example, I tend to 
experience my Adrenalin – even low-level Adrenalin – in my chest area. 
I will start to experience heart palpitations. I am conscious of my heart 
beating and I am conscious of my chest area buzzing and vibrating as 
though I’ve had too much caffeine or pseudoephedrine (one of the drugs 
in decongestant medication). Other people will feel their Adrenalin first 
in their gut and they will start to feel sick or queasy. Others might feel a 
headache or get a lump in their throat and their throat seems to constrict 
and tighten. So, different people feel their stress in different places and we 
need to become mindful of where our body is signaling to us that we are 
feeling stress.
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Whenever our body produces Adrenalin, it goes immediately to our 
muscles. As soon as we experience an Adrenalin Response, our muscles 
tighten or constrict. For example, if you imagine seeing a cockroach, your 
shoulders will tighten, your body tightens, your body prepares for fight or 
flight and the moment the cockroach runs away again under the fridge, 
you are able to relax. The Stress Response causes our muscles to constrict 
and to tighten and when that happens over a period of time, we end up 
with the cockroach response, feeling and looking tense and tight.

The muscles in our legs constrict. The muscles in our arms constrict. Our 
chest muscles constrict. And so, our whole body is undergoing a Stress 
Response. If you are in tune with your body and you know different body 
sensations, you will be aware of your increasing stress. However, there are 
many people who aren’t necessarily aware of their stress levels. Their head 
tells them that they are stressed but they are not necessarily in tune with 
what’s going on in their body. After you have read this chapter, you can be 
more aware and you can think about your body and try to identify where 
you actually feel your stress.

Defining Stress

As the Adrenalin in our body rises – as we start to accumulate stress – our 
body experiences ever-increasing physiological reactions. The physiology 
relates to our physical responses. For example, a man might say, “I feel 
stressed. I feel stressed because of my stressful job.” This is interesting 
because I might say to that man, “Tell me about your job.” 

He replies, “Well, I really like my job. I enjoy the people I work with, I’m 
well paid and I’ve got a good position.” 

If the man says that to me, I say to him, “Well, you’ve got a lot of positive 
feelings about your job. What are the negative feelings? If you don’t 
have any negative feelings then you are actually not stressed. You only 
experience stress when you have negative emotion. Positive emotion is a 
non-problem status.” 
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He’ll reply, “Well, I’m busy.” 

I’ll say, “Well, okay. People who are busy – that’s a particular feeling – you 
can recognize when you are busy – but ‘busy’ comes and goes. It fluctuates. 
A negative emotion that you have in your life, the stress that you have in 
your life, perhaps comes from another source.” 

Very often, I will explore with that client where his source of stress comes 
from. It may be related to health. It may be related to low self-esteem. It 
may be related to his relationship. It may be related to guilt that he has 
about not spending enough time with his children. But stress is always 
related to a negative emotion. 

Another example is that of a house-wife at home who says she’s stressed 
and that may be true. She may be feeling bored, lonely, inadequate, 
helpless, overwhelmed or under-stimulated. Or she may feel put down or 
dismissed if she tries to tell her husband about these feelings and he says, 
“What have you got to worry about?” That sort of comment is likely to 
make her have even more bad feelings and it therefore increases her stress. 
Remember, stress is related to a negative emotion and so, yes, we have all 
sorts of people feeling stressed in all sorts of situations.

Stress is extremely subjective. It relates to how you experience it. The stress 
that we are focusing on in this chapter is the stress that we experience in 
a life drama - that means a lot of stress. I am referring to a body that is 
experiencing a lot of stress and that can come about through two different 
ways. It can come about because of one particular life event that causes 
your body to flood with Adrenalin – for example, the car accident or 
the Tsunami. Or you can also experience a life drama because of what I 
label, ‘relentless stress’. This is an accumulation of stress that occurs over 
time so there is no particular major event, just a gradual build up. It is 
episodes that occur or negative emotion that you experience relentlessly – 
perhaps in your job or your relationship. If you have a build up of negative 
emotion and it goes on for a period of time without a break, then you 
will also become stressed and the feeling is the same. It is to do with an 
accumulation of and then a flooding of Adrenalin.
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Symptoms of Stress

When you have an extreme level of Adrenalin in your body, whether it 
is caused by the one event or whether it is the accumulation of events, 
your muscles become tighter and tighter and this eventually results in you 
having physiological responses. Heart palpitations, the chest, neck and 
shoulders are always involved – you end up feeling quite hunched and 
very tight around your neck and shoulders. Your muscles will also ache. 
Whenever you are experiencing stress, one of the common symptoms is 
muscle ache, especially in the thighs, arms. Your body becomes fatigued 
because your muscles ache. It is like you have been carrying heavy shopping 
for a long time and you can’t put it down. Even after you have put the 
heavy shopping down, your muscles still ache because they have been 
working and tightened for a very long time. 

Your breathing is affected. The reason that your breathing alters is simply 
because your chest wall is a huge muscle. As our muscles constrict and 
become tighter, the chest wall becomes like a tight, rigid sheet of muscle. 
As a result of this, the lungs that are inside this chest wall no longer have 
the ability to expand like they normally do - they are only expanding a 
little bit and are therefore not taking in the quantity of air that you would 
normally take in. 

After a while the brain sends a signal down to the lungs, “This body needs 
a little bit more oxygen. Please breathe a bit more deeply.” Outwardly, you 
end up sighing. This forces your chest wall to open to a greater expansion 
and that is what the (sighing) response is. When you are stressed, you tend 
to sigh more or you yawn more because yawning has the same impact. 
Yawning is when you take in air and deliberately force your chest wall to 
expand. Again, these are symptoms of stress.
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Other people will notice that they do not sleep well when they are stressed. 
Of course not. When you are stressed, your body has got a lot of Adrenalin 
in it. The purpose of Adrenalin is to keep you alert, to keep you awake, to 
keep you on guard. You are not supposed to sleep when you are on guard 
duty and so, when you are stressed, you will not be able to settle and you 
will not be able to sleep because your brain is thinking and checking, 
“Where is the danger?”

As your stress increases, you are producing more and more Adrenalin. 
The Adrenalin that you are producing is making your brain think more 
and more, “Where is the danger?” A good analogy of this is the meerkat 
on sentry duty. It is constantly looking around, checking for danger. This 
is how the brain becomes. It thinks, “Where is the danger?” And so the 
Adrenalin that is genuinely in your body is causing your brain to become 
more alert, more on guard, worrying. That is why Sensitive People, who 
always have a lot of Adrenalin in their body, tend to be worriers. The 
Adrenalin in their body is making their brain think, “Where is the danger?” 
And then of course, the brain begins to think, “Well, it could be this. It 
could be that.” You are picturing what the danger might be and your body 
is thereby producing more Adrenalin.

This situation becomes the anxious cycle. The anxious cycle, when it 
continues, eventually will cause your Parasympathetic Nervous System to 
break down. The Parasympathetic Nervous System becomes so exhausted 
by trying to restore your body to calm that it no longer functions. Now, 
when you are thinking about worrying thoughts, your body is producing 
Adrenalin even when you are trying to restore yourself to calm and you 
are trying to tell yourself – your Cortex, “No, no, no, there is no danger. 
It’s okay. Settle down. You’ll get through this. You are a big girl. Other 
people have experienced things like this before.” This is the way we talk to 
ourselves. This is our self-soothing talk. 
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However, when your Parasympathetic Nervous System breaks down, even 
as you are trying to calm yourself down, you end up producing more and 
more Adrenalin and this is when we have relentless stress and we can no 
longer restore to calm. That is when we really experience the feeling of being 
traumatized. I am using the word ‘trauma’ for the first time – that is how 
we feel when we are experiencing a life drama. We feel traumatized. Our 
body is flooding with Adrenalin and it actually feels as though we are in a 
car accident but the car is still rolling. We don’t know what the outcome is 
going to be. That is how it can feel when you are traumatized.

At that point in time, as well as all the physical reactions that your body 
has, there are other things that start to happen. The Autonomic Nervous 
System in the body starts to collapse. The Autonomic Nervous System 
is the nervous system that looks after all the functions over which we 
have no conscious control. (It is the Central Nervous System that we are 
able to have conscious thought about. For example, movement - blinking 
and walking.) So the Autonomic Nervous System looks after our gut 
and digestion, it looks after our bowels and evacuation, it looks after our 
reproductive system. These are all the areas of our body that continue to 
function without us having any conscious control over them. 

But, when we are feeling stressed, even a little bit stressed, what do we 
start to notice? We begin to have tummy upsets and when we have a lot of 
stress, these upsets become more pronounced. Some people end up with 
Irritable Bowel Syndrome or Ulcerative Colitis. These are quite major gut 
and bowel problems. If you are a little bit stressed or a little bit nervous, 
you might have loose stools and need to go to the toilet quite a lot. But 
if you have stress over a long period of time, you end up with major gut 
problems and bowel problems. 

Our whole reproductive system can be affected. It is well known that 
if a woman is stressed, her menstrual cycle might alter. What we now 
know, because of the advance of medical technology, is that men are also 
very affected by stress. With this advance of medical technology and 
photography, we know that men’s sperm is highly affected by stress and 
men can experience a lot of abnormal sperm and low sperm count because 
their Autonomic Nervous System is being interrupted.
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The other major parts of our Autonomic Nervous System are our 
Sympathetic and our Parasympathetic Nervous System. These are the areas 
of our system that look after the recovery and the restoration of the body 
to calm after stress. And so as that breaks down, so our body experiences 
more and more stress without being able to recover. 

To summarize, when we are experiencing stress, the first thing that starts 
to happen as our Autonomic Nervous System breaks down is that we 
have a break down of our immune system. We have concentrated on the 
Autonomic Nervous System but the other thing that happens is that we 
have a break down of our immune system. As we become more stressed, we 
start to develop more colds, flus, viruses, skin conditions, your Eczema – if 
you suffer from it - might crop up again. Your Shingles or your Glandular 
Fever might return.

The Importance of Serotonin

The next thing that occurs is a decrease of the chemical, Serotonin. 
Your Serotonin depletes as your Adrenalin increases. Serotonin is our 
‘good feeling’ chemical. It is a very important chemical. Serotonin is a 
Neurotransmitter that we have in our brain and our Serotonin is necessary 
for us to feel good and to think good. Serotonin enables electrical impulses 
to jump across all the millions of neurons in our brain. Therefore, a lot of 
Serotonin equals a lot of good thought. If you are with friends and you 
are feeling really good, you have a lot of Serotonin and you can do a lot 
of brainstorming. When you are feeling really good, you can get on with 
things and you are inspired to get going with the projects that you want to 
do because the increased Serotonin means you can think well.

With the depletion of Serotonin, you find that your mood drops. You 
become flat, despondent, unmotivated, can’t be bothered, joyless. When 
you are undergoing a lot of stress, you might still force yourself to do 
things that have to be done but they don’t give you pleasure anymore. 
These are the feelings of a lowered Serotonin level in your brain. 
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Your thinking is also affected. Your thinking is affected inasmuch as it now 
starts to become inaccurate. You now begin to have irrational thinking. 
You may not know this at the time, but afterwards, when you recover 
a bit from your stress, you can look back and think, “I wasn’t thinking 
rationally at that time.” Our thinking becomes inaccurate, irrational and 
anxious. The reason why our thinking becomes more anxious again at 
this time is purely biological. When you have got a lot of Serotonin, that 
hormone is a neurotransmitter in the brain that allows electrical impulses 
(which are thoughts) to jump across neurons. When you have decreased 
levels of Serotonin, the electrical impulses don’t jump as far. They are not 
able to jump in different directions and so your thinking becomes more 
rigid – your thoughts have got nowhere else to go.

Because of that, they come to a stop and that is why, when you are feeling 
down, you actually feel stuck in your brain. You feel thick. You feel blocked. 
You can’t think straight. How often we say that to ourselves, “I can’t think 
straight.” You do not feel like getting going with a project you have to do 
or the next task you have to do – it might just even be cooking a meal. You 
just can not be bothered.  These are all signs of lowered Serotonin.

Unfortunately, what happens is that these electrical impulses have to 
go somewhere. And so they then start to go around in the area of the 
brain where they have just come from, which gives the person a recurring 
thought. This is what dwelling is. This is what ruminating is. When we 
are feeling down, we dwell on things. We actually do not dwell on things 
when we are feeling good. Of course, when we dwell on things, we are 
in fact experiencing the same, anxious cycle because the thought we are 
having is a bad thought. Because we are having a bad thought, our body is 
creating more Adrenalin and so that cycle continues. It is the reason why, 
with lowered Serotonin and with this inaccurate and irrational thinking, 
we do in fact become more and more anxious and our brain is increasing 
our levels of Adrenalin in our body.
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These lowered levels of Serotonin and impaired thinking cause us to 
have lowered self-esteem. Self-esteem is a thinking process. As well as 
feeling bad, we also think badly about ourselves. We have continuous 
thoughts about how bad we are, how useless we are, how pathetic we 
are or how uninteresting we are. These ongoing thoughts, in turn, create 
more and more Adrenalin. 

An easy way to remember the relationship between Serotonin and 
Adrenalin is to consider your hands as two platforms. The left hand is 
the Adrenalin hand and the right hand is the Serotonin hand. Remember 
that these platforms move up and down as though they are a counter-
weight. As Adrenalin rises, Serotonin drops. And as Adrenalin drops, 
Serotonin rises. Effectively, the label, ‘self-esteem’ could also be placed on 
the right hand. Your Serotonin and your self-esteem are very connected 
and they are both strongly influenced by the presence of Adrenalin.

For example, you might have a good day spending time with friends. 
When you get home, you are feeling good. Your Serotonin is elevated, 
you are feeling good about yourself and you are feeling good about life. 
You do not feel stressed at all. The next day, you might be organizing 
a dinner-party with the same friends. As you are organizing the dinner 
party, things go a bit wrong and you discover that you haven’t put the 
wine in the fridge, you haven’t got enough meat and the potatoes that 
you wanted to put on the barbeque turn out to be rotten. Your stress 
rises, your Adrenalin levels rise, you are feeling stressed and now your 
levels of Serotonin have depleted. Because of that, you start all the 
ruminating thoughts of, “Oh, I’m so hopeless. I should have done that 
before. Why didn’t I check? I’m hopeless at organizing barbeques and 
my friends aren’t going to be happy. And they probably won’t even turn 
up anyway. I’m so pathetic.”
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All of these unnecessary, negative thoughts that you have are simply because 
of the imbalance of the chemicals. Our personal stress is so significantly 
affected by the way that we think and once we realize this and visualize 
this, we can work out that if we can change the way we think, if we can 
change the way that we see a situation and change our viewpoint of it, we 
are going to change the way that we feel. We are responsible for the way 
that we feel, regardless of what happens to us in life. We can manage our 
stress levels and we can work out what we are going to do next by altering 
the way that we feel.

Case Study

Some years ago, a couple came to me for a Counseling session because they 
were both feeling very bad in their relationship. They had been married for 
some years, they had an eighteen month old child and they were both feeling 
very stressed about the relationship and particularly about meal times. The 
couple said to me that their arguments of late had been about dinner times. 
He was the bread winner, he was working and she wanted him home for 
dinner by 6.30 every evening. In Singapore, this is not very realistic. People 
work much longer hours than that, particularly in Singapore because it is 
working across different time-zones with other countries. It is very difficult 
for men to be home from the office at 6.30pm.

The wife was quite demanding, saying, “I want you home. We want some 
family time.” 

He was arguing back and saying, “That’s unrealistic. I’m the bread winner. 
What do you expect?” So, in the Counseling session, we talked about 
expectations and she was able to describe that in her family life, growing up, 
she had some wonderful memories of the dad being very involved with family 
life. She could remember a family meal together – mum, dad and four children 
around the table. After the meal, mum would be in the kitchen clearing away. 
The children would help to clear the table and then they would sit down at 
the table with dad to do homework. Dad would help to supervise the different 
children with their different homework. So, the wife had a memory of happy 
family time - warm, close, together and dad being very involved. That’s what 
she was trying to recreate in her own marriage.
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The husband was also able to describe happy family time. He was one of 
seven children growing up in Canada. He talked about meal times and said 
his dad was working two jobs to keep the family of seven going. He had 
a mental picture of Canada always being cold and grey and him coming 
home at night. The children ranged in age from seven to seventeen so they 
all had different activities and they all returned home at different times. 
He had a mental picture of mum in the kitchen, warm food, a hot stove, 
always plenty of food, and as the children came in from their different 
activities, mum would dish them up a hot meal and they would go and sit 
together to watch TV while they had their meal. 

So, the husband was accustomed to TV teas, not to a family meal at a 
table. This is what the wife had been asking for – a meal at a table. She 
wanted him to come home and have family time. I asked both of them, 
“What is it that you want?” 

She was able to say, “I want family time. I want my husband home, sitting 
at the table, having a family meal.”

I asked, “What happened when you were first married? Did that 
happen?”

She said, “No, we just went out together to eat or we had a TV tea together. 
Sometimes we would cook a meal together.”

I said, “Did you feel then that he wasn’t a part of the family?”

She replied, “No, it was just the two of us.”

I then asked her, “When did this change?”
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The wife could identify that the change occurred when the child turned 
eighteen months or so and was able to sit in a high chair. Now the child was 
sitting in a high chair and could sit up at the table. That was when she had 
a changed expectation. She was feeling stressed because her husband wasn’t 
coming home for the family meal. Once she realized that this was more 
about her expectation and her wanting to recreate a happy, family time, 
she could see that that was unrealistic and the husband could also see what 
his wife’s stress was. Eventually, they both became a bit more flexible and 
changed the picture in their head. He said to her, “I understand now what 
you are trying to recreate. I can see that you want me to be more involved 
with our child so that you can feel settled that we have a happy family. I 
will actually try and come home for a family meal twice a week.”

And the wife replied, “I can now see that our child doesn’t need you to 
be home every single night. You spend plenty of other time with him. It 
doesn’t have to be this recreation at the family table. I’m perfectly happy 
with you coming home once a week.” They negotiated a difference and 
both went away very happy.
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Conclusion

Our stress can be managed; whether it is a big life drama, whether it is 
a small life drama or whether it is relentless stress that leads us to feel as 
though we are constantly under pressure. If we can change the way we view 
things in our head, if we can channel our thinking in our Cortex to a non-
dangerous pathway, we will be able to settle ourselves down and therefore 
lower our levels of Adrenalin. And by lowering our levels of Adrenalin, 
our levels of Serotonin will automatically increase thus providing us with 
more rational thinking, more accurate thinking. We are going to be able 
to make clearer decisions and even ask more for what we want. We will be 
able to manage our life drama much better.

This first chapter provided an exceptionally simple explanation of how our 
brain works with emotions and how we look at the physiological impact of 
stress. The next chapter in ‘Surviving Life Dramas’ is ‘Surviving Emotional 
Style’. There are two emotional styles – Avoidant and Reactive. Which one 
are you?
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Chapter 2 

Surviving Emotional Style

This chapter is all about surviving your emotional style. Your emotional 
style is the way you naturally will deal with stress when you experience 
Adrenalin in your body. It is the way that we react instinctively or naturally 
– not everybody is the same. You may be a ‘fight person’ or a ‘flight person’ 
because fight or flight is the natural response. It is the natural mechanism 
of Adrenalin. We are going to consider how you process emotion.

The first chapter of Surviving Life Dramas deals with the importance of the 
brain in managing stress. We considered the two main components of the 
brain. The Limbic System, which is deep within the brain and is responsible 
for the feelings that we have and the Cortex. The Cortex is responsible for 
the thinking. It is the Limbic System, with our fear centre, the Amygdala, 
that will kick off a Stress Response when our brain interprets that we are 
under threat. A Stress Response is kicked off and our Sympathetic Nervous 
System produces Adrenalin. Adrenalin is a real chemical and it really does 
arouse our nervous system. It gives us a negative feeling.

Then, there are also messages that go up to the Cortex for us to determine, 
“Is this situation dangerous? No, or yes?” When we recognize that there 
is no threat, your Parasympathetic Nervous System puts on the brakes. It 
stops the flooding of Adrenalin and it restores your body to calm. So the 
negative emotion very quickly dissipates. 

However, if your brain interprets, “Yes there is threat and I am in a 
dangerous situation and this person is out to attack me,” the messages get 
sent more rapidly down to the Sympathetic Nervous System and more and 
more Adrenalin is produced. Thus, your levels of Adrenalin are elevated 
and this causes you to move into protection mode. The way we protect 
ourselves is very much dependent on whether our natural emotional style 
is more as a ‘fight person’ or a ‘flight person’.
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‘Fight’ or ‘Flight’?

When you are a ‘fight person’, it does not take many surges of Adrenalin 
to cause you to want to display your emotion immediately. Typically, you 
will become irritable or angry, or you will fight. When there is a flooding 
of emotion such as in a dangerous situation, you will even clench your 
fist and use it to fight. We can use the analogy of a small volcano. The 
‘fight person’ will have two or three surges of Adrenalin and will then 
display their emotion. If you are a ‘flight person’, you are more likely to 
become withdrawn, taken aback or even frozen because the ‘flight person’ 
internalizes their Adrenalin and holds it within. They remain steady on 
the outside but are very distressed on the inside – this is not necessarily 
visible to others. 

We can represent that by imagining a bigger volcano. The ‘fight person’ 
is much more reactive and the ‘flight person’, who is more likely to 
withdraw, we call an Avoidant Person. This is visible in different situations, 
depending on whether it is one, large life drama or indeed, even a build-
up of relentless stress. 

The Avoidant Person & the Reactive Person – An Example

My youngest son was eight years old and one Sunday afternoon we were 
having a picnic in the playground. He was up on a makeshift swing in the 
tree and suddenly, he fell out of the tree. I saw him fall and I reached to 
help him but I missed him. I immediately had a shock reaction because 
he had landed on his head. My immediate thought was, “What injury has 
he sustained?” Then he moaned and he rolled over. My next thought was, 
“Good, at least he’s not seriously injured.” Then, I saw that by the shape 
of his arm that he had very seriously broken it. 
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At that point in time, I had a taken aback response. I almost froze. I was 
very calm on the exterior, it didn’t seem to be a calamity and I called out 
to my other son, “I need some help.” I held my son on my lap and rang 
my husband on the cell phone. I am an Avoidant Person and I hold things 
inside so I was able to be very calm and speak to my husband. I said, “I’m 
in the playground with the boys. I think I need some help. William has 
just fallen out of the tree and I think he’s broken his arm. Could you come 
and help. I don’t know what to do next.”

My husband Mike is a very Reactive Person. He experiences his stress in 
a different way. So, when he heard the news that there was some danger – 
possible serious injury of our son – he immediately became angry over the 
phone and there was an outburst. “What are you doing letting him climb 
a tree? What do you mean he was up in the tree? How serious is he?” I 
was taken aback by his reaction because I did not expect it. At that point, 
Mike took complete control. He was at my side within a few minutes and 
completely took over. He was wonderful. He wrapped our son up in a big 
bath towel, we got into a taxi and we were able to take him to the hospital 
where he was given the appropriate treatment.

After the big drama was over and our son was at home with his arm in 
a plaster cast, Mike and I discussed our different reactions to what had 
happened. I said to him, “Why were you so angry when I rang you and 
told you that William had fallen out of the tree? I was upset. I didn’t 
expect you to be angry.”

He said, “Yes, I’m sorry. I perhaps could have done that better. I didn’t 
know I was going to be angry either, but that’s the way I react when I 
immediately experience a stress reaction.” I acknowledged that it did not 
last very long. But, he did point out something very significant. He said, 
“Karen, I was also surprised by your reaction.”

I replied, “Why? I was really calm.”
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He said, “I know you were calm and I also know that you are the person 
who would be calm in a crisis. But let’s face it, you’re the trained trauma 
counselor and also, you’re the one that has done the St. John’s course. 
You know about how to manage injuries and how to do CPR and when 
to call an ambulance. Why didn’t you take control? I expected you to 
take control and instead you rang me for help.”

At that point, I realized that in certain situations, I can be very much in 
control. I am a trained trauma counselor and have worked in a hospital 
environment and run a trauma counseling service. Yet, I recognized then 
that when I was personally involved, my stress was so great that I became 
clouded and I could not think straight. Everything began to occur in 
slow motion. I was not able to deal with the stress of that moment 
because I was personally threatened. Professionally, working in a trauma 
counseling service, I was not personally threatened and this was a big 
eye opener for me.

We know that when your brain interprets that you are personally under 
attack or personally threatened, your reactions are going to be different 
than those in a situation where you are perhaps professionally involved 
and still in control. As a ‘flight person’ - an Avoidant Person - the way 
I experience stress is that I feel taken aback and frozen. It is similar to 
the deer in the headlights. I feel unable to react quickly and everything 
happens in slow motion. After the event, when I have calmed down and 
my Adrenalin has dropped a little, I am able to think about what I could 
have done or should have done and the things that I would have said. 

The Reactive Person has the ability to think on their feet. They process 
their emotion very quickly by reacting and using up the energy of 
Adrenalin. Particularly after an outburst, the event for them is over 
immediately. 
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Relationships

This is particularly significant when we examine negative emotions in a 
relationship. The relationship can be between husband and wife, between 
boss and subordinate, between brother and sister, between parent and 
child, between teacher and student. Wherever there is a relationship, there 
are going to be interactions which are not always good. Whenever you 
have a negative interaction - and that negativity may only be experienced 
by one side - you experience a negative feeling and therefore,  you are 
having a Stress Response. 

Every negative emotion is a Stress Response. Adrenalin is being produced 
because your brain is interpreting that you are under threat. Because of 
our developed Cortex, we humans can give our negative emotions a label. 
Sometimes, we might feel threatened or anxious, put down or dismissed or 
belittled. It may be a low-intensity feeling. A low-intensity feeling simply 
means our brain isn’t feeling hugely threatened so only produces a little bit 
of Adrenalin. And so our feelings might be for example, we feel annoyed, 
uncomfortable, or a little bit irritated. 

However, if it is a bigger surge of Adrenalin, our feelings might be, 
embarrassed, unappreciated or mocked. We could also feel disgusted, 
humiliated, rejected, betrayed or scorned. All our different emotional words 
are describing a negative emotion that we are having in the context of a 
relationship. Whenever we experience negative emotion in interactions, 
our stress is going to increase and as our stress increases, we are going to 
respond either as a Reactive Person or as an Avoidant Person.

If you are married to a Reactive Person and a negative event occurs, that 
person will want to sort things out straight away. It may not be getting 
mad; it may just be needing to talk, it may be sorting it out now and fixing 
the problem now. They will follow you from room to room, talking and 
wanting to sort the problem out straight away. When it is sorted out, the 
event is over. They get rid of the Adrenalin build-up and the Adrenalin 
arousal that the body feels and they get back to normal very quickly. They 
do not realize that this display of emotion may well be impacting the other 
person, especially if the other person is an Avoidant Person. 
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The Avoidant Person does not like conflict and does not like confrontation. 
The Avoidant Person functions best when there is harmony and when 
there is peacefulness. If they have to hear or experience somebody blowing 
up or telling them off or raising their voice or using an irritable tone, that 
will have an impact on the Avoidant Person and they will have another 
Adrenalin response. This is not necessarily shown on the outside. It is 
there on the inside and if the brain thinks about it, the brain can think, 
“I feel put down, I feel attacked, I feel misunderstood, I feel belittled, I 
feel scared.”

Sometimes, if you are at the receiving end of somebody’s aggression, for 
example, you might be a teacher and you’ve got students who are getting 
mad at you, you could feel fearful but you don’t show this on the outside. 
However, you start to build up the feeling of stress. When the Avoidant 
Person builds up a lot of Adrenalin, these feelings are very often attributed 
to the other person. Their brain thinks, “You are making me feel like this. 
If you are making me feel like this, I am going to start to feel that you are 
the enemy and I’m going to start to withdraw from you.”  The Avoidant 
Person starts off by ignoring and then they withdraw. 

Initially, this may not be noticed by anybody else because the withdrawal 
occurs on the inside – it is a protective mechanism. Avoidant People build 
up a wall and if it was possible to see inside the wall, there would be a 
defense of, “What you say isn’t going to hurt me anymore.” Eventually, 
the person withdraws noticeably. They start not to answer, they start not 
to engage with the person who is throwing the barbs and this withdrawal 
very quickly has an impact on the Reactive Person.

Now the Reactive Person begins to think, “What’s wrong with this person? 
Why is he/she so moody? Why are they not talking to me?” If they ever get 
around to talking about it, the Reactive Person will say, “I feel shut out. 
I feel excluded. I feel like you’re punishing me. Why don’t you interact 
with me?” What the Reactive Person is wanting is some sort of solution 
so that they can move on. They want the event to be over, not knowing 
that for the Avoidant Person, all these exchanges, these negative feelings, 
are impacting on the relationship. The Avoidant Person tends to get filled 
with Adrenalin responses - all the negative emotion - that then impacts on 
the relationship because they feel as though the Reactive Person does not 
care about their feelings.
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The Avoidant Person can release Adrenalin responses, usually by talking 
about things in a non-conflict situation. So initially, the Avoidant Person 
will try and talk things through. They will try to talk things through 
because if they are heard, understood and able to say how they feel, they 
will release that Adrenalin and things will be back to normal. However, 
what typically happens is that when they try and talk about their feelings, 
there is further conflict. There is further criticism and there is another 
exchange that causes the Avoidant Person to have an Adrenalin Arousal. 
This leads them to shut down and begin to think, “What’s the point? 
What’s the point of saying any more? What’s the point of trying to explain 
how I feel because it isn’t going to be successful?”

Feelings of the Avoidant Person

The person with the Avoidant emotional style tends to live in their own 
head with many thoughts and many emotions inside their body - feeling 
hurt, feeling distressed and somehow thinking that the other person should 
be understanding how they feel and helping them deal with it. However, 
the other person isn’t feeling like that at all – they have already had their 
little explosion. They are back to normal and wondering why the Avoidant 
Person is sulking, why they are moody and why they are so withdrawn. 
Of course, this makes them feel left out, shut out, excluded and punished. 
They are the typical words that the Reactive Person will use.

There is a lot of stress for the Avoidant Person that comes from arguments. 
In every argument, there is a trading of hurts. If we argue, we might 
feel attacked, so we say something and then the other person feels 
criticized. They say something back and we feel put down. Then they 
feel humiliated and then we feel misunderstood and so the exchanges 
continue. So, when there is conflict, it is very rarely about a topic. It is 
always about trading hurts and the exchanges go backwards and forwards 
and each of us is trying to defend ourselves. The Avoidant Person is the 
one who ends up feeling, holding in and internalizing these pains and 
then dwelling on them.
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We considered how we dwell on things in the previous chapter. The more 
Adrenalin that you have in your body, the more you feel worked up, the 
more your body has an Adrenalin arousal, the more your brain is going 
to be on alert asking, “Where is the problem?” So, the Avoidant Person 
thinks more and more about what has gone wrong in the interaction. They 
will dwell on it and the more they dwell, the more Adrenalin they will 
produce. Therefore, the Avoidant Person is prone to having these stress 
responses in their body. They are more prone to stress and they are more 
prone to depression because their body experiences this Adrenalin.

Meanwhile, the Reactive Person has got mad in the argument, has got 
over it, they do not feel worked up anymore and they have returned to 
normal. This is very difficult for the Avoidant Person to understand. The 
Avoidant Person wants to get rid of their Adrenalin in a non-conflict way 
so that they can restore to normal.

The Brain

The brain remembers hurts and emotional pain in the same way as it 
remembers a smell. For example, if you smell something today that you have 
not smelt for six years, the way you identify it is by the brain receiving that 
particular sensation through the olfactory glands. It identifies the smell by 
whizzing through its file of memories and saying, “Ah. I remember what 
that smell is and I remember where I smelt it.” Immediately, the brain 
can recognize what the smell is and where you smelt it. That memory is 
resurrected, even though you perhaps had not thought about that memory 
for six years.

In exactly the same way, when you have an emotional pain, your brain 
recognizes what the pain is by saying, “I’ve had that feeling before. What 
is it?” It whizzes through the file of memories, suddenly finds it and 
remembers what the label is – “I feel humiliated.” It remembers that you 
felt humiliated two weeks ago, two months ago, two years ago, twelve 
years ago. All of a sudden, the emotional pain that you experience in an 
argument today brings up all these other memories of times you have had 
this pain before. If those previous times have not been resolved, then every 
one of those memories will surge another bit of Adrenalin. 
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This happens so fast in your brain that you are not even really aware that 
it is happening. The experience that you are having today actually causes 
you to experience a much bigger volume of Adrenalin than the situation 
warrants. You are therefore experiencing what others might call an over 
reaction. You have got a disproportionate amount of Adrenalin in your 
system because of this event. Your reaction to it and the way you deal 
with that is in response to the amount of Adrenalin you have got. So, 
that is why it comes across to others as an over reaction.

If you are a Sensitive Person with a weaker Limbic system, you will trigger 
off quite quickly to threatening stimuli, or perceived threatening stimuli, 
and because your body produces a lot of Adrenalin, you frequently 
have Adrenalin responses which cause you to feel uncomfortable. These 
Adrenalin arousals can then cause you to think with the Cortex of your 
brain, that other people are making you feel this. It is very common for 
the Avoidant Person to think that they feel hurt because other people are 
making them feel it. The reality is yes, you feel it. Yes, the feeling is in 
your body, the feeling is valid, but is another person necessarily making 
you feel it? Probably not. People do not go around trying to make the 
Sensitive Person feel bad. They are probably just trying to survive in this 
world as well and so they are reacting in their normal style, but their 
actions have an impact on the Sensitive Person. 

The way that the sensitive Person can try to minimize their Adrenalin 
is by using their brain to think about the situation differently so that 
their stress doesn’t continue. They have a responsibility of reducing their 
stress so that their thinking becomes clearer. Their feelings are going 
to get better and their thinking is going to be less impaired when their 
Adrenalin levels are down.
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How We can Reduce Our Adrenalin

Let us look at some tips and examples of how to reduce our Adrenalin. 
In the previous chapter, we used the example of hands as a platform to 
describe how when our Adrenalin rises, our Serotonin drops. Serotonin 
is the chemical in our brain which we need for thinking – it is a 
neurotransmitter. Similarly, as Adrenalin drops, Serotonin rises. These 
operate as a counter weight. When you are feeling really stressed and your 
Adrenalin is high because you have got a lot of negative emotion, it is a 
biological equation that your Serotonin is going to be very low.

You can say to yourself, “I know straight away that my thinking is going 
to be impaired, my self-esteem is going to drop. I have to reverse this 
chemical imbalance so that I can get back to equilibrium so that I can be 
in control of my thinking, even though initially, I may not be able to be 
in control of my feeling because my Adrenalin takes some time to release.” 
Even after the threat or the argument is over, you still take a while to calm 
down and the calming down is your body releasing Adrenalin.

So, we have to try to restore to balance as quickly as we can. Visualize 
what is going on in your body and visualize how your brain and the 
interpretation of threat is causing your body to produce Adrenalin 
responses. You have to say to yourself, “No, there is no threat.” So, there 
are two ways that you can restore to equilibrium. One way is to reduce 
the level of Adrenalin in your body and the second way is to restore 
your self-esteem. If you can drag up your self-esteem, this of course is 
elevating Serotonin. It does not matter which one you do first. It does 
not matter which one you tackle at that particular time. As long as you 
are bringing the platforms back to equilibrium, your feeling will increase 
and your thinking will be less impaired.
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Dragging Down Adrenalin – Breathing Techniques

Let us consider dragging down Adrenalin. Visualize yourself as a vessel 
and you are trying to bring down these levels of Adrenalin.  In a trauma 
situation or in the middle of an argument, you will feel very worked up 
and your body will have the physiology of stress – your heart might be 
palpitating and you might be shaking. This is your Adrenalin and one of 
the easiest ways that you can begin to drag it down is to picture your vessel 
filled with Adrenalin and you desperately want to get the level down. You 
can do this by breathing differently. The easiest and simplest mechanism 
is to breathe differently. If you have ever tried yoga, you will have learnt 
different breathing techniques but don’t necessarily realize the impact of 
the breathing on what is happening in your body.

Let us consider this in more detail. The simplest form of breathing is 
that you breathe out for longer than you breathe in. You can breathe in 
for the count of three and breathe out for the count of four. Or breathe 
in for the count of four and breathe out for the count of five. Whatever 
is comfortable for you. What happens is that when you breathe out for 
longer than you breathe in, you are in fact mimicking the way that you 
breathe when you feel relief. So, by deliberately breathing out for longer, 
we are actually tricking the brain into thinking that we feel relief. In other 
words, everything is okay.

The message goes from your body and back to your brain. It bypasses the 
Cortex, goes straight back to the Limbic system and says that everything is 
all right. The Limbic System then activates the Parasympathetic Nervous 
System with the message, “Everything is okay. There is no threat, there 
is no danger.” Breath by breath, you start to calm down because the 
Parasympathetic Nervous System has stopped the flow of Adrenalin and it 
does not add any more.
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Dragging Down Adrenalin – The Breathing Square

If you happen to have a moment to spare in your trauma or in your 
life drama and you can think a little bit more clearly, you might like to 
imagine a square. Let us label this the ‘breathing square’. Imagine that 
you are walking around this square – four steps on each side. As you are 
walking around the breathing square, breathe in for the count of four, 
hold your breath for the count of four, breathe out for four and hold your 
breath for four. 

If you do that just three or four times, you will start to calm down. This 
technique can be done many times in any place - lying in bed trying to 
sleep, driving, sitting at traffic lights, sitting in an exam. Wherever you 
want, you can walk around the breathing square. As you are walking 
around the square, you are thinking present tense. When you are thinking 
something in the present tense and it is not threatening – and there is 
nothing threatening about walking around an imaginary square – you 
are not adding Adrenalin. You will only produce Adrenalin when your 
brain is interpreting that there is some sort of threat. You only produce 
Adrenalin when you perceive there to be some danger. 

So, walking around the imaginary square is again, mimicking the way 
we breathe when we feel relief. As you mimic relief, the message goes 
straight back from your body to your brain that everything is all right. 
NO DANGER! The Parasympathetic Nervous System stops the flow of 
Adrenalin and breath by breath you restore to calm. 

These are simple, easy techniques to lower your levels of Adrenalin – not 
necessarily to get back to normal, but certainly enough for you to be able 
to manage your thinking and be able to remain steady.
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Dragging Up Serotonin – Self-esteem Techniques

At the same time, you can drag up Serotonin. When we drag up Serotonin 
levels, it is done using self-esteem techniques. It is about talking to yourself 
in a positive way. It is very significant at this point to say things to yourself 
about yourself that you know to be true. If you say things that are untrue, 
the message in your brain is going to be, “That’s just ridiculous.” So, it is 
important to say things about yourself that you know to be true. Rehearse 
things at a normal time when you are not stressed and have them ready 
in your compendium of important information to grab hold of when you 
are feeling under stress.

The information can be things like, “I have a loving partner, I have children 
who adore me, I’ve got a Masters in Science, I can play the piano well.” 
Think about short statements about yourself that you know to be true. 
“I’ve got three good friends.” “I was very successful in organizing that 
committee meeting at the PTA.” There are many things that you have 
done in your life that are successful and if you can grab onto those areas of 
success, those things that you know are true, then in a time of stress, when 
you absolutely need them, you can actually bring up your self-esteem 
enough to just restore to calm.

Adrenalin Arousal – An Example

The following is a personal example of how rapidly your thinking can just 
go completely out of whack when you have Adrenalin racing around in 
your body. Some years ago when I was first starting my private practice in 
Singapore, I was doing some work as a trauma counselor for the medical 
evacuation companies. That was my previous work when I was in Australia. 
On one occasion, the international SOS company tried to get hold of me 
to go to a medical evacuation that they were needing to do from a ship in 
Malaysian waters. There had been an accident on the ship and the captain 
had died. The staff on the ship were very traumatized and the medical 
evacuation company were going out to retrieve the body and were trying 
to get hold of me as a trauma counselor to go out to spend a couple of days 
on the ship speaking with the staff.
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By the time the company got in touch with me, there were only fifty 
minutes left for me to make a decision and to get to the airport to catch 
a plane. I took ten minutes to hesitate and to think, “Should I go? What 
about my family? What about these appointments that I’ve got over the 
next two or three days? What would I wear?” Then I decided I would go. I 
had to race home from where I was, put some clothes into a suitcase, grab 
a passport, make a phone-call about whether or not I needed a visa and 
then caught a taxi and fled down to the airport.

By the time I got there, I was too late for check-in. The plane was still on 
the tarmac but the counter staff, for security reasons, would not let me 
check in and board the plane. I was flustered and I was panicking. My 
whole body was racing with Adrenalin because I was not able to catch the 
plane. I spoke to the staff, “You must let me catch this plane, I’ve been 
asked to be on this plane, I’m needed. You must let me go. I’ll be letting 
people down if I don’t.” But the counter staff were quite clear about it and 
said, “No, we’re sorry, we cannot let you check-in.” 

I became desperate and went to other airlines and tried to catch other 
planes to get to the same location. It was impossible for me to board a 
flight and so I sat at the airport trying to settle myself down. Because of 
the increase of Adrenalin and the lowered Serotonin – which happens 
automatically when there is a rise of Adrenalin – I felt panicky and my 
thinking became impaired. I was saying negative things to myself like, 
“You’re such a failure. You’re hopeless. You’re a trained trauma counselor 
and you couldn’t even make a rapid decision to do this job. Because you 
hesitated, you missed the flight. What are people going to think about you? 
They’ll think that you’re a failure and inadequate. Your business is going to 
suffer because nobody else will ever use you for trauma counseling.” 

These thoughts went on and I went from being flustered about missing 
the flight to my business in Singapore being absolutely ruined because my 
thinking got so impaired. The more I thought, the more stressed I became. 
I was holding all of these things inside me because this is my Avoidant 
style. I did not get mad with anybody. I kept it within and my thinking 
became impaired as I sat there. It took me the entire afternoon to calm 
down from this particular life drama and still that seed of doubt about my 
capability stayed with me.
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Of course my business did not fail and there were no real repercussions 
about me missing the flight. Yes, I did let some people down and I did 
have to ring the head office in Sydney and say I had missed the flight. So, 
I had a certain amount of humiliation, thus causing another Adrenalin 
arousal. But at that time, when my thinking was so warped and so wrong, 
I could have used my own techniques that you are now familiar with. I 
could have done the breathing exercise to reduce my Adrenalin, I could 
have thought about successful and positive things to raise self-esteem, and 
therefore restore some balance so that I would not be so affected by the 
external event that had happened.

The Anxious Personality

The person with the anxious personality is more likely to be a Sensitive 
Person – somebody with a weaker Limbic System. They will have over 
reactions to threatening stimuli, both external and internal. They will find 
it more difficult to settle because they have more Adrenalin in their body 
anyway. The Sensitive Person will have a greater level of Adrenalin at the 
best of times. The person who is not so sensitive does not have that level of 
Adrenalin and therefore does not have that level of impaired thinking.

The anxious personality, because of the fact that they dwell on that 
anxious cycle, will often consider the worst case scenario and sometimes 
they can be quite pessimistic and negative. Of course, this can impact 
on relationships with people around them. Sometimes, people with an 
anxious personality will have physiological responses to things that do not 
make sense to anybody else. 

My son does not like travelling home on a public bus because he says he 
feels scared about sitting next to strangers. When we travel in the plane 
together, he is the one that has to sit on the aisle seat because he has a 
physiological reaction because of generalized anxiety about sitting next 
to a stranger. Intellectually he knows that that is silly but his body is still 
having an anxious response.
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A further example is when I took my son to the Thaipussam festival. In 
this particular festival, the devotees pierce their bodies with skewers and 
spikes. If you have not seen it before, it can be quite a gruesome thing but 
the devotees are in a trance and they do this out of respect and gratitude 
for their gods. At the age of ten, my son came with me to the festival 
because I was fascinated by it but I forgot to think how he might feel. We 
became caught up in one of the processions and he became anxious. He 
thought that because we got caught up with the crowd of people, many of 
them who were skewered and pierced, he thought that this meant that it 
was going to happen to him as well. He still recalls how fearful he felt, the 
Adrenalin reaction that he had and how his body felt when he perceived 
or imagined that he was also going to be skewered.

The Anxious Person is more likely to be the Avoidant Person, because the 
Avoidant Person builds up Adrenalin and this causes anxiety to be felt 
throughout the body. They will frequently have what we call a ‘pause and 
check response’ as well. Instead of releasing or displaying their emotions 
straight away, as a Reactive Person does, the Anxious Person is likely to 
hold things inside and to pause and check the situation for safety before 
they proceed.

For example, if somebody comes to you with an angry comment or a 
criticism or demanding something to be done and there is a tone that 
sounds aggressive or impatient, the Avoidant and the Anxious Person is 
likely to hesitate, stop, appraise, check. Is it safe to continue? That pause 
might take one or two seconds and in that time, this Reactive Person will 
probably come in with another comment. They will again express anger. 

So, people actually do need to understand how other people are 
experiencing their emotion. There is nothing right nor wrong with these 
different emotional styles but they are different. The difference that we 
experience and exhibit is impacting on somebody else. 
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Example

I was doing some work and my head was thinking about a counseling 
session that I had just done so I was involved in my own thoughts. My 
husband came to me with a piece of paper from the website he was working 
on and said, “Tell me what you think about this.” I can remember thinking, 
“Oh, what does he want?” That was the taken aback feeling. I thought, 
“I’m thinking about something else, so should I tell him I want to finish 
thinking about this before I respond to him? No, this is important for 
him, I’ll think about this and then I’ll come back to thinking about what 
I want.”

Then I thought, “What does he want me to comment on? Does he want 
me to comment on the font, the type of printing, the color, the lay-out, 
the content?” All this time in my few seconds of hesitation, I was trying 
to determine what I should respond with. This was my ‘pause and check 
response’. But my more Reactive husband, in the two or three seconds that 
I was trying to determine all of these things in my head and displaying no 
reaction at all, grabbed the paper from me and said, “Well, obviously you 
don’t think it’s very good.” And he walked away.

I then had another feeling. I felt aggrieved. That was another Adrenalin 
response. I felt unfairly attacked. I got up to follow him and said, “Wait. 
Give that paper back to me. I haven’t finished looking at it and I don’t 
even know what you want. You must allow me to change my head around 
– to pause, to check – and not to have that reactivity that makes me feel 
as though you are cross with me.” Because of these internal feelings, the 
Avoidant Person, the Anxious Person will often feel as though other people 
are cross with them and annoyed. They feel they annoy other people and 
upset other people. 

If you identify for yourself that you are a person with increased levels 
of Adrenalin and that other people who are angry or reactive or more 
aggressive or more able to respond quickly are having an impact on you, 
you will need to take control of your Adrenalin and try and calm it down. 
We have considered the breathing square and the breathing out for longer 
than you breathe in. 
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Further Tips for Reducing Adrenalin Levels

There is an old saying about smiling, ‘What you give out to the world 
will come back to you.’ But, smiling actually helps you more than it helps 
other people. When you smile, even if it is a fake smile, you are activating 
your cheek muscles. When you do that, you actually send a message from 
your cheek muscles, straight up to your brain, into the Limbic System, 
bypass the Cortex and the message is, “Everything is all right.” You only 
ever smile when everything is fine. You only ever smile when you are 
feeling good. So if you don’t feel good, you can fake it.

If you can not smile, because you think that giving a fake smile is too 
difficult, then you can start to sing. After just two minutes of singing and 
thereby activating your cheek muscles, you are going to feel better. If you 
do not believe it, try it for yourself. We can manipulate our brain into 
thinking that everything is all right. It restores us to calm. It gives us more 
ability to manage our emotions and our responses to things.

How to Deal With Our Emotional Style

It is important to stress that when you are experiencing a life drama, you 
can look after yourself and stop expecting other people to change their 
behavior so that you feel better. We have the ability to change how we feel 
by the way we think. The Avoidant Person must learn that if other people 
are expressing aggression, that is their style. They still need to control their 
reactions and their response to that.

When you identify that you are a Reactive Person and you are a person 
who displays your anger and you know that you are having an impact on 
other people around you, the chances are you will want to do something 
about it. Similarly, if you are an Anxious Person or an Avoidant Person 
and you recognize that your withdrawal and your build-up of resentments 
inside, that is also impacting on relationships and on people around you, 
you will want to do something about it as well.
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So, what to do? To help with this process of what to do, imagine an ‘anxiety 
scale’ and an ‘anger scale’. We normally feel feelings at a low intensity and 
as situations continue, they go up to a high intensity. We can label our 
feelings at these different intensities. Research has shown that English has 
the largest number of emotional words in its vocabulary than any other 
language in the world. So, whilst in other languages, people might talk 
about feeling bad or feeling bad, bad or feeling bad, bad, bad to describe 
their intensity, in English we have different words.

Let us assume you are a person who experiences anxiety. At a low intensity, 
you might feel queasy or a little bit uneasy. As your Adrenalin increases, 
you start to become more and more churned up. If you are involved in 
an interaction with somebody else or perhaps it is an argument, you may 
then start to feel blamed or criticized. The intensity of your feelings is 
increasing and you can label all of these words. 

‘Misunderstood’, frequently is one that the Avoidant Person feels. They 
feel as though they are not heard. In an argument they may feel attacked. 
They have a feeling of being attacked and a feeling of being misrepresented, 
and finally they might say they are furious. When you recognize all of 
these feelings, you will know that these feelings are felt in different parts 
of your body. It might just be a little bit in your stomach area. As the 
Adrenalin increases in your body, you start to feel more in your chest area 
and your head starts to pound. By the time you feel misrepresented and 
furious, your whole body is involved and you will probably be shaking and 
quivering and having a desperate need to run away and exit the conflict 
and the situation that you are in.

If you are an angry person, your ‘reactive scale’ from one to nine will have 
different sorts of words. During conflict,  you might feel unwanted or 
rejected and then you might feel dismissed by your partner. You might 
feel unvalued, disrespected, or frustrated. When you are an angry person 
and these feelings are felt on the inside, you tend to display them more on 
the outside. Angry people recognize that they feel feelings initially in their 
head, then their chest and then their hands. Finally, they want to attack 
and it is the reason why angry people can identify that they feel things in 
different parts of their body.
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Conclusion

Because this development of the Adrenalin is inevitable if the situation 
continues, it is important to recognize at what level you have to take action 
and to do something different. If you do not do something different at this 
level, it is inevitable you are going to end up becoming furious or in a rage 
at a higher level. So, once you identify where your Adrenalin is in your 
body, you must take action. When we recognize that we have either an 
anxious response, an avoidant response or an angry response, we have to 
know that, because these reactions of ours are impacting on other people, 
we can take responsibility for how we react by thinking through things 
differently and using strategies about how to behave differently when we 
want to take control and manage our emotions.

The next chapter of ‘Surviving Life Dramas’ is ‘Surviving Sensitivity’. 
Did you know that it is estimated that 20% of the population in North 
America are HSPs – Highly Sensitive People? Are you a HSP? Be sure read 
the following chapter to find out.
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Chapter 3

Surviving Sensitivity

This chapter will deal with the topic of the Highly Sensitive Person and 
I do feel qualified to talk about this subject because in fact, I am a Highly 
Sensitive Person. For this reason, this chapter will be about a great deal of 
my own personal experiences.

Sensitive people really do exist. Statistically, about 20% of the population 
is considered to be sensitive and amongst those, probably about 11% to 
be highly sensitive. We abbreviate the Highly Sensitive Person to being an 
HSP. So all of you people out there who have ever heard the comments, 
“Oh, stop being so sensitive. Stop going on and on about things.” All those 
times that you have considered yourself flawed, then just know that you are 
flawed no longer, because being a Sensitive Person is a very real trait.

Who Is The HSP?

What being sensitive actually means is that you have a nervous system 
that is very easily and readily aroused with Adrenalin whenever there is 
a suggestion that your body, your organism, is in danger. It is to do with 
the threat that your brain perceives that you might be in. The Sensitive 
Person picks up subtleties in their environment from any source that may 
in fact be considered dangerous and so the brain ends up being on guard 
just in case there is a problem. As a result of this, the Sensitive Person 
constantly feels on guard for noise, sound, taste, feel or textures that might 
be uncomfortable and therefore arouse the nervous system. 

Because this is a biological trait, it is very likely that if you are a sensitive 
person, then one or both of your parents also are sensitive. 
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Because of the subtleties in the environment that a sensitive person picks 
up, if they are exposed to the stimuli for too long or the stimuli are too 
great, the nervous system becomes so aroused that the person feels very, 
very uncomfortable. That uncomfortable feeling is a trigger that there is 
something wrong and to do something about it. The HSP cannot filter out 
these stimuli even if he or she wants to. Very often they are aware that things 
are going wrong and that they are feeling over aroused and uncomfortable, 
but they do not know how to switch it off. That is simply because the brain 
is not able to calm down because of the threat of danger.

Let us look at an everyday situation from the point of view of the HSP. If 
you are a HSP travelling with your partner on the bus, as an HSP, you will 
be aware of the mood of the driver when you get on. You will be aware of the 
mother having trouble with her son down there. You will notice this couple 
over here that are talking together quietly – obviously in love. You will be 
aware of the man over there with the skin condition. When you get off the 
bus, you will say to your partner, “Did you notice that man with the skin 
condition? Did you notice that naughty boy down at the front of the bus?” 

Your partner will reply, “No. Where” 

And you will think to yourself, “Were we travelling on the same bus? Did 
we experience the same ride?” Two people can actually be in the same 
environment and experience it differently. One might be an HSP and the 
other one a non-HSP.

Different cultures feel very differently about sensitivity. There are some 
cultures – for example, the Chinese culture – that gives great esteem to 
children who are considered to be sensitive. They are perhaps quieter, 
shy and a little bit more nervous. These children are respected. On the 
other hand, in the western culture, children are expected to be, and in 
fact trained to be a little bit more outgoing. They are encouraged to speak 
up, to be more assertive and not to be shy, quiet children. So, different 
cultures give different importance to these sensitive traits.
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Very often, the HSP feels that being sensitive is somewhat of a disability. 
They feel that there are a lot of negatives about being sensitive and that 
is simply because of the comments that they have grown up with during 
their lives. Comments like, “Let it go. Whatever’s wrong with you? 
Stop being so sensitive.” If you are sensitive, you are not going to make 
the best test pilot and you are not going to make a very good sales 
person because there are far too many stimuli in those situations that 
are going to cause you this feeling of discomfort. It is going to be far too 
stimulating for you.

However, there are indeed some really wonderful, positive traits about 
being sensitive. There are going to be many other jobs that you are well 
suited for. Let us look at some examples of what some of the very positive 
aspects of being sensitive are. HSPs are much better at spotting errors and 
avoiding making errors. They make really good editors, proof-readers and 
copy-writers because they are very good at just scanning a page and spotting 
grammatical and punctuation errors. HSPs are able to concentrate deeply 
and they are highly conscientious. This is very much linked with the fact 
that the HSP does not like the feeling of doing things wrongly. They do 
not like the feeling of doing things improperly or only half-hearted and 
so they are indeed very conscientious. HSPs make very good employees 
because they are very thorough and they are very unlikely to take a sick 
day unless it is absolutely necessary. 

HSPs are often thinking about their own thinking and this is not actually 
self-centeredness. It may sometimes come across as self-absorption but 
they are actually just thinking through, reflecting on and dwelling on the 
different exchanges that people are having and are trying to analyze, “How 
did that person interpret that? How did I come across to that person? Did 
I hurt that person when I said that thing?” They are constantly thinking 
about their own thinking.
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A Personal Example

HSPs learn without being aware that they have learnt, simply because 
they are always picking up things in their environment. Here is a personal 
example of this. I remember when my son was still going to child care. 
He was not even three years old yet and I was driving him to child care 
one morning. It was a regular occurrence and he was sitting in his car seat 
in the back. It was an overcast morning and he said, “Mum, those lights 
must be faulty.” 

I said, “What do you mean?”

He said, “That street light is on and usually when we drive to child care, 
all the street lights are off.”

I was quite amazed because my child, a sensitive boy who was always 
scanning the environment and aware of dangers, had actually noticed that 
the street light was different. I had not noticed that but he had observed 
on previous mornings that as we drove to child care, the lights were usually 
off, but this morning, one light was on. It was of course because it was still 
an overcast morning and it had not triggered the lights to go off. I must 
also add that I was not even aware that my son knew the word ‘faulty’ 
at that particular time. He had learned – and I didn’t even know that he 
knew – just by listening.

The Biology of Sensitivity

In order to understand what sensitivity is, we have to go back to biology. 
Sensitivity is a neural trait. It is to do with the brain and its interpretation 
of threat in the environment. 
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Firstly, let us do a recap of the brain. The two main parts of the brain are 
the Cortex that does the thinking and the Limbic System that does the 
feeling. Whenever a stimulus is received by the brain, it is first assessed by 
the Limbic System for danger and the Amygdala in the Limbic System is 
our fear centre (this is a Greek word that means almond and just describes 
the size of this fear centre in the brain). So, when the stimulus comes into 
the brain, it is initially appraised by the Limbic System for any possible 
danger. The fear centre kicks off a Stress Response and it orders the 
Sympathetic Nervous System in the body to produce Adrenalin. 

That is that startled feeling that we first have if, for example you hear 
a thunderclap and you have a slight flinch. At the same time, there is 
a message from the Amygdala that goes up to the Cortex in order for 
the brain to think, “Is this situation dangerous?” This is our cognition – 
our Cortex is doing thinking. And so, when there is a recognition that 
there is no danger, that it is simply a thunderclap and therefore a storm 
is happening, the awareness of no danger puts on the brakes and now the 
Parasympathetic Nervous System (which is the opposing system) stops 
the flow of Adrenalin and restores the body to calm. You calm down again 
once you have an awareness that there is no threat. 

If, however the brain recognizes that there is a threat, then that awareness 
of something threatening happening will send more messages down to 
the Sympathetic Nervous System so that more Adrenalin is produced. 
An example of this happening is on the morning of the Tsunami. When 
people became aware of danger, saw the threat, saw the wave coming, 
they produced so much Adrenalin that they were able to run like they 
had never run before and climb trees when they had never climbed a tree 
before just to get away from the danger.
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External Stimuli

When you are a Sensitive Person, what is actually happening is that your 
Limbic System is highly sensitized to danger. It is more finely tuned 
to danger than somebody else’s. That means that the Limbic System is 
constantly going to be appraising the environment for threat and kicking 
off a Stress Response, just in case there is danger. So, an example in the 
instance of external stimuli is that you may have an Adrenalin response to 
things that are too hot or too sticky or things that are too noisy or things 
that are too tight. The Sensitive Person might have an irritation to tags on 
t-shirts or to tight elastic on a pair of shorts or to shoes that are rubbing. 
And yet, these things may not worry somebody else so much.

These external stimuli trigger an Adrenalin response, which causes a feeling 
of discomfort and alerts the person to the fact that something is wrong. 
But, if the brain then catches up and thinks, “What is wrong?” it is not 
necessarily anything that is terribly dangerous. It is just that the feeling is 
one of being on high alert.

Internal Stimuli

The Sensitive Person is usually also experiencing a lot of stimuli in their 
internal world. Your internal world is all the things that go on inside of 
your body and your brain. The HSP thinks things like, “I haven’t studied 
very well for this exam. Is that person finding me boring? What if that 
person doesn’t like me? I wish that person hadn’t come to the seminar 
today.” If the Sensitive Person is thinking those things in their brain, that 
too becomes an internal threat because the brain is thinking those things 
and Adrenalin is being produced. That stimulus creates an internal feeling 
of discomfort and then extends the thinking into, “What if they get up 
and leave? What if he dumps me if he doesn’t like me?” And so these 
internal thoughts go on and on.
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These are the sorts of Adrenalin arousals that the Sensitive Person has all 
of the time. They never seem to be free of them and so there is a general 
build up of Adrenalin in the Sensitive Person’s body. Initially, it is only 
at the level before the Cortex starts thinking about it and is what causes 
the Sensitive Person to constantly feel anxious. This Adrenalin feeling is 
actually an anxious feeling and it is a feeling of always being on guard. 
Again, imagine the Meerkat on sentry duty – head up, eyes around, all 
alert, looking for danger. That is a bit like how the brain and the body feel 
inside the Sensitive Person.

As the Sensitive Person experiences more and more Adrenalin arousals, 
Adrenalin increases, thereby depleting the levels of Serotonin in the body. 
We came across serotonin in the first chapter. Serotonin is our good feeling 
chemical. It alters our mood. It is our chemical of well-being. As your 
Adrenalin levels rise, your thinking becomes more and more impaired 
because of lowered Serotonin.

As the brain becomes more aware of increased levels of Adrenalin, it 
starts to search for reasons why this fear chemical is present and so then 
it starts to search for what the danger might be. This cycle becomes very 
debilitating because the more you have the feeling, the more you have the 
negative thought. The more you have the negative thought, the more you 
have the negative feeling. And so, Sensitive People generally find that they 
are producing so much Adrenalin - simply by their thoughts going around 
and around - and when they have that Adrenalin arousal, their thought will 
always go to the thing in their life that they are most vulnerable about.

Sometimes it will be their health. “What’s wrong with me? What’s that 
lump? What’s that pain I can feel?” Or it might be about the relationship, 
their job or money. If you are worried about money, you will always be 
worried about not having enough. “What if I don’t have enough money 
when I’m older?” And so, for the Sensitive Person, this cycle of dwelling and 
ruminating and staying on a negative track is what becomes debilitating 
for them.
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Physical Effects

Physically, what happens is that as the Adrenalin increases, it stores in 
our muscles. The moment Adrenalin is produced, it goes to our muscles 
and causes them to constrict. For example, if you see a spider, you get 
a shock and your muscles constrict immediately. When the spider runs 
away again, your muscles relax and you restore to calm. But, when you 
are a Sensitive Person and you are producing a lot of Adrenalin and it is 
continuous and your thoughts are negative, what happens is that your 
muscles constrict and you stay constricted. And so it is very common that 
the Sensitive Person will say things like, “I feel so tired all of the time.” 
Sensitive People genuinely do feel fatigue. 

A Sensitive Person might say, “I feel exhausted. I feel like I’ve been hit by a 
bus.” And actually the feeling is the same as if you have been hit by a bus 
because if you have been hit by a bus, your body will flood with Adrenalin 
because it has been in a trauma and the Adrenalin will slowly release once 
the trauma is over. In my own experience, I often say to people that it 
would be easier to be hit by a bus than to be a Sensitive Person. For 
Sensitive People, they feel as though the trauma is never over. They feel as 
though the bus keeps on hitting them.

Relationships

Sensitive People typically feel as though they are in the minority. They 
feel as though they are out of step with the rest of the world. One of the 
reasons for this is because, just in every day situations, Sensitive People 
find that others speak to them as they would not speak to others. The 
Sensitive Person is so aware of other people’s feelings and so keen not to 
hurt other people’s feelings that they speak kindly to them and they speak 
without irritability and without harshness because they know that impacts 
on another person. 
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When a Sensitive Person has people speaking to them with irritability or 
with harshness or with cross words, they have an Adrenalin arousal for two 
reasons. One is because it feels like an attack and secondly because it feels 
so unjust. “Why do you speak like that to me when I wouldn’t speak like 
that to you?” Sensitive People do feel hurt. They have wounded feelings 
and so typically, they withdraw in order to reflect on the exchange and to 
try and sort out what is going on to assess if there is actually danger.

Emotional Style

Some Sensitive People may be Reactive People and fly off the handle. When 
there is Adrenalin in our body, we are either ‘fight’ or ‘flight’ in terms of 
our response. Some Sensitive People will feel this Adrenalin Arousal and 
then get angry back again very quickly, or smash something on the ground, 
or thump the wall. Typically however, the Sensitive Person is an Avoidant 
Person. Typically, the Sensitive Person is one who feels taken aback with 
their Adrenalin Response and internalizes that Adrenalin, builds it up and 
withdraws and goes quiet while they try and assess what is going on. 

Over-Arousal

Because of the phenomenon of accumulation of Adrenalin and because the 
Sensitive Person’s brain is so sensitized to threat, it commonly occurs that 
the Sensitive Person becomes over-aroused. If the person is in a situation 
where they are receiving too many stimuli that are too intense or are going 
on for too long and they can’t have a break from it to settle down their 
nervous system again, they have a flooding of Adrenalin. This overarousal 
of the nervous system results in the person feeling overwhelmed. So, it is 
a very common feeling of a Sensitive Person to feel overwhelmed, to feel 
immobilized and to not know what to do next. It is a shock feeling, a 
taken aback feeling, an anxious feeling. 
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A Personal Example

This may be simply because of the environment and actually there is 
nothing to be really anxious or worried about. So, let me give you an 
example. A while ago, I took my children to the theatre to see the musical, 
“We Will Rock You.” It was a great evening. We bought the tickets, we 
were looking forward to it, we had good seats and I love Queen music. 
Even so, when I was actually at the theatre, while the children had a really 
good time and they were grooving away, I found the whole environment 
way too stimulating because the music was really loud, the vibrations were 
coming right through into my body, there was strobe lighting flashing, 
there were crowds of people and there had been a crush trying to get into 
the theatre doors. We had been running late so I had been a bit rushed 
and a bit worked up about perhaps not getting there in time. And so that 
situation is what we call an over-stimulating situation.

When it came to the intermission and my children wanted to go out and 
get a drink, I sent them off and said, “You go.” I actually needed to stay 
by myself, in my own seat and not talk to anybody. I needed to just calm 
down as much as I could during the intermission because there was going 
to be a second half. I knew the second half was going to be equally as loud 
and equally as stimulating as the first half had been. And yet, as a Sensitive 
Person, if I have no stimulation at all, I get bored. So, it has to be a fine 
line. No arousal is not good and over-arousal is not good.

Under-Arousal

The Sensitive Person needs some arousal of their nervous system to feel as 
though they are getting some interest out of life. If there is nothing to do, if 
it is boring, if it is flat, if there is no stimulus, then that is also bad. We really 
are a hard breed to satisfy. So again, here is a personal example. I think about 
when I first came to Singapore and Mike was working and wanted to relax 
during the weekend. However, I wanted to be out at the weekend doing 
things and exploring and finding out about the place. We did not have a 
car. We did not know any people so there was nobody to go and visit. So I 
would say, “Come on Mike, let’s take the kids out for an outing.” 

And he would say, “Oh why? It’s too hot. Let’s just relax at home.”
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And I would say, “No, I’ve been relaxing at home all week. I want to go out.”

He said, “Well, you go. I’m happy if you go.”

However, I really had nowhere to go and so I would just take the children 
down to the local playground. They were happy to play at the playground. 
I would come home from the playground, having just spoken to a few 
other children and a few other parents and I would be perfectly fine. I can 
remember thinking to myself, “Is my life here so boring that I feel good 
just by talking to a few people at the playground?” But very soon, I was 
able to work out that I just had to do something little – a visit to the park, 
a visit to the playground, something that was a little bit of stimulus and 
my nervous arousal would be up, I felt in control of it, I knew what I was 
doing and I would be perfectly happy. 

That is an example of ‘a little bit of stimulus is good, too much stimulus 
is not good’ for the HSP and they actually have to moderate. This over-
arousal situation also explains why I do not enjoy trips to the beach and 
I never have. Even when I was a teenager and groups of friends would 
go to the beach, I always felt the odd person out because I never actually 
enjoyed it. I did not like the heat, I did not like the sand, I did not like the 
sun, I did not like the hot wind, I did not like coming home with sand in 
my swimmers. I could not work out why everyone else said they loved it 
and looked forward to going to the beach. Again, I felt the odd man out. 
I felt like the one out of step. 

So, I would pretend that I enjoyed it and I would make the effort to go 
and I would use my brain to go, “It’s all right. I can get through this. Be 
like everybody else.” Yet, when I came home at the end of the day at the 
beach, I needed time to calm down again and to calm down my nervous 
arousal. There was no way I could shower and change and go out again 
even though everybody else seemed to be able to do that. They would 
come home, change and go out and party. I could not do that and it was 
because my nervous system had had enough for the day and the Adrenalin 
in my body had aroused my nervous system enough. I needed to calm 
down, have a quiet evening at home and get ready for the onslaught of 
more Adrenalin arousals that were going to happen the next day - because, 
every day brings more Adrenalin arousals.
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The HSP’s Environment

When a Sensitive Person walks into a room, they are immediately able 
to pick up subtleties in the environment. This is the brain picking up an 
awareness of what is around them and picking up a registration of, “Got 
to be on guard. Could be something dangerous here. Be prepared just in 
case.” So, a Sensitive Person will walk into a room and be immediately 
aware of vibes in the room. Not just how many people are in the room, 
but also the moods between them. A non-HSP is likely to go into the room 
and to notice the layout of the furniture and how many people are present, 
but the HSP will go into a room, pick up the mood, be immediately aware 
of whether the curtains are tidy or not, of whether or not there are threads 
on the rug, whether or not there is dust on the furniture, they will observe 
if the pictures are crooked. And they will not judge these things, it is not a 
matter of right or wrong, good or bad. The Sensitive Person will be aware 
of these things and they will notice – just in case.

Personal Example

This happened to me when I first came to Singapore. I was aware of so 
many different stimuli around. First of all, my body was aroused with 
Adrenalin simply because of the heat and the smells and I was sticky and 
hot because of the humidity. We did not have a car so we were walking 
everywhere and therefore, my body was feeling that stickiness. My children 
were young, but too big for the strollers and so they would walk and they 
would get tired, they would get cranky and whine, complain and they 
would want to hold my hand. I had to hold their hand because otherwise 
they would run into the road. We would have to walk up the steps to cross 
over the roads on the walkovers and walk down the steps again. 

All of these different stimuli caused me to be constantly irritable and 
annoyed. I had to work very hard at keeping my Adrenalin levels down 
because I knew that living in this country with these different stimuli 
– complaining was not going to make any difference. What was really 
interesting is that my kids would say, “Mum, you don’t love us anymore.” 
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And I would say, “What do you mean?”

They would reply, “Because you don’t like to hug us anymore.”

I realized that when I was feeling aroused like that with environmental 
things, I did not want something else. I did not want someone to come 
and give me a hug. And these kids of mine observed that when we went 
to Australia on holiday and I was feeling cooler, I hugged them more and 
so they felt more loved.

Adrenalin & Anxiety

Adrenalin arousal feels like Anxiety, but it is not. It is not to be confused 

with Anxiety. That is one of the most important things for an HSP to learn 
to distinguish – the difference between an Adrenalin arousal and Anxiety. 
Anxiety occurs when thoughts are added in. An adrenalin arousal occurs 
at the limbic level, when the brain is kicking off a stress response, which 
then gets stored in the body because of its awareness and its reaction to 
environmental things or to internal thoughts. When this feeling becomes 
a thought, for example, “What if I’m not going to pass that exam? What if 
the plane is going to crash?” then the arousal becomes an anxiety and the 
anxiety creates more of an arousal.

But it is very important to not get those two things confused. This is 
actually one of the main reasons why the Sensitive Person thinks that 
they are going crazy. They feel the feeling in their body, they recognize 
it as a feeling of anxiety and yet they know intellectually that there is 
nothing actually happening in their life or in their environment to be 
anxious about. Therefore, it is this constant feeling of, “I must be going 
crazy. I don’t know what on earth is wrong with me.” It is because of the 
incongruity between intellect and feeling.
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Case Study

Some years ago, I saw an American lady in the Counseling room and she 
came to me to try and manage her anxiety about flying. She had already 
had some previous counseling and some therapy about her flying fears. 
I discussed with her what she had done and she seemed to have a really 
good grasp on her anxiety. We went over things and I felt satisfied that she 
had a good grip and she also felt that she was done with her anxiety. As 
the weeks drew nearer to the summer holidays when she intended to fly 
again to America, her anxiety started to grow again. Whilst I expected a 
little bit of anxiety to rise, she seemed to be becoming overwhelmed again 
with her anxiety. Again we went through some strategies and eventually 
she said, “I think I’ll be okay.” 

About a week before she was due to fly and the tickets had already been 
booked, she came into therapy in an absolute panic and she said, “I can’t 
do it. Karen, I can’t get on that plane. I’ve told my husband he has to go 
alone with the children.”

I said, “What’s happening?”

She said, “I have so much fear, I feel as though something bad is going to 
happen, I just can’t do it. I can’t get on the plane. I can’t go with them.”

I said to her, “Sit down. Tell me what is your goal? What do you want to 
be able to do?”

She said, “I want to be able to fly like a normal person. I want to be able to 
get onto a plane without having to take a Valium and to fly and to enjoy 
myself. Because when I come back from the trip away, I never have to take 
a Valium.”

I then asked her, “Excuse me? Could you just repeat that please? Did I 
hear you correctly that you need a Valium to fly and you don’t need a 
Valium to come back again?”

And she said, “Yes that’s right. When I have forced myself to go on flights 
in the past, I just figure that the journey is half over and I’ll be okay 
coming back so I don’t need a Valium on the way back.”
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I then thought to myself, “This doesn’t make sense. It’s a twenty hour 
flight from Singapore to America and there’s a twenty hour flight back 
again. This isn’t Anxiety. This is an Adrenalin arousal.” 

So, I said to her, “Tell me what’s been happening in your life in the past 
few weeks.”

She said, “Oh, the past few weeks at home have been absolutely chaotic. 
There’s been the lead up to exams for my three teenage boys, we’ve done 
the exams, we’ve had all the end of year functions and we’ve had the prize 
giving. For the last week the boys have been on holidays, they’ve been 
sleeping in until midday, they have their friends around, the kids are 
staying up until two am and ordering pizzas at one am. They are constantly 
saying, “Mum how much food have you got? Can we feed them, what 
have you got to eat?” 

My whole routine is completely thrown and whilst all this is happening, 
I am trying to think about what to take on holidays, what gifts to take, 
organizing who is going to feed the cat, who is going to water the plants, 
who is going to pick up the paper, who is going to pick up the mail. I am 
the only female in the house and I am the one that has to sort all these 
things out when we go away for a couple of months.”

I said, “Do you know? I know what’s happening here. This is not Anxiety. 
Your routine has completely changed. With kids at home on school 
holidays, gearing up to go away, getting down suitcases, trying to pack 
things into suitcases, all those things you have to organize before you go 
away. All of that is resulting in you having an Adrenalin arousal. So by the 
time you get near to getting on the flight, you have all this Adrenalin in 
your body and you are interpreting that as being an anxiety about flying. 
We need to actually chop this amount of Adrenalin in half and say that 
one half is an Adrenalin arousal because everything is out of routine and 
you are rushing to get things done and the other half is the anxiety about 
flying and you are fully capable of using your cognitive strategies to settle 
down that anxiety about flying.”

She thought for a moment and then she said, “Are you trying to tell me 
that I’m not actually anxious about flying? I’m just having an Adrenalin 
arousal because I’m a Highly Sensitive Person?”
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I said, “You’ve got it. I give you permission to take a Valium because of 
all the Adrenalin arousal that you are feeling and make sure you use your 
cognitive strategies to reduce your anxiety about flying and you’ll be fine. 
That’s the reason you don’t need a Valium on the way back. At the end of a 
holiday it’s easy. At the end of a holiday you just open your suitcase, put in 
all your dirty clothes - they fit easily because all the gifts have been taken 
out - you zip the suitcase up, you hop on the plane and you come back. 
There is no anxiety or Adrenalin about that because it’s easy. And that’s 
why you don’t need to take a Valium when you’re coming home again.”

That realization for that woman changed her life. She had not even 
explored this area of Asia, even though she had been here with her family 
for three years because she found it so difficult to get on a plane. Now, she 
felt really happy about getting on a plane because she was able to say to 
herself, “I’m not anxious about flying. This is an Adrenalin arousal because 
I’ve been gearing up to leaving. I can manage that. If I have to, I’ll take 
a Valium.” And for the remaining years that she was in Singapore, she 
explored a lot of Asia and enjoyed it.

Enjoyment or Over-Arousal?

For a Sensitive Person, what in one situation can create a really good 
feeling, in another situation can become over-arousal. The key thing to 
determine is which it is going to be – enjoyable or over-arousal and this 
is a matter of degree and whether or not you feel in control. For example, 
imagine you want to play your music really loud. You put on your favorite 
CD and turn up the volume and as it is playing, you feel the vibration of 
it and it is really great. You really enjoy that and you are in control of it.

If however, your neighbor puts on his CD really loud, opens the window 
and plays it during the afternoon or worse still, at night; then that noise, 
because you are not in control of it, or turning it down, is actually going 
to leave you feeling over aroused, very irritated and very annoyed.



59Chapter 3 – Surviving Sensitivitywww.survivingsensitivity.com

Similarly, whilst the noise of banging might on one occasion drive you crazy 
because of the constancy and the irritation of the sound of the banging, on 
another occasion it might be a very pleasant experience, particularly if it is 
your husband putting up the bookshelves that you have been asking him 
to for the last four weeks. That would be a very pleasant sound. So, what 
the external stimulus is, is perceived differently and received differently 
depending on the intensity of the sound, of the experience, and whether 
or not you feel in control of it.

If an HSP feels as though they are a victim or if there is a sense of injustice, 
this will also be adding to the over arousal. So, in the example of the 
neighbor playing his music and playing it loudly, as well as the external 
sound, there is also the thinking going on which might go something like, 
“That neighbor is so inconsiderate. I wouldn’t play my music that loud if 
it was me and I knew that they were at home with their family.” So, it is 
a combination of the actual stimulus, the feeling of whether or not you 
are a victim, a sense of whether or not it is unjust, and all of these things 
accumulate together to add to the sense of over arousal.

Sensitive people tend to have a very strong sense of injustice. They get 
very worked up and very impassioned when things do not seem to be 
fair. And so, for a lot of world events, it is very often Sensitive People 
with their sense of passion, with their sense of injustice, that will go and 
do something about it. So, we need passionate people to go and save the 
whales or work in the aid organizations helping the children in Africa. 
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Dealing with Over-Arousal

Sensitive People also have to be careful about how they deal with their 
over-arousal. A while ago, in a Singapore daily paper, The Straits Times, 
there was a report about a man who approached four teenagers at three 
o’clock in the morning who were playing their music loudly. He went and 
knocked on their door and asked if they could please reduce the volume. 
The man was attacked by the teenagers. He was kicked, punched and 
beaten. He then had a brain hemorrhage and he died. When I read this 
article in the paper, the court case was under way and the four culprits were 
hauled into court for being responsible for this man’s death. I remember 
thinking, “I bet that man was an HSP and I bet he was trying to reduce 
the external stimulus so that he could settle and sleep, or maybe take care 
of other people in the environment. He may have been concerned about 
other neighbors.” Should he have approached those teenagers? Hard to 
say, but that man paid the price.

Other clients from the Counseling rooms have recently had to move 
house because of the neighbor’s roosters. They had refurbished the house 
and moved into it. The neighbor had roosters that crowed at three o’clock 
in the morning and continued to crow pretty much non-stop until seven 
every morning. My clients went and spoke to the neighbors and asked 
them if they could do something about reducing the noise. The neighbor 
was not interested and said, “I have as much right to have my roosters as 
you have to live there.” This constant noise and sleep deprivation caused a 
lot of angst with this couple and then started causing so many arguments 
and so much ill feeling between them and their neighbors, that my clients 
actually rented out their place and went to live somewhere else.

So, sometimes we have to recognize when we have reached a threshold 
of managing the stimulus. When it gets to be too much stimulus and we 
become over aroused or overwhelmed with it, we may have to change our 
environment completely.
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There was also another situation where a family was living next door 
to a construction site. They were very happy with their home and the 
neighborhood, but the construction going on next door, they had 
anticipated would be another year or so. Both the husband and the wife 
were Highly Sensitive People and the wife would complain to the husband 
about how the noise from the construction site affected her during the 
day. The husband didn’t think it was too bad. What happened was that he 
would come home at the end of the day and have only about an hour of it 
before the noise stopped and the workers finished for the evening. He was 
not appreciative of the fact that the wife had had eight hours of this noise 
during the day. Again, it is to do with intensity, constancy, the length of 
exposure, your sensitivity to it, the intensity that you feel it and whether or 
not you have ways to deal with and recover from that Adrenalin arousal.

The HSP is not constantly aroused however. The arousals in their nervous 
system fluctuate depending on situations. So, the HSP will have an over 
arousal if they are exposed to new and prolonged stimulus – for example, 
going to a crowded shopping mall and staying there for a long period 
of time. It also depends on how their particular nervous system reacts 
to different subtleties in the environment because different people have 
different reactions to different things. For example, I have an arousal to 
heat, to crowds and to noise. Others might have an arousal to bad smells 
or to tight clothing or to textures in their mouth. For example, some 
people can not eat food with bones in it – fish or chicken, crab or lobster 
– because they can not stand the feeling of biting into bone or shell.

So, Sensitive People have different reactions to different things. Typically 
however, it should be noted here that the Sensitive Person, because of the 
build up of Adrenalin that they have, is slow to recover and to get over 
things. If your body has a lot of Adrenalin in it, then it is going to be 
much harder to recover from the Adrenalin arousal. This also explains why 
Sensitive People feel things with such an intensity. 
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Detecting the Sensitive Person

Anybody who knows, or is in a relationship with a Sensitive Person, will 
know that they have very intense feelings. Sensitive People feel ‘really’ 
or ‘very’ everything. For them, they do not just feel sad, they feel really 
sad. They are not just bored, they are really bored. And similarly, with 
positives. They do not just find something good, something was really 
great. Sensitive people are never just hungry, they are always starving. 
You can actually tell by the HSP’s language, because they so often use 
superlatives, that they are a sensitive person. That is actually one way of 
detecting a Sensitive Person – is to listen to the way they speak.

To a non-HSP, this form of talking can really get annoying. To a non-HSP, 
this way of talking about things is really a bit over the top and that is the 
reason why the non-HSP will say, “Oh, for goodness sake, don’t go on 
and on. Stop exaggerating. Don’t embellish it.” But of course, the HSP 
is not embellishing and is not exaggerating – to the HSP, that is actually 
how they experience things – with intensity. Of course, if the feeling is 
a negative feeling and the Adrenalin causes an emotional wound, it will 
take them a long time to get over it because it takes a long time for a 
large amount of Adrenalin to leave the system. It is also very typical that 
before the Adrenalin has been released from the system, something else 
will happen and there will be another Adrenalin arousal. This of course is 
the accumulation cycle.

So, it is no wonder HSPs feel flawed. Is it any wonder that they feel out 
of step with the rest of the world and that they are going a bit crazy? 
Because typically, people around them make comments leaving them 
feeling dismissed. It is the comments such as, “Oh you do go on about 
things. Oh, you’re such a drama queen.” And the HSP will think, “That’s 
how I feel, so people don’t get me. People don’t understand me. People 
just dismiss me.” They then start to dwell on that and that in turn creates 
more Adrenalin. 
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So, the HSP soon learns not to talk about their feelings. They soon learn 
to keep quiet and keep their thoughts to themselves in order not to get 
that criticism. They do not want to feel as though they are criticized or put 
down by others. You see, an HSP actually has a feeling about everything. 
The HSP will have a feeling about the taxi ride to work, the birthday 
party, the amount of money that was spent in the last sale. For an HSP, it 
is never about an event, it is about a feeling. 

When I am working with couples, particularly if there is an HSP within 
the relationship, I explain to them, “It’s the feeling about things in your 
marriage that is important. It’s not the event. It’s not whether there is 
a move or whether the mother-in-law gets sick or whether there is an 
inability to bear a child. It’s the feeling about those things and whether or 
not the feelings are acknowledged and heard.”
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Conclusion

If the HSP withdraws and becomes quiet and no longer talks about their 
feelings, that does not mean feelings are not being experienced. It is very 
common for the HSP to have this accumulation of feelings and have 
thoughts going around and around inside their head. They are thinking 
about their feelings but not talking about them and that is when they dwell 
and bottle things up. The way that the HSP can get rid of these feelings is 
by having the opportunity to talk about them in a non-conflict situation; 
to actually release them and to release the Adrenalin. It is all too easy for 
conflict to occur or for the HSP to feel dismissed or put down if they do 
try and talk about their feelings. They then clam up, shut down and refuse 
to talk anymore and so their Adrenalin is actually not released. 

At this point, it is important to reiterate that it is not just negative feelings 
that the HSP feels intensely; it is also positive feelings. This can also be very 
confusing to the HSP because they can actually already have a body almost 
full of Adrenalin and then they have a positive experience. For example, 
a surprise birthday party might be given for them or they might get an 
exciting phone-call. That positive experience, which also produces some 
Adrenalin, adds to what is already in the body and then the whole experience 
combined, ends up being a massive Adrenalin arousal which is experienced 
as discomfort. So, it is very puzzling and very confusing to the HSP why 
they can have a positive experience which then feels uncomfortable and it 
is often the reason why they do not like surprises. Again, this adds to the 
feeling of craziness, adds to the feeling of being weird. 

So, you HSPs out there, there is a lot to know about being a Highly 
Sensitive Person, but once you actually know how your body operates and 
you know what to avoid and more importantly, who to avoid, your life 
can actually be very manageable.

This was an insightful look into the life of a HSP and if you live with one, 
you will know that they are very interesting people to have around. The 
next chapter in  ‘Surviving Life Dramas’ is ‘Surviving Indifference’. Are you 
and your partner living as house-mates? Do you feel disengaged? Be sure 
to read the next part of this guide.
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Chapter 4 

Surviving Indifference

This chapter is all about Surviving Indifference. Have you ever been a 
house-mate? Have you been in a relationship with your partner, wife or 
spouse but you are not actually in a loving relationship? You just exist and 
function as two people, looking after the children? If that is the case, you 
could well be house-mates. 

So, we will consider the House-Mate Syndrome, which is an extension 
of being a HSP. All HSPs will understand the House-Mate Syndrome. 
What does this term describe? This term coins a situation where when two 
people are living together, they have, over time become disconnected and 
are no longer intimate, emotionally. 

When people start to live together, there is usually great companionship, 
intimacy, lots of laughter, lots of talking, lots of fun, lots of sharing. But 
after a while, there might be a shift in the relationship and it shifts to one 
of just co-existing. A situation where you are no longer talking about or 
sharing feelings and thoughts. Only the safe topics are discussed and this 
is what I have called the House-Mate Syndrome. It might be pleasant, 
it might be very civil, it might be courteous, but there is just some 
connectiveness that is missing.
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The Female Brain

Women are more likely to protest about this sort of relationship before a 
man will for a number of reasons. One is because a woman has a female 
brain which is geared more towards connectiveness in a relationship. 
Therefore, she is more likely to pick up some of those subtle feelings 
that something is wrong. A woman is also more likely to speak about her 
emotions than a man because she is more practiced at it. Women do talk 
about emotions and relationships more than men. A third reason is that 
a woman’s identity is formed around her relationship with her man and 
with the happiness of the little family unit, whereas a man’s identity is 
more formed through his work and his ability to provide. 

So, a woman will protest about the house-mate sort of relationship more 
than a man will. And she will say to her husband, or to her partner, “We 
have to talk.” And then of course, those words are the most dreaded words 
that a man is likely to want to hear: “WE HAVE TO TALK.” A man will 
not want to seek outside help. A woman will talk to an outsider, a woman 
will talk to a girlfriend, to a parish priest, to a counselor, because what she 
wants to do is to enhance the relationship and she wants to learn how to 
do that. She wants tips and she wants tools. She is a bit more open about 
the relationship.

The Male Brain

If a man feels as though he needs to go to a counselor, there are a number 
of reasons why he is reluctant to do that. One is because he feels like it 
is a private matter. “We should be able to fix this up on our own.” What 
he really means is, “I should be able to fix this up on my own. Don’t talk 
about our personal problems outside.” If a husband realizes that the wife 
thinks that there is a problem, it leaves him feeling inadequate and leaves 
him feeling as though he is a failure.
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It could also be that he does not actually know what is wrong because very 
often a man does not think about the relationship and about his emotions 
much. Imagine the car engine. You can look at a car engine, lift up the 
bonnet and identify that it is a car engine, but you might not know what 
the names of all the bits are and probably don’t know what they do. All 
you want to do really is close the bonnet and hope that the car works. 

For many men, the relationship is a bit like that. They do not know what 
the bits are, they do not know how they work and they do not know what to 
call them. Therefore, they do not talk about a relationship because they do 
not know the words. And of course, if a person cannot talk about something 
then he is not going to think about it either, because we think in language. 
So, if you are not thinking about emotions or relationship, it follows that 
you are not doing self-reflection and therefore, you are not really able to 
analyze within your own head, what is going on.

This is what happens to a lot of people and this is why wives very often 
get frustrated with their men. Because the wives will be thinking about, 
and the HSPs will be thinking about the relationship. Meanwhile, the 
husbands will be thinking about the rugby scores, or the website.

So, women feel relationship stress more and they are the ones who are 
more likely to say, “We need to talk.” So if women are more prepared to 
talk and they do not like this feeling of disconnectedness, what is House-
Mate Syndrome?

The HSP

House-Mate Syndrome starts off like this. Couple in a new relationship, 
connectedness, intimacy, easy, natural, fun, laughter, talking about 
anything. You remember how it was for you. You talk about anything 
and everything and you have a lot of energy. You talk all night. You do 
not feel judged. It is safe to say anything. Your partner wants to hear a lot 
about you. Your partner is asking questions and encouraging you to talk, 
to give opinions, to give ideas, to talk about your dreams. It is very easy 
conversation at the beginning of a relationship.
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But then, somewhere along the line, something like this happens. There 
might be a conversation and there is an irritated response. The brain picks 
up this irritated response as a threat and an attack. Something is wrong. 
So, you get cautious and from that moment on, you are cautious about 
what you ask. You are careful about what you say just in case the other 
person does not like it. Then, because you are not saying everything that is 
inside your head and heart, you start to shut down a little bit.

As you will know from Chapter 3, if you are an HSP, that shutting down 
means you will dwell and you will think about the relationship. You might 
wait for a partner to say, “What’s wrong with you?” But, if you have a 
non-HSP partner, that person will not notice – not for a while. In the 
non-HSP’s world, silence means that everything is all right. Silence means 
that everything is fine. Non-HSP’s speak up if something is wrong.

So, the HSP is likely to wait to be asked, “What’s wrong? Is anything 
upsetting you?” But the days go by, nothing gets said, the dwelling 
occurs, the stress rises. Eventually, the non-HSP must get wind of the 
fact that there is something going on. There is some tension. The non-
HSP starts to feel a bit shut out, a bit excluded and a bit ignored, and 
so might say something. At best, they might say, “Are you all right? Are 
you okay?” And at worst they might say, “Why are you sulking?” But 
by that time, the HSP partner might be feeling so wounded, neglected 
and hurt that they are likely to say, “Yes, everything’s fine.” The poor old 
non-HSP has to identify how many different ways they can interpret 
that word, ‘fine’ because the HSP is now feeling wounded and wanting 
to have feelings restored.

If the HSP feels as though she or he can talk about what is troubling 
her without conflict, and talk about it in a normal voice where there is 
no escalation of argument, then there is no problem. The matter will be 
talked about, it will be talked through and it will be resolved.
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If the HSP starts to talk and there are more irritated responses, more 
frustration, dismissal of feelings, or a “don’t be so silly,” then immediately 
the HSP feels criticized and put down - all internal feelings - and shuts 
up. Withdrawal occurs and so there is more and more silence and more 
and more shutting down. Because it has not been resolved, there is more 
dwelling. As we have considered in previous chapters, the more the HSP 
dwells, the more Adrenalin is produced and the more stress is created. The 
non-HSP partner may well be completely unaware of that.

When the HSP feels, “I am wounded, I feel hurt, I need to be looked 
after,” it can result in some very off comments. So, the HSP has got some 
things to learn as well because the HSP is likely to give sarcastic answers 
- short responses. Abrupt, snappy responses to a partner’s question. The 
poor old partner has got no idea what is going on.

Personal Example

It is safe to use examples of the relationship with my husband because 
many things have happened and many things have been resolved in our 
thirty years of marriage. I recall many, many years ago when Mike and I 
were living in Adelaide in Australia. We had a small farm in the Adelaide 
hills. One weekend, the two of us were just working together, putting up 
fences. I was the one who had to hold the post while Mike lined it up 
down at the other end. I would hold the post steady and he would come 
and use the crowbar and pound in the earth to secure the fence post.

On this one occasion, after we had done this for the eighteenth time, 
he came up, measured the fence again and then realized it was crooked. 
Oh did he get mad? He was yelling out loud and I felt very wounded. I 
did not appreciate being yelled at because I thought that I was doing my 
best. So, I went into silence. I withdrew because I am an HSP with an 
Avoidant Style. Monday was silent. By Tuesday, I was saying, “Do you 
want something to eat?” By Wednesday, I was saying, “Shall I pick you up 
after work?” I was being civil, but not warm because as an HSP, when I 
withdraw I go quiet and I wait and I wait for an apology.
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By Thursday, Mike said, “How come we’re not talking? When are we going 
to start talking? What have I done wrong this time? Why are you sulking?” 
The great indignation, “Why are you sulking?”

And I said, “I’m not sulking. I’m wounded.”

He asked, “What on earth are you wounded about?”

And I replied, “When you yelled at me last Sunday.” 

Of course he did not remember so, with great, self-righteous indignation – 
remember HSPs have been dwelling on this now for days – I remembered 
every word and I remembered every tone. I repeated the incident and Mike 
listened to me patiently and said, “Oh that. I wasn’t yelling at you.”

I said, “What do you mean you weren’t yelling at me? I was the only 
one there.”

He said, “No, no, no. I was yelling at the fence post because the post 
was crooked.”

And I said, “But I was the only one there. Of course you were yelling 
at me.”

He replied, “No Karen. I wasn’t yelling at you. I was the one that lined 
it up. If I was mad or angry at anybody, I was angry at myself. Whatever 
made you think I was yelling at you?”

But, in my world, I do not yell at inanimate objects and so this was totally 
puzzling for me. And so I said, “Wow. All this time, I have been so hurt 
and so upset - I didn’t use the word ‘aroused’, I just said ‘upset’ because 
I didn’t understand about Adrenalin Arousal then. I said, “I feel so upset 
because I thought you were yelling at me.”

And he said, “Believe me Karen. I wasn’t yelling at you. But (this is a life-
changing sentence), even if I had been yelling at you, how did that make 
you feel?”
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I said, “Well, thank you for asking, because when you yelled at me, I felt 
not valued, not respected, not loved. I felt like I was a nuisance, I felt 
like you didn’t want to be anywhere near me, you didn’t want my help. 
Possibly you didn’t even want to be married to me.”

Mike was aghast and as he picked his jaw up off the ground he said, “You 
felt all of those things because I raised my voice?”

And I said, “Yes.” Meaning, doesn’t everybody?

He said, “Goodness me no. I do love you. I do value you. I do respect 
you. I do want you to help me. I do want you to be around. You’re not a 
nuisance. Whatever makes you think all those things that you think?”

I said, “Because you yelled at me.”

He said, “Oh my goodness. Absolutely not. I had no idea that this was 
how a raised voice made you feel. This is terrible. I don’t want you to feel 
those things and I certainly don’t want to be responsible. Now that I know 
that that’s how you feel when I raise my voice, I’m going to try really hard 
not to raise my voice at you ever again.”

Which of course was a great relief to me, being an HSP and I said, 
“Thank you.” 

And he said, “However, I’ve been yelling and raising my voice for a long 
time and I will probably make mistakes sometimes and I will probably 
still raise my voice. So my part of the bargain is that I will try not to 
raise my voice at you now I know the impact. But please can your part 
of the bargain be, that when it happens, can you please say to yourself, 
“This does not mean that he doesn’t value me. This does not mean that he 
doesn’t respect me. This does not mean that he doesn’t love me.” Because 
thinking those things is just your own thinking, and they are untrue. I do 
love you.
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And it was because of this conversation many, many years ago that it was 
the first time I realized people didn’t feel the same as me. It was the first 
time I realized that other people had different interpretations of interaction 
than I did. I thought that everyone was like me. That was the occasion 
when I started to realize that this is the reason why people speak to me 
differently than I speak to them. They have a different interpretation and 
it is my own interpretation, it is my brain that makes me dwell on these 
things that are not in fact reality.

That was a personal story and that was a real story and I am pleased to say 
that twenty six years later, Mike and I are still married. But do I still have 
Adrenalin Arousal? Absolutely. Does Mike still raise his voice because he is 
a Reactive Person? Absolutely. Sometimes I raise my voice as well, but not 
often because normally, I either withdraw or become sarcastic. Sarcasm 
can be said to hurt back but in a normal tone. HSPs are good at that. 

What happens in a relationship is that after the initial conflict or the initial 
withdrawal, things start to settle down a little. As long as there is no more 
conflict, time passes, a few days go by and things settle down. They go 
back to normal. The matter never gets talked about. None-the-less, the 
HSP still thinks about the incident in their mind but the non-HSP thinks 
it is completely finished because the event is over.

HSP & Non-HSP Relationship

To non-HSPs, things come and go as events. For HSPs, everything is to 
do with the relationship. In a previous chapter we considered the fact 
that HSPs have feelings about everything. So, things settle down and the 
couple starts talking about safe topics - about the things that are not going 
to create conflict. They discuss the children and they discuss the weather, 
they discuss their parents coming for dinner and they discuss the dinner 
party that they are going to have. 
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But what is happening is that there is a decline in emotional intimacy. 
They are no longer talking about what is in head and heart because there 
is fear associated with it. When there is a decline in emotional intimacy, 
there is very often an associated decline in sexual intimacy as well because 
in order for couples to be sexually intimate, they must feel very safe with 
one another. It is not possible to have an intimacy with somebody that 
you do not feel safe with. You do not make love with your enemy.

However, sometimes people can still be involved with the act of sex 
because they themselves do not fully understand why they feel distant. 
Their intellect is saying, “Of course I still love him and of course he still 
loves me. I mean how ridiculous.” So, therefore sex should happen - but 
the feeling of disconnect is there and if a partner is an HSP, he or she will 
pick up that disconnect. But a non-HSP partner will not even notice the 
disconnect and this again becomes a very complicated but integral part of 
the House-Mate Relationship.

If in fact there is a disconnect in sexual intimacy, because one knows it and 
the other one respects it, it still does not necessarily make sense to either. 
It is often a reason why people seek counseling because there has been a 
decline in sexual and emotional intimacy and neither one is understanding. 
The relationship issues and the manifestation of distancing can often be 
explained. I have had many men, many husbands, who are HSPs who will 
find out about House-Mate Syndrome and go, “Ah. At last, this makes 
sense to me. Is this why I don’t feel connected to her anymore?”

It is very easy to think that HSPs are mainly women. Not so. It is just that 
women tend to talk about their emotions more and the HSP man is often 
confused but does not necessarily think about his confusion. He just feels 
the disconnect, but has not put a label to it. 
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The Feeling of Disconnect

If the HSP, male or female, tries to discuss this feeling of disconnect with 
a partner, and if the partner brushes off the discussion or brushes off the 
person by saying, “Not now. Not tonight”, or “Let’s talk about this another 
time”, or “Don’t be so silly”, it only takes a comment or two like that and 
the HSP will shut down again. It only takes a sentence and the HSP 
shuts right down and thinks, “Remind me never to talk about my feelings 
again.” The Adrenalin Arousal that is experienced by the HSP, even trying 
to talk about something that is personal, can be debilitating and keeping 
the peace is a greater need than talking about it.

Talking about the situation brings Adrenalin Arousal. And so, the House-
Mate Syndrome is often about hiding. It is often about hiding the pain of 
feeling disconnected. It is often about hiding the fear that a person feels 
in their body. The fear that makes the person want to say, “Stay away. 
Get away from me.” It is about hiding the fear of escalation of Adrenalin 
Arousals if we do talk about it, or confront a topic that is very personal and 
very painful. It is hiding the fear of perhaps the relationship not working. 
There are many times that the HSP, in his or her dwelling, thinking, 
thinking, thinking, “What if this relationship doesn’t work? What if this 
marriage breaks down? What if it gets so bad I have to leave? How will 
I manage?” All this thinking that goes on about leaving is all inside the 
head. Again, the non-HSP partner is not aware.

Indifference

The House-Mate Syndrome is also about hiding the fear of going crazy, 
hiding the fear of being different and hiding the fear of other people 
knowing. There is so much about hiding the fear that this blocking, this 
withdrawing, this distancing that happens, often only by one, leads to 
indifference. Indifference kills relationships faster than argument and 
conflict. Indifference ends up feeling like, “I don’t care. I couldn’t give a 
damn.” Indifference leads to the deterioration of a relationship and at the 
end, when the kids are grown up and gone, it leads to separations where 
one will say, “We just grew apart.” Or maybe both will say, “We don’t love 
each other anymore.” 
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You would be amazed the number of times that it is only one that feels like 
that, who thinks, “We’re growing apart.” And the other one says, “What 
do you mean? I love you.” The House-Mate Syndrome has arrived. So, 
what to do? 

What to do when you recognize that you are in a House-Mate 
Syndrome. 

Let the relationship consist of the HSP and the more Reactive Person. First 
of all, the more Reactive Person must become more aware of the impact of 
their reactivity on a partner. If there are brusk comments or explosions of 
frustration, every one of those is having an impact on the HSP. 

Bit by bit, the resentments build up. So, the Reactive Person needs to be 
aware of his or her own behavior. They also have to be aware of the silence 
of the partner. The HSP will withdraw and go quiet and the Reactive 
Person or the non-HSP partner needs to be able to observe that and think, 
“What is wrong? Need to talk.” And then the best thing the Reactive 
partner can say is, “Is there something you need to talk about?” This must 
be asked in a really non-frustrated voice.

If the HSP feels safe to talk, they will and it will be resolved and the 
connection will be back, because the way that Adrenalin and stress is 
released in an HSP is to talk about it or just say how they feel in a non-
conflict environment. Then it is over. They need to feel safe.

Now, the Avoidant Person needs to do something as well. The HSP has to 
learn what to do. The HSP often feels that they have a monopoly on bad 
feelings because they feel these intensities of feelings. The HSP does not 
have a monopoly. They just feel more and more intensely. It is not always 
somebody else’s responsibility to look after the HSP’s feelings. 
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What to do if you are the HSP

If you are an HSP, you have to learn to communicate. You have to 
rehearse things in your head that you want to say and you have to take the 
courage to say it. Typically, HSPs get frozen and there is often a disconnect 
between what is going on in their head and what comes out of their mouth. 
Non-HSPs do not understand that. They do not understand that frozen 
response. 

Any HSPs will understand this. To actually say something, means you have 
to push past the Adrenalin Arousal. The Adrenalin Arousal is about – a) 
Talking about something that is difficult and – b) Anticipating a negative 
response. And you have to take the courage to push past that Adrenalin 
Arousal, push past the fear and say it. Because otherwise, the dwelling on 
it and the thinking about what might happen is going to be as bad as what 
happens anyway. So, you have got to learn to talk.

The HSP also must recognize the impact of their silence on the partner. 
There were many times that I thought that I was the more grown up one 
in the relationship because I did not get mad or yell. I would keep calm, I 
would keep silent. I did not realize of course, that my withdrawn silence 
(that I self-righteously thought was a better way to behave), was actually 
having an impact on my partner. He then felt excluded, ignored, shut out 
and punished. I never knew that. I never knew that my silence was having 
that effect on somebody else.

But in the world of the non-HSP and the world of the Reactive Person, 
they just talk about stuff when it is a problem and that is the end of it. And 
so, after years I finally learnt that I too could talk, and that it was over, and 
the world still kept turning. I had to learn to push past. 

However, there are times to choose to talk and sometimes looking at a 
partner and saying it face-to-face is too stimulating – it causes an Adrenalin 
Arousal. Good times to talk might be while you are going for a walk, side-
by-side, not looking at each other. Driving is the same thing. Side-by-side 
can be good. You could even revisit Lover’s Lane and sit in the car and talk. 
It is all about the HSP managing their over-arousal, pushing past that fear 
to raise conversation.
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How to restore your relationship

So, if the House-Mate Syndrome exists in your relationship, know that it 
can be restored. It is not the end of the relationship, it is not the end of 
the world. It is a matter of re-connecting. And because you are the one 
reading this book and you are the one learning about how to manage your 
own emotion, then you are the one who can perhaps learn to manage 
over-arousal to make things better. Remember, the HSPs do not have a 
monopoly on bad feelings. 

In terms of managing over-arousal, here are some things to be aware of. 
This section will be divided into three. We will consider things in general, 
what you can do on a daily basis and also what you can do at work - 
because work can sometimes be a very arousing place.

But in general, if you are an HSP, always proceed slowly in new situations. 
Take your time, let things become familiar to you bit by bit. If you rush, 
and things are too new and unfamiliar, too quickly, you will become over-
stimulated and you will become over-whelmed. The over-whelmed feeling 
is debilitating. It is a panicky feeling. Be aware of that and if you feel it, 
just do some breathing, calm yourself down and continue to proceed. 

Even positive things can be over-stimulating. If you are at a party that you 
really looked forward to, it can be over-stimulating when you are there - 
lights, sounds, new people. If you are going on a holiday and it involves 
travel – travel-plan, plane, new airport, taxis, different language, over-
stimulating will become over-whelmed, which will feel like you don’t want 
to be there. This is why it is so confusing when you are an HSP, because 
you want to go on holiday and yet, it is so stressful getting there. Then you 
take a day to unwind, just from getting to the holiday destination.
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HSPs often have what is known as a Pause & Check Response. This is also 
noticable in children. A Pause & Check Response is when something new 
hits you - when somebody asks you a question, or you are presented with 
a new idea and your brain has to quickly think it through, think through 
the complications, the ramifications, the possible dangers before you can 
respond. It is sort of an over-whelming feeling, but there is a gap between 
the information coming to you and the response you need to give. 

Personal Example

Recently, I rang my brother who lives in America and asked him could I 
come to stay. I have never been to America and I thought it would be a 
great opportunity to fly with my mother who is in her eighties. I asked 
him could we come and stay with him and his wife and family. Because 
of the geographical distance between us, I do not know my brother very 
well. We have been living apart for twenty years and I do not know his 
daily routine or his work.

As I asked him, he hesitated on the phone – there was this silence and I 
immediately thought, “He doesn’t want us to come, he doesn’t want to 
see me.” All it was, was a Pause & Check. New information which was 
out of the blue. He told me about this afterwards. He had to stop and 
think, “What are we doing? Can we fit this in? What will the sleeping 
arrangements be? Can I get time off work at that time? The children will 
just have started school.” He was thinking through all of those things 
before he gave a response. So, instead of a spontaneous, “Yes, fantastic, 
how wonderful. Come”, my HSP brother did a Pause & Check, and his 
HSP sister was immediately thinking, “Something’s wrong, he doesn’t 
want to see me.” We got over that very quickly, but that is the sort of thing 
I am making you aware of.
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Personal Example 2

I had just done a counseling session and my head was filled with what 
had happened in that session. I was writing down my notes and my boss 
came with a piece of paper and said, “Here, can you have a look at this 
and tell me what you think?” I was taken aback and in my mind I was 
thinking, “What am I supposed to be commenting on? Am I supposed to 
be commenting on what’s written here, or the layout, or the font, or the 
color?” It was something for the newsletter and so I hesitated because my 
brain was thinking, “What does she want?” Then my boss came and said, 
“Obviously you don’t think it’s very good.” She pulled it back because I 
had not been spontaneous in my response. 

But, all I was having was a Pause & Check. I was thinking, “What is going 
on here?” It was only a matter of seconds. But the person who is not an 
HSP does not need that time to reflect and to check for danger. That is an 
HSP response.

What the HSP also must do is to change expectations about how other 
people are going to interact with them. The very nature of people is that 
they are egotistical and they are self-centered. That is the nature of people. 
So, if the HSP thinks, “All people are going to speak to me nicely, and 
treat me nicely like I treat them”, then they are going to be very sorry. So, 
they have to know that not everybody is an HSP. Remember, only about 
twenty percent of the population is an HSP.

Most people say it as it is and they are not necessarily taking any attention 
to how you feel, or how the tone of their voice is, or the words that they say. 
So, HSPs have to be aware of that and manage the over-arousal that harsh 
words and harsh tones have on them. Other people do not necessarily 
have the same empathy that you do. If you feel as though the other person 
has hurt you, you have to say to yourself, “Hmm. Well, if they don’t fully 
understand how I feel, then they’re not deliberately hurting me.” You have 
to change the interpretation in your brain that there is a threat and that 
way you can calm down your own Stress Response.
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You have to spend time focusing on the positives of others and the positives 
of your own mind. If you can consciously and deliberately think about 
things that you are grateful for and things that make you happy, you can 
actually calm down your own Adrenalin Arousal. It is important for HSPs 
to develop their own spirituality and to find strength and comfort and 
calming in their own spiritual life. 

On a daily basis, what an HSP needs to do is to recognize that they will 
need time alone from time to time. That is okay. An HSP can be extremely 
social, extremely gregarious, not necessarily shy. As long as they feel safe in 
an environment, they can be very outgoing. 

Even so, there will be times that the HSP needs time alone. Often it is at 
night – it is the pottering around before you go to bed. Or it is the sitting 
doing a crossword, or these days, it is playing Solitaire on the computer. 
Just time alone – withdrawing from the children, withdrawing from your 
partner. It might only be ten minutes. Hiding in the bathroom with a 
magazine is a good one. But recognize that the unwinding and calming 
down your nervous system away from other people is quite okay. Going 
for a walk is even better, because not only do you have quiet time, but 
you are doing a bit of exercise and exercise will help you to use up the 
Adrenalin that your body is storing and help to lower Adrenalin levels.

Make sure you get enough sleep. Sleep deprivation can be an over-
stimulation. If you think about children as an example – because 
children are also HSPs – the child who is tired must be put to bed 
at that time because, if you just leave it that much too long and they 
become over-stimulated, it is like adults getting their second wind. They 
have an Adrenalin Response which then keeps them awake for another 
hour or so. 

Go outdoors. If you are a person who gets topped up by nature, go 
outside. Look at your garden, look at the trees. Anything that tops you up 
and makes you feel good will help you settle your Adrenalin levels because 
Adrenalin is only created when there is fear. 
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Plan enjoyable activities. Do things that make you feel good. That might 
be a card game, it might be watching a favorite TV program, it might be 
spending time with your best friend, catching up with your girlfriend for 
coffee. But plan to do these things so that you have a balance in your life 
of positive and negative. The negative, you do not try and create – it just 
happens. The positive, you can try and create.

Do breathing techniques. If you practice meditation or practice yoga, 
then you will learn breathing that helps your body to calm down. And 
if you are focusing on the present-tense, then you are not going to be 
thinking about anything that is dangerous or threatening.

The Workplace 

Play some music. In a work environment, there are many things that are 
over-stimulating. And so, if you are at work, you may wish to put on some 
music that is calming and helps you to feel more relaxed. Because you are 
an HSP and you are aware of your environment, you may want to make 
sure that the air in your room is fresh. Open windows. Make sure the 
temperature is comfortable. HSPs can not work or concentrate very well 
when their environment is unpleasant or uncomfortable. 

You may need to be in an office with natural light. Non-HSPs do not care 
about that so much. HSPs need that. If you cannot have natural light, put 
up pictures of natural things – of nature areas that you enjoy, whether it 
is seaside or forest or waterfalls. Bring plants in. Plants bring the nature 
in to you. 

You may need to get a chair that is comfortable - because if you have a 
chair that is uncomfortable, gives you backache, is too tight, or the arms 
on the chair annoy you – all of these things, without you realizing it, will 
cause you to have Adrenalin Arousals. It is equivalent to the tight socks 
and the wrinkles in the sheet. So, make sure that your chair and your work 
environment is not only pleasant for you to look at, but it has to feel right. 
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Smile frequently. Even if you are working by yourself, you know that when 
you smile - when you activate these cheek muscles - even if you are smiling 
to yourself, you are sending a message to your brain that everything is all 
right. We actually only ever smile when everything is right with the world. 
We do not smile when we feel fearful, we do not smile when we feel over-
aroused. On the contrary, when we feel over-aroused, we actually have a 
furrowed brow and thin, tight lips and a mouth that is down and dour. 
So, if you actually smile deliberately, even to yourself, you start to cheer up 
because the Limbic System gets the message that everything is fine. There 
is no danger. And it follows that you cease to create Adrenalin.

If your work allows it, take a mental-health day every now and again. 
I had a fabulous boss years ago who was a social work director and I was 
working as a social worker at the Gold Coast Hospital in Australia. She 
would say to her team of social workers, “Organize yourself a mental-
health day. Have a day off when it suits your diary and the diary of 
everybody else because otherwise, you are going to get sick, and then you 
will have to take a day off on sick leave when it interferes with everybody 
else’s calendar and they’re going to have to cover for you.”

She would say, “Organize a day, once every two or three months, pay your 
bills, go for a walk, go to the mountain. But make sure you check first that 
somebody can cover for you and there are no emergencies or no doubling 
up with anybody else.” She instilled in me the importance of emotional 
health and HSPs need that - they need a stress free day and they need a 
day off, legitimately – and gosh, that is a good feeling.

You may have to explore changes in your job that suit your person better. 
For example, I mentioned my HSP brother in America. He actually leaves 
home at 6am to drive to work. He works for a pharmaceutical company 
and has to travel nearly forty five minutes to get to work. He has realized 
that by going early, he misses a lot of the traffic congestion. Because of 
this, he is entitled to come home early and he is able to help with the 
children at home. What that means is that he then does not feel guilty – 
which is an HSP arouser – about being an absent dad, and not helping 
out with two young children. So he has worked it out that he keeps his 
Adrenalin levels low both ends of the day because he is also driving home 
when it is not peak hour. 
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And if worst comes to worst and you really can not cope with the 
Adrenalin Arousals at work – with all of those suggestions – maybe it is 
time to change jobs. That is okay too. Because, if you are working in an 
environment where you have so many Adrenalin Arousals that you feel 
fearful all of the time – maybe because of colleagues, maybe because of 
the office, maybe because of the boss – you are going to be so stressed and 
so mentally impaired because of the chemical imbalance, that you are not 
going to be able to function very well at your work anyway. 

So, learn what is wrong for you. Give yourself permission to know what is 
wrong for you. Say, “This person is wrong to be near. This place, this job is 
wrong for me. I will be better off moving.” Find something else and move. 
Is there going to be an Adrenalin Arousal about telling your boss you are 
going? Of course, because it is not easy for an HSP to go to a boss and say, 
“I’m not going to work here anymore. I’m going to another job.” But, it is 
short-lived. You get over the arousal. You leave and you go, “Phew that’s 
over.” And then you can work in a better environment.



84 Surviving Life Dramas www.survivingindifference.com

Conclusion

At times of conflict, whether the conflict is at home or at work, you are 
going to have Adrenalin Arousals. HSPs will usually experience an over-
arousal if there is conflict in their environment, even if it does not involve 
them. If you are in the work place and there are two people over here 
arguing or fighting, you will have an Adrenalin Arousal. If you are sitting 
in a presentation at work and the person who is the speaker loses his place 
or gets interrupted with a difficult question, you sitting in the audience 
will have an over-arousal. Non-HSPs do not have that feeling. But as 
an HSP, you will have that feeling. Know what it is – it is an Adrenalin 
Arousal. It does not kill you. It is your system responding to perceived 
threat. Do all the strategies to calm yourself down. 

If you have to be involved in conflict – let us say it is a work situation – ask 
for a certain environment so that you can manage that as best you can. If 
you have to have a difficult discussion with a colleague or a boss, choose 
a place that is private, not public. If you have conflict in public, it causes 
even more of an arousal and you feel humiliated. Avoid being tired. Don’t 
organize those sorts of meetings at the end of the day.

The same is if you have got things to talk about with your partner at home. 
Do not do it at eleven o’clock at night. Sit on it. Wait until tomorrow 
morning or organize to have coffee together on Saturday morning because 
you have got some things to talk about. Organize a morning meeting.

You just can not take too much all at once. We have to be aware of who 
we are. We have to sometimes ask for some support. Ask to turn the 
music down, ask to leave the conversation until later, ask to not go to the 
party because we have been to the beach all day. That is okay. Self-care 
for an HSP is not self-absorption. It’s not self-centeredness. Self-care is 
an investment. 
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As an HSP, you are going to be able to function with life much better 
when you have moderate levels of stimulation, moderate levels of arousal - 
not over-arousal. And so the HSP world will continue on for you, because 
once an HSP, always an HSP. It is your biological make-up, but it does 
not have to be a disability. You are not flawed. You are like a fifth of the 
population, so embrace it and enjoy it.

The next chapter of ‘Surviving Life Dramas’, is ‘Surviving Emotional 
Pain’. Pain in the past is remembered as anger. Pain in the future is 
perceived as anxiety. All of us need to experience our pain in present-
moment-awareness.
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Chapter 5 

Surviving Emotional Pain

In previous chapters, we have discussed understanding your emotion 
and understanding what emotion is. We have also considered learning 
strategies about what to do when things get a bit stressful in life. Stress 
is very subjective, stress is very personal. It does not have to be a car 
accident or a bush fire that you are experiencing. It can just be a build up 
of relentless stress in your own life and you will experience some form of 
Stress Response.

We have also considered the way that we process emotion, because 
emotion is a Stress Response that our body has and none of us likes 
the feeling. As none of us likes the feeling of being stressed, we process 
it, we try to get rid of it, and how that happens is different depending 
on whether you are a Fight or a Flight person. It is the Adrenalin that 
causes you to fight or to flee.

We are either a Reactive Person - a person who has to deal with the emotion 
straight away, get rid of it, display it, process it straight away and get over 
things pretty quickly. Or, we are an Avoidant Person - somebody who 
withdraws, somebody who flees from the situation. Somebody who much 
prefers to avoid conflict and to keep harmony and to keep the peace. The 
Avoidant Person tends to dwell on things and build up stress inside. 

This chapter will deal with how to get rid of this pain, how to get rid of 
this stress that builds up inside of us.

Whenever we experience a drama in our life, it is because our brain is 
interpreting that we are somehow threatened. There might be a threat to 
your health, or a threat to your relationship, a threat to your well-being, 
perhaps even a threat to life itself. But, when your brain perceives there 
is something wrong, it will produce this Stress Response. Adrenalin is 
produced and it is Adrenalin that we are trying to diminish.
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Even if you are not experiencing a crisis at the time, but you have got this 
build-up of pain inside of you – that is still what we have to try and get 
rid of. The person with the anxious personality is somebody with a very 
sensitive Limbic System. Remember, the Limbic System is the feeling part 
of the brain. It is the part that processes, ‘Is there threat, or not?’ When 
that Limbic part of the brain is particularly weak – and that is not a put-
down, it is just the way you are biologically – you will be having Stress 
Responses about a lot of things. That is what an anxious person has to 
deal with. The Anxious Person is therefore producing Adrenalin to be on 
guard, just in case, most of the time.

In Chapter 2, we spoke about the Highly Sensitive Person. The Highly 
Sensitive Person is someone who feels their feelings intensely. The good 
feelings and the bad feelings. Because, the Highly Sensitive Person has got 
one of these Limbic Systems that is on guard, on alert, like the Meerkat, 
all of the time. 

The Highly Sensitive Person is frequently thinking, analyzing, worrying 
about their interaction with other people or how other people are 
impacting on them They are constantly analyzing about relationships. 
They are always thinking, “Am I good enough? Does that person like me? 
Did I offend that person?” So, the Sensitive Person is constantly thinking 
about these relationship situations. The Sensitive Person picks up things 
in the environment – even when they do not want to – they are picking 
up things about light and sound and heat and irritable clothing and tight 
shoes. They can get this Stress Response when they are not particularly 
anxious about anything - they just feel uncomfortable.

This is a vicious cycle for the poor old Sensitive Person, but we have 
considered how to deal with that. The Sensitive Person, none-the-less is 
the one who is more prone to stress, more prone to anxiety, more prone to 
depression, simply because they are constantly building up Adrenalin in 
their body because of the fact that they are going over and over things in 
their mind. Their thinking produces more stress. 
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It is important to understand all this for the purposes of this chapter. The 
Sensitive Person sees threat in their environment when there is none. They 
will catch a glance from someone and they will think, “That person isn’t 
happy with me.” And it is really just the way their brain is interpreting 
the situation. Somebody will make a comment to them and they will pick 
up a tone that will make them think, “Somebody’s cross at me. I’ve let 
somebody down.” And really, the other person is just frustrated because 
they have been rushing or something like that. 

The Sensitive Person is the one who grows up with comments all their 
life, like, “Oh, you’re just being too sensitive. Oh just let it go, don’t 
worry about it.” And so, the Sensitive Person grows up thinking, “There’s 
something wrong with me. There’s something wrong with my feelings.” 
As I said before, theirs is a vicious cycle. The person who is not so sensitive 
generally does not even know that the Sensitive Person is dealing with all 
of these internal rumblings. 

Resentment

If we consider resentments, if we consider this build up of pain inside, 
what is this all about? What are these resentments and what are we going 
to do about them? There are three main things that destroy relationships 
– and the relationship might be parent-child, it might be husband-wife, 
it might be siblings, it might be boss-colleague. Let us consider this in 
terms of marriage. The three things that might destroy a marriage are 
these unresolved hurts, the resentments and ineffective communication. 
Eventually, when you actually try and talk about your resentments, 
things often get worse. Partners are not knowing how to give love that is 
meaningful to the other one. We will be addressing each of those things.
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What is a resentment?

A resentment is an emotional wound. It is about something that has 
happened in the past, that when you think about it, it still causes your 
body to have pain. This resentment is not something you think about 
twenty four - seven. Sometimes, days and even weeks go by and you do not 
necessarily think about that particular painful event from the past. But, 
when you do, your body surges a pain. And, if you are a more Reactive 
Person, you will feel the pain as anger and you will say, “Oh, it still makes 
me angry.” If you are an Avoidant Person, you will feel the pain as upset. 
Interestingly, Avoidant People do not necessarily feel a lot of anger. And 
similarly, Reactive People do not necessarily feel a lot of anxiety. They 
experience their Adrenalin as irritation, anger and frustration.

This pain that we talk about is physical. It is an Adrenalin feeling that 
your body is producing. When you then try and talk about a resentment 
to try and get rid of it – because talking will release the Adrenalin – things 
very often get worse. Because, if you are trying to explain your pain to 
somebody else, the hearer is hearing it as an attack, or you blaming them. 
They will then get defensive and they will say things back again. You will 
then say, “Well, that’s not what I meant. I was trying to tell you my feeling. 
I wasn’t having a go at you.” 

But because of the conflict that then arises, it gets worse. It can either 
escalate into an argument – or if you are an Avoidant Person, you will tend 
to shut down. You will think, “What’s the point? I’m not going to talk 
about that anymore. Remind me not to talk about my feelings anymore.” 
That is the sort of thought you have in your brain. 

So, people will try and talk things through - particularly at the beginning of a 
relationship - to get rid of or to process this emotion, because they genuinely 
want to leave it behind. We know these clichés, “I want to move on. I want 
to get rid of my baggage. I want to leave it behind.” And, even though they 
are clichés, they are actually correct. That is what people are trying to do. 
They want to move beyond this point where they feel pain every time they 
think about something painful that has happened in the past. If you can 
think back to something that has happened in the past, and it is not painful 
anymore, then it is resolved. That is what ‘resolved’ means.
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Example

Imagine a situation where wife talks to husband. Let us say wife is the 
sensitive one. Husband is a nice guy, but not so sensitive. So, wife will 
talk to husband and say, “You never listen to me. I try and talk to you.” 
He then feels attacked and so he gets defensive and says, “Well, what do 
you think I’m doing now? I’m listening to you now.” Maybe you have 
experienced this type of situation.

Of course, because wife is sensitive and she now feels attacked, when that 
happens, wife will immediately shut down. So wife initially might have 
been feeling criticized about something that has happened or she might 
be feeling dismayed. They are two negative emotions that are both stress 
responses. She tried to resolve them. She tried to get rid of them by talking 
about them. What happened is, she had a response from husband that 
now makes her feel attacked, rejected and not heard. So, she started off 
with two bad feelings and now, after the exchange, she has got five bad 
feelings. This is how stress accumulates because every negative emotion is 
a Stress Response.

And so, you can see how rapidly negative emotions can accumulate. You 
start off with two, then you quickly get to five, then you quickly get to 
nine, then you quickly get to fourteen, because every one of these negative 
emotions that you feel, sits there. 

Resolve

When you finally have resolution about something, you are able to think 
back to an incident that happened in the past and it does not hurt anymore. 
You remember that it was painful at the time and you can even remember 
having the pain, but when you think of it now, it does not hurt. That 
means it is resolved. Biologically, what is happening is that now that your 
brain is thinking about that event, it is no longer interpreting the event 
as a threat. It is no longer a threat to you or your well-being. Your brain 
can have an intellectual memory – a memory in the Cortex – without 
the threat being perceived in the Limbic part of your brain that picks up 
threat. And so, it is over. You can move on. It sounds simple but we will 
discuss later about why it isn’t so simple.
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Example of resolve

Here is an example of something that was resolved. My eldest son Daniel 
is now eighteen, but I recall very vividly when he was three years old. I 
had invited a girlfriend to come for afternoon tea and she brought her 
children with her. They were also toddlers. I thought the kids could play 
together. While I was having afternoon tea with my girlfriend, the kids 
were playing together and all of a sudden there was an outcry. And the 
other woman’s little boy came crying because Daniel had bitten him on 
the arm and drawn blood.

I was absolutely furious – I saw red and I dragged this child of mine 
to his bedroom. I remember dragging him up the corridor, I bounced 
him really roughly on the bed and I was screaming at him saying, “You 
mustn’t do that.” I smacked his bottom – it was padded beautifully in his 
diaper fortunately – but I can remember smacking him on the bum. I was 
just so angry and upset that he should bite this child. Because of course, 
my son biting another person’s child reflected on my parenting, I was 
embarrassed, I was ashamed. Dreadful. These were all my feelings that I 
was reacting to. 

What really shocked me about that incident was my reaction because I am 
actually an Avoidant Person who gets upset. I very rarely get angry. And 
so, because I experienced anger at that time, that also upset me. It was out 
of character. The woman subsequently left with her children. 

What I realized afterwards was that I was so distressed on that occasion 
because my expectation was not met. I did not expect my child to bite 
another child. The reason why I did not expect it was because there had 
been some biting incidents at the childcare centre where he attended. We 
had talked about biting and we had talked about different ways of dealing 
with emotion. Biting was wrong and biting was not appropriate. Even 
though he was three years old, we knew that he understood all of this 
because they had also talked about it at child care.
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Now, when I think back fifteen years to that incident, it is completely 
resolved. I remember how upsetting it was, I remember that I was very 
upset with Daniel and his behavior, but I do not feel it now. And the issue 
about Daniel’s behavior is completely resolved. But I must say I still have 
a negative feeling about my own behavior. I recognize that my behavior at 
that time was not appropriate. 

I reacted because of my hurts – I was not reacting in a way that showed 
him that I could see things from his perspective. Because what had in fact 
happened – I did not take the time to find out – was that other little boy 
had taken his favorite train and Daniel had asked nicely to have it back. 
But the other little boy would not give him his train back. I did not even 
take the time to find out what had happened. I just reacted. And so, when 
I think back fifteen years, I still have a negative feeling of shame about 
not protecting my child – not listening to his perspective. And that is 
the feeling that has not been resolved. It is not about Daniel, it is about 
me. That is the feeling we call Guilt - When we actually direct a negative 
emotion that still lingers around inwards to ourselves. 

Have you ever been in a situation where you think something has been 
resolved? You are pretty sure it is because on a normal day, you can think 
about it. You do not feel the pain anymore. And yet, in an argument, that 
topic gets brought up again. If that has happened, you will have a partner 
who will say, “Oh, you’re always bringing things up from the past. You’ve 
got a memory like an elephant. Why do you always bring stuff up?” And 
very often, you will also say to yourself, “Why do I bring things up. I 
thought that was over. I thought that was done.”

This is the difficulty. This is why we think nothing gets resolved. One of 
the reasons why women tend to bring things up a lot is because it is proven 
through medical research that women have got a bigger Hippocampus 
than men. Hippocampus is the part of the brain that stores emotional 
memory. It is the reason why women are much better at remembering 
anniversaries, birthdays, the date of the first kiss. Women remember all of 
that stuff. Men remember number plates and rugby scores. Their memory 
storage is in a different part.
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But, men also will remember things from the past, depending on who 
they are, depending on whether or not they have resolved things from 
the past. Men also can bring things up in arguments. It goes both ways, 
regardless of the fact that they have got a smaller Hippocampus. And what 
I am about to explain is why this happens.

The Pain Timeline

Emotional pain works along a timeline. There is a past and a present and 
a future. The pain we are talking about of course is emotional pain. When 
there has been an emotional pain in the past that has not been resolved – a 
summary of what we have just considered – what remains is a resentment 
or an anger. 

That is what your body feels when your brain thinks about it. We have also 
talked about the fact that if it is resolved, memory remains of the incident, 
but there is no pain. That is where resentments belong – in the past. When 
something happens in the present-tense that is painful - a word that you 
hear, a scorned comment, a betrayal – the feeling that generically describes 
what you are feeling is a hurt. “That hurt me when you said that. That 
really hurt me when you did that.” 

Present-tense

Hurt is a present-tense feeling but it does not describe very much 
what the hurt is. The hurt can be anything from feeling disappointed 
or annoyed – which is a small intensity feeling – right down to feeling 
rejected or humiliated or disgusted or fed-up, and everything in between. 
The intensity of feeling that you feel is simply a description of how much 
Adrenalin you surge. Depending on how much your brain perceives the 
situation to be a threat. So, if it is only a little bit of a threat – for example, 
you did not get a card from your partner on your birthday, you might just 
be disappointed. It is not a real threat. But if there is infidelity, you might 
feel betrayed and that is a high intensity feeling. So, it depends on the level 
of threat which then describes the feeling that you have got.
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Future-tense

If you think about a pain that may happen in the future – a pain that 
hasn’t happened yet, but you anticipate that it might - then your body 
experiences again, an arousal of this Adrenalin because of the picture 
that is in your brain. And what you experience is Anxiety. These are the 
‘What ifs?’ These are the ‘Maybes’. What if it happens? Perhaps it will. The 
picture in your brain causes you to have the body feeling in the present-
tense, which is what we know as anxiety. Anxiety is simply the future-
tense of stress.

All you need to have is three or four feelings in the present-tense and you 
will start to feel stressed. That is the feeling we all know. It is where your 
body starts to tighten up. It is where you start to feel a bit hunched in your 
shoulders or your heart might palpitate or you start feeling hot or you start 
to feel uncomfortable. Then, we try and get rid of it. None of us like that 
feeling. It is an Adrenalin Arousal, it is a fear feeling. Stress is actually a 
fear feeling.

And so, what we try and do is get rid of it. The Reactive Person will blurt 
out something because they need to deal with it straight away. Reactive 
People deal with things straight away then the event is over. Avoidant 
People will store a few things before they say anything. 

Visualize two volcanoes. The volcanoes are different sizes. The Reactive 
Person might only use, or might only need, two or three Adrenalin surges 
before they will do something about it. They might explode or they might 
get angry. Or they might just say, “We need to talk about this.” Or, “I’ve 
got to do something to fix this.” These are the Reactive People who need to 
do. They process the emotion, they get rid of the Adrenalin and then for 
them, the event is over. These are the people who will get on with things 
quickly. Move on. Get rid of the Adrenalin. They will sleep and then the 
next day, it is like a clean slate. They are perfectly happy to move on. They 
are still in relationship with you.
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By contrast, the Avoidant Person, who does not like conflict or 
confrontation, will build up many, many, many stresses in the body. This 
one might be, “I feel criticized, I feel annoyed, I feel let down, I feel fed 
up, I feel frustrated, I feel not heard, I feel misrepresented”. It goes on and 
on and on. There are usually more than a dozen. It builds up and then this 
volcano gets bigger and bigger and bigger, and every one of these reactions 
from the Reactive Person has an impact on this Avoidant Person.

The reactive one might get frustrated and explode. The Avoidant one says 
nothing but feels unfairly attacked. And so this build up occurs. Then the 
Avoidant one starts to withdraw – this is the Avoidant Person, does not 
like conflict, does not want to talk about it. Starts to shut down, starts 
to withdraw, starts to flee. This behavior – the resulting withdrawal - has 
an impact on the Reactive Person. It is very common that the Avoidant 
Person who does not get angry, who does not engage in conflict, feels like 
the self-righteous one.

I have been known to feel self-righteous because I think I am handling 
things better than people around me who are getting angry and exploding. 
I am the one that is keeping my cool. I am the one that is doing it right. I 
am the emotionally intelligent person. That is what I used to think, until 
it was correctly pointed out to me that my behavior then had an impact 
on other Reactive People around me because I was going silent. What did 
the other people feel? They were feeling shut out, excluded, punished, 
ignored. They felt as though I was being uncooperative and sulking. These 
are all the words I then started to hear – how they felt – their negative 
emotion about me.

This is the way we impact on one another in relationships. And neither 
one has a monopoly on bad feelings. We just process them differently. 
When arguments start, when conflict starts, it is this exchange of 
bad feelings that is happening. We will consider how to manage this 
conflict later. 
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Reality & the present-tense

What happens in the past and in the future is fantasy. It is only in your 
mind. What is reality is what is happening now. The only reality is that 
you are sitting reading this book now. You can only have one reality 
at a time.

So, if we can recognize that in terms of the pain timeline, what we are 
experiencing in the present-tense is the only thing that is real. What 
happened yesterday and last week, the pain we felt then, has passed . What 
might happen next week is only anticipation. It is only in your brain. We 
have to recognize that we must stay in present-moment awareness. We 
must deal with what is, not what was, not what might be because all the 
pasts and all the futures increase our own stress when there is no need to. 
If the present is fine, stay in the present. 

Example

I have had many couples who come for counseling because they live in the 
future. One couple said to me, “What if our relationship continues to be 
bad? What if we keep arguing like this. Let’s quit while we’re ahead.”

And I said, “Pardon me?”

They said, “We want to quit. We want to separate while we are still talking 
to one another, because we can see our relationship is going down the 
drain. We have two children, we want to be able to separate amicably so 
that we can be good parents for our children.”

I replied, “Okay, I hear your request. You’ve come for separation counseling, 
not for marriage counseling.”

“Yes,” they said.
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So, I talked about the pain timeline – they understood all of that. I said, 
“So, you are living in the future. You’re worried about the fact that your 
relationship might get worse. And you want to quit now, in case it gets 
worse?”

“Yes.”

I said, “Well, you want to be able to talk nicely to each other in the future 
so that you can be better parents for your children as a divorced couple?”

“Yes.”

I said, “Well, why  don’t I get you to learn how to talk nicely to each 
other in the present-tense, so that you can come back here and deal with 
the hurts in the present-tense, so that you can be better parents for your 
children now.”

They said, “Okay.”

I said, “Then you may not have to separate.”

“Ah. We got that. Okay, so if we learn to deal with our hurts here, present-
tense and to stay there” – and I finished the sentence for them. I knew where 
they were going. I said, “Yes, then if worse case scenario happens – and it 
may not – you may get to the future and you may not have this dreadful 
relationship. But if you get to the future and there are still hurts in your 
relationship, you’ll know the skills to deal with them. You’ll know how to 
communicate with one another, you’ll know how to manage conflict as it 
is happening. This means, the future that you are worried about, when it 
happens in the present-tense, you will be able to sort it out.”

They got that. That couple stayed together and they have got two more 
children - twins. That is very rewarding – to be able to touch people’s lives 
in that way and to be able to say to them, “Don’t live in the future. Deal 
with the present. The future hasn’t happened yet. It may not happen, and 
if it does, it’s present-tense, and then deal with it in the present-tense. 
That’s what we have to work on.”
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There is a difference between being anxious and planning for the future. It 
is perfectly okay to plan for the future. It is perfectly okay to do a ‘What 
if?’ and then have different options and different scenarios. That can be 
very settling. That can give you back a feeling of being in control. 

Example 2 – Planning ahead

I remember some years ago, a woman came to me who had just been 
diagnosed with Multiple Sclerosis. It was in the early stages but she had 
done a lot of internet reading and she knew what was going to happen. 
She knew how her condition was going to affect her over the years. She 
was worried physically and she was worried emotionally. She was making 
plans – because she was an Anxious Person – about what was going to 
happen in the future. Would her husband still want to be with her if she 
was in a wheelchair? Could she still live in this country if she was in a 
wheelchair? It is not necessarily wheelchair accessible.  

I said to her, “This is okay to plan. Let’s look at option ABC. Let’s look at 
these options and say, if you don’t get into a wheelchair, what would you do? 
If you do need a wheelchair, what would you do? If you need physical help 
because your condition deteriorates enormously, what would you do?” 

We organized all of these options all in one session and she went away 
feeling much more in control – knowing what she might do in the future, 
depending on what A, B or C option occurred. So, yes she was anxious but 
she took control of the situation and minimized her anxiety by planning for 
the future. She was then able to go home and instead of just expressing a lot 
of anxious emotion, she was able to talk with her husband about A, B or C. 
He was able to reassure her about his love and support regardless of A, B or 
C. He was able to say, “Look, if we need to go back home – which was the 
States – because your condition deteriorates, it is not a problem.” She was 
therefore able to gain reassurance from him because she was able to talk it 
through with him. So, planning ahead is different to having anxiety.
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Retaliation

If we are in the middle of an argument and we are having a volcano 
time, feeling feelings in the present-tense, we are experiencing Adrenalin 
Arousal. That is the worked up feeling that we experience in an argument. 
It is our body producing Adrenalin. The more we argue – the more we are 
in conflict – the more worked up we get. What is happening is that every 
time you have an exchange in an argument, you are trading hurts. If you 
criticize someone – or that is what their brain is thinking – and then they 
retort back, they actually trying to hurt you back. It is called retaliation.

Children do it. Children in the sand pit do it. They throw sand, throw 
sand back. Pull hair, pull hair back. It is a very normal, human response 
to want to hurt back when you feel hurt. Tribes have done it since 
primitive days. You kill one of ours, we will kill one of yours. Then 
things get settled. So this need for retaliation is a human response. It is 
very hard to overcome that.

So, if you feel attacked, you will retaliate. Then there is the trading of 
hurts. It might go like this. “I feel frustrated. I feel unfairly attacked. I 
feel put down. I feel annoyed. I feel unheard. I feel misrepresented. I feel 
unappreciated”, and so it goes on. By this time, the Adrenalin Arousal is 
increased, you feel more and more upset and what starts to happen is that 
your brain remembers other times that you have felt like this. This is why 
things never seem to be resolved. Your brain remembers things in the same 
way as your brain remembers a smell.

Imagine a situation when you smell something. You may not have smelt it 
for seven years but how do you identify it? You rapidly whiz through your 
file index of memories in your brain and you associate it with a previous 
experience, and you say, “I know what that was. I remember smelling 
that smell seven years ago and I remember exactly where I smelt it.” That 
is how we label a smell. A smell is a sensation that comes into our brain 
through our olfactory glands.
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The Adrenalin Response

An emotional hurt is a sensation as well. It is an Adrenalin Response. So, 
when we feel it, our brain remembers by association. If you feel humiliated 
today, your brain will immediately remember when you felt humiliated 
two weeks ago, or two months ago, or two years ago, or fourteen years 
ago because the brain remembers by association. Immediately – and it 
all happens so rapidly that we are not necessarily aware of it – all of those 
little memories of what just cropped up in your brain, all surge another 
bit of Adrenalin, which then causes your body to have a disproportionate 
amount of Adrenalin produced to the event that happened today.

Now you feel this intense pain because it has been related to other events. 
And at this point in time it does not matter whether they are resolved 
or not resolved because you are feeling it today. Because you are feeling 
it today, your brain remembers things from the past, even things that 
have been resolved. And it happens again. So, now you have a feeling 
of Adrenalin in your body which is disproportionate to the event that 
has happened today. What then happens is you have a reaction that is 
proportionate to the pain you are feeling. 

Others will probably see that as an over-reaction, but for you it is not 
because the memory of these past pains contribute to what you are feeling 
today. So, yes, the past is in the past. But it does contribute to the present-
tense. 

Example

You might be in the middle of an argument with a partner and you feel 
embarrassed. Immediately, you will remember when you were embarrassed 
before by your partner. You will say, “I can remember when you yelled at 
my sister at that Christmas function fourteen years ago.” 
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Or in the argument, you might feel betrayed. Perhaps your husband has 
got a pay rise and he has told someone else before he has told you and 
you feel a bit betrayed. Immediately, that feeling of betrayal will bring up 
another memory. In the argument you will say, “Well don’t you remember 
when you had a fling with your ex-girlfriend when we were engaged.” The 
husband is going, “What?” There does not seem to be any correlation, but 
what is happening is that you are remembering things unrelated to today’s 
event but that still have the same feeling. It is the feeling that the body is 
remembering and is resurrecting all of these emotions. 

The feeling of being disgusted is one that is worthwhile mentioning.  
Perhaps there are alcohol problems in the relationship and every present-
tense incident that occurs where a person feels disgusted by a partner’s 
behavior will resurrect every other incident in the past where they have felt 
disgusted. That is why there are always so many arguments.

If these behaviors that cause you pain keep reoccurring, you will become 
more and more stressed. You will want to exit the relationship in the end. 
You will want to do the big flight. And very often, they keep reoccurring 
because the partner does not know that you are being impacted upon. 
Partner very often does not even know how you feel about the behaviors 
that they are doing – especially if you bottle things up inside. 

Trauma

When the levels get sufficiently high, you will end up with trauma 
feelings. Trauma feelings are when your body is experiencing so much 
stress and so much Adrenalin, that it feels like you have just been in a car 
accident. In fact, being in a car accident is better. When you are in a car 
accident  - for those of you who have been in one – when the car stops 
rolling, you are able to think to yourself, “Hey, I’m still alive.” From that 
moment onwards, the threat of death is over. So, even though it was pretty 
unsettling, you know you are safe, you know you are alive, you just have 
to be rescued and you are going to be fine.
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But, what happens when there is all this relationship drama that goes 
on, is that you feel as though you are in a car accident and the car has 
not stopped rolling, because you do not know when to feel safe. You 
just continue to feel threatened and threatened and threatened. That is 
a dreadful feeling. What happens is that when these sorts of situations in 
relationships occur, and you keep having negative emotions and they keep 
reoccurring and nothing changes, you end up just getting so stressed that 
for your emotional health, you will think about leaving. 

Women are more likely to leave a relationship for this reason than men. 
The reason for that is that women are more aware of their feelings and 
the intensity of their feelings than men. This is not a put-down, it is not 
derogatory, it is just that women have an ability to feel low-intensity feelings 
more than men. Men start to feel their feelings when they are medium-
intensity. This is the reason why men tend to get to the explosion level faster. 
Women will talk about feeling uneasy or about feeling uncomfortable or 
feeling concerned. Men generally do not talk about those feelings because 
they do not quite know what uneasy or uncomfortable feels like. They 
get mad, they get annoyed. They get those sorts of words because they are 
medium-intensity feelings. 

It is important to know that if you are building up resentments inside, 
your partner may have no clue that that is what you are feeling because 
your partner may not have the same sensitivity as you. They may not have 
an awareness of how they are impacting on you. If they are a Reactive 
Person and they release Adrenalin as the event occurs, they may not know 
that you are bottling up and this impacts on the relationship. Every one of 
these exchanges impacts on your relationship and you feel more distant. 
You want to be more away from the relationship, but the partner may not 
be aware of that.
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Being allergic to your partner

Eventually, when you have so much unexpressed resentment in your 
volcano, you may even end up having an allergic reaction to your partner. 
Now, that is an awful feeling. I use the word ‘allergic’ because when you 
become allergic to your partner, you actually have a physical response 
when you are near them. This is a very bewildering situation because you 
can feel a physical aversion to somebody that you used to feel close to. It 
does not make sense – this is somebody that you love, but you don’t even 
want to be near them?

If your partner travels and you feel normal when they are away and you 
start to feel tense when they come back, you are getting close to that 
situation. It is the feeling of being allergic to somebody and it is the same 
sort of physical response as if you were allergic to a food product. For 
example, if you are allergic to peanuts or to shrimps, the more you have 
an exposure to it, the faster and more intensely your body reacts. The same 
thing happens with emotional allergies. The more you have an exposure to 
feeling criticized, feeling humiliated or to feeling ridiculed, the more you 
will have a physical response to it. It is such an awful feeling that you will 
want to go into a situation, or want to be in an environment where you 
do not feel it anymore. So, you avoid. 

I see couples in a counseling environment, where they actually have this 
aversion and I will very often talk about the need for separation for a while 
- a separation with a view to getting things back on track. A separation so 
that they can live apart and let Adrenalin drop, so that they can think more 
clearly. You cannot think properly when the body is filled with Adrenalin. 
You cannot think clearly. 
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As a starter, having a holiday individually might be good. Wife might go 
back with the kids and see her parents. Husband might go on a golfing 
trip with the boys. Whatever. But a separate holiday can be a really good 
start. These are all strategies that you can put into place to try and manage 
this Adrenalin feeling that is happening. 

I say to couples, “Before you take the drastic step of quitting – whether you 
feel it in the present-tense that you want to quit, or you’re planning it for the 
future – before you take that drastic step, see if you can resolve the Adrenalin, 
the stress that is inside of you.” This can be done in two ways. In the next part 
of this chapter, we will deal with managing the resentment from the inside 
because if we don’t do that, our own stress will continue to build. 

If you are not able to deal with the build up of resentments inside, you 
will end up becoming indifferent and indifference kills more relationships 
than fighting. Statistically in America, more women file for divorce on the 
grounds of emotional neglect than they do on the grounds of physical abuse. 
This is because indifference kills intimacy and indifference kills love. 

What happens when you feel indifferent is that you have feelings like, “I 
don’t care anymore. Whatever. Who cares? Not interested”. These are the 
reactions that you have inside when you are indifferent. You generally do 
not say anything because you feel it on the inside and your partner may 
have no clue what is going on. They can not read your mind and so you 
have to take the responsibility of confronting these things before you take 
that drastic step. 

After you have done everything there is to do, after you have taken the 
responsibility for that, maybe there still will be a separation. But, we are 
talking about surviving life-dramas in this book. 
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Conclusion

How you behave with your partner, how you behave in an environment 
at work when there is conflict, is the most important thing to determine 
whether or not something gets resolved. It is how you behave. If there is 
anger, if there is no listening and the other person in the relationship does 
not get things resolved, the conflict, the hostility continues. So, if people 
knew, they can learn how to behave and we could resolve so many issues, 
so that people could stay in the present-tense and not always have to go 
back to the past. 

The next chapter of ‘Surviving Life Dramas’ is ‘Surviving Hostility’. We 
will deal with the subject of how to manage conflict and also learn some 
effective communication techniques.
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Chapter 6

Surviving Hostility

When we hurt, we want the pain to go away. It is a bit like when you 
stub your toe – you hang on until the pain goes away. It is a bit like that 
with emotional pain – it hurts. And it is sometimes hard to get rid of this 
emotional pain because we usually attribute our pain to someone else. 
When we hurt, it is a Stress Response and so we think, “Somebody else 
has caused me this pain.” My expectation, for example, has not been met 
and so I might feel disappointed or I might feel irritable. But, in my head 
I think, “You’ve hurt me, you’ve let me down, you’ve disappointed me. 
You’re always criticizing me, you’re always interrupting me.”

This is even the way we think. We think, “You are hurting me and because 
of that, I want you to do something different so that I don’t hurt so much. 
I want you to behave differently, or I want you to give me an apology, 
or I want you to acknowledge how I feel – because you’re just meant to 
magically know how I feel. And I want you to acknowledge it so that I feel 
better. And when I don’t feel better, I blame you too because you haven’t 
done it.” This is the reason why we sometimes harbor these resentments 
for days or weeks or months. “Because you haven’t done what I need you 
to do to feel better. And do you know how my brain interprets that? My 
brain interprets that you don’t love me.”

So, whenever we have an expectation that is not met – and that behavior 
keeps on happening – the brain interprets that as ‘You don’t love me.’ 
It can be as simple as punctuality. If I am a person who is a stickler for 
arriving on time, but you are a bit laissez-faire about time, I might put up 
with it for a while, but eventually I say something. I say, “Please, it means 
such a lot to me to be on time. I don’t like letting people down. I don’t like 
arriving late. Please be on time.”
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And you might say, “Okay. I get that. I’ll come on time.”

And so you do for a time or two. And then I feel better. But, old habits 
die hard and so you start dropping back into your normal ways and you 
start being late again. 

Expectation

So, now I have an expectation that you will always be on time because you 
told me you would try and my expectation is not met. This means that I 
have another negative emotion which I attribute to you. I am no longer 
just disappointed – now I am irritable and so I start communicating with 
you in an irritable way. I make comments like, “Oh I suppose it’s all about 
you. You don’t even try and I’m the last one on your list of priorities.” I 
forget that my sarcastic response has an impact on you. These hurts go 
round and round. When you continue to be late, then I feel resentful and 
this is where the intensities build up. We start off with a low intensity. It 
builds up to a medium and then a high intensity. 

When I have a feeling – this expectation that is not met – the feeling 
is valid. It really is your feeling; your body really is feeling it. You have 
really labeled it correctly – you are disappointed, or you are irritable – 
that is absolutely the correct label for it. Where we get it wrong is that 
YOU have not made ME feel it. I feel it because of the way my brain 
interprets the situation. I feel it because of the way that I feel threatened 
and the way I feel that you do not love me because you are not looking 
after my feelings.

The intensity with which I feel the feeling is very connected to the intensity 
of the threat that I feel. So, one of the ways that we have to minimize our 
own pain is to reinterpret what is going on. Reinterpret the expectation. 
Change the expectation so that it does not hurt so much and you can do 
that from within.
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So, instead of expecting somebody else to look after your feelings 
when they do not even know about it – or even if they do know 
about it, you can not change their behavior – you can minimize your 
own pain by rearranging your expectations and your interpretation 
of what is happening. 

Example

An example of this is about my mum. When I was growing up, there 
were four kids in our family and my dad very rarely came home on time 
for dinner. Sometimes he did not come home at all because he had a 
meeting here or an appointment there. He used to sell life insurance and 
so sometimes he had evening appointments. But on those occasions when 
he was due home for dinner, in all my years growing up, I never heard my 
mother get mad when he was not home on time. Never.

She used to say things like, “Well, we’ll just start because he may have just 
been held up at the office talking to the boss.” Or, “We’ll get going, he’ll 
be home soon. Perhaps he got caught up in a traffic jam.” Or, “Perhaps 
he’s helping someone in a motor car accident down the road.” She always 
had an explanation for what might have happened. She always let us kids 
think that he intended to be home if he could be. This is where he would 
like to be, but something has just happened in his life and he has not been 
able to make it. 

What she was in fact doing was putting the best construction on things 
as she used to say - and I like that. She used to always say, “Put the best 
construction on things.” In other words, reframe. Think positively about 
what might be going on. But what she was in fact doing – she didn’t 
know the language back in those days – but what she was actually doing 
was adjusting our expectations. We kids got to expect that dad probably 
would not be home because he was out there helping somebody else. 
And that was great. 
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That ‘putting the best construction on things’ helped me during my 
teenage years, where, as a Sensitive Person, I would feel very upset, maybe 
even distressed, when friendships did not seem to be reciprocated the way 
I thought they should be. Perhaps I would reach out and ring a girlfriend 
and then I would not hear from her. She would not ring back. Or perhaps 
I would invite a friend over for coffee and I would not hear from that 
friend for a long time. As a Sensitive Person, it is so easy to think, “What 
have I done wrong? That person doesn’t like me.” Or to feel offended. And 
what I would say to myself – remembering to put the best construction 
on things – I would reframe that and think, “They’re probably really busy. 
They probably intend to ring me and they haven’t got round to it yet.”

What if the parent does not ‘put the best construction on things?

What would happen if the parent who was always there says, “Oh your 
dad is always late. He’s never going to be here on time. Typical he’s always 
late.” What if they do this constantly and are always putting the other 
parent down in front of the children? 

The mother is always putting the father down and as a result of this, the 
child then learns that a person is responsible – the father is responsible for 
the mother’s bad feeling. They also learn that it is necessary to complain 
about it. It is always his fault. So the child learns to blame and they learn 
that it is okay to blame and to nag and to attribute pain to somebody 
else. And it is interesting that the way we are conditioned is, these are the 
messages that we take with us as the way we behave when we are grown 
up. However, we can learn to do it differently.

Dealing with the pain

But it does beg the question – should we deal with this pain on our own? 
Should we deal with it all on our own? Should we just zip the lip as they 
say? Zip your lip and do not say anything. Alter your own expectations, 
deal with the pain inside, because it might seem up to now that that is 
what I am saying. The answer is no. You can deal with it from the inside 
as best you can and if you can minimize your own pain and then get to a 
point where you do not have to say anything, that is terrific.
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But, if you get to a place where you can not minimize it anymore and you 
think that by talking it through or by getting somebody else to understand 
how you feel would help, then do that. It is not what you say, it is how 
you say it, it is how you behave when you talk about your emotions that 
impacts on the other person. And yes, we can do a tremendous amount of 
releasing of emotional pain by talking. 

If the partner or the other person you are talking to does not respond 
properly, it still may not be resolved. So, some of this information needs 
to be listened to by partners as well. To talk about your feelings to your 
partner is not just your right. It is actually also your responsibility. It is a 
responsibility to say how you feel. If you do not, your partner is not going 
to know. There is no such thing as a transparent forehead. You cannot 
read another person’s thoughts and we are all so different. We are different 
genders. We have different genetic make-ups and we cannot assume that 
our partner knows how we feel. When we stop telling them, we stop being 
intimate and intimacy is telling your partner what is going on inside head 
and heart. 

At the beginning of a relationship we do that with no problem at all. 
When we are first in a relationship, we feel safe and we talk about anything 
and everything for hours. We talk and talk and talk because the partner 
is saying, “Tell me more about yourself, I want to hear about you.” And 
you feel not judged and you feel absolutely safe and all you do is share 
stuff. Then, because of the House-Mate Syndrome that we dealt with in 
a previous chapter, you start to have interactions that make you feel hurt. 
You start to withdraw, you do not share so much and so the intimacy 
diminishes. Then you get to that place where you feel like you are two 
people co-existing and you are not really sharing intimacy anymore.

So, you have to take the responsibility to crack that house-mate syndrome. 
If your partner does not, then you can. Once you become emotionally 
aware, you actually have to take the responsibility of changing the way 
your relationship works. Stop leaving it up to the other person. Take a 
risk. Do it yourself. 
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A personal example

Once your partner knows how you feel, if it is in the context of a loving 
relationship, the chances are your partner will actually want to change if 
they can, because they love you. I remember telling my husband, Mike on 
one occasion that it annoyed me – I said it nicely because I am very good 
at saying things nicely – when he read a book and was half way through 
that he would leave it open on the bed-side table. 

I had always grown up believing that when you read a book, you put a 
book mark in and you close it and there were reasons for that. Leaving it 
flat out breaks the spine. The table might be dirty or have a coffee ring on 
it and you might get the pages dirty. These are all the things that I learned 
as a kid growing up. Also, if you pass the book to somebody else to read, 
then you would like it to be clean and tidy when it was returned. 

I was also taught that you do not write in books, you do not turn the pages 
over, you do not dog ear them. So, when Mike would leave a book like 
that, I would get very annoyed. He would highlight, he would write notes 
and scribble and sometimes I went and bought my own book of the same 
title because I did not like his book which was written all over. 

On the day I told him that, he looked at me in surprise and he said, “I 
never thought about that. I’ve never really thought about how I put a 
book down. But you know, if that annoys you, that’s a small thing. I can 
change that. Find me a bookmark and from now on I’ll use a bookmark.” 
I heaved this huge sigh of relief because we did not have any conflict 
about it. And now, whenever I see the book on the bedside table with a 
bookmark, I feel nice and I think, “He loves me.” When I do see it flat out 
from time to time, I think, “Silly boy, he’s forgotten.”

But, it took me twenty four years to speak to Mike about that. I was 
married to Mike for twenty four years before I told him that that annoyed 
me. I mean, is that stupid or what? It was in the context of a loving 
relationship, it was something that he did not know that bothered me. He 
simply replied, “Oh, okay. I can do that for you.”
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Interestingly, we had a discussion about books and Mike said that when 
he was growing up and money was scarce, a book was a very valuable 
gift. When he was given a book, it was his. The family would say, “This is 
your gift. You do with it what you want.” The books were very valuable 
and you would write and highlight and you would never give your books 
away. You never loan them out. We had different experiences about how 
you handle books and his book is his and he loves it and he treasures it 
and he does not lend books out. So, it is good that we have got two books 
of the same title on our bookshelves, because there is always one around 
on his bookshelf. Mine are often out on loan. This shows how we can feel 
differently about different things. 

Intensities

Intensities. This word has appeared a few times. You probably understand 
what I mean about intensities. Intensities are the different strengths of 
surge that we have to the perceived threat and what we surge is how our 
brain is interpreting that threat at that particular time. So, we do not 
try and feel a lower or higher intensity of feeling. If I feel disappointed, 
irritated, embarrassed disgusted or if I feel rejected, that is just the label to 
describe how I feel. I am not trying to feel like that. 

Different languages describe different intensities differently. In English, 
we have a different label for every different intensity. English has the most 
number of emotional words in its vocabulary of any language. Thousands 
of words for different intensities.

In Chinese, tone is used. A different intensity is the same word but a 
different tone. In the Thai language, they use repetition for intensity. 
So, something can be ‘bad’ or it can be ‘bad bad’ or it can be ‘bad bad 
bad’. It is the repetition. But in English, we use a different word for 
different intensities.
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Therefore, because a feeling is physical and because the feeling alters as 
time passes or as we see things differently, I can be furious about something 
this morning, upset this afternoon and pretty much over it by tomorrow 
because the intensity drops as the Adrenalin drains out of my system. So, 
bad feelings never last for ever. No matter how bad it is, no matter how 
bad the drama of your life is, you can always say to yourself, “This feeling 
won’t last for ever. It too will pass.” And it does.

So, depending on your gender, your genetic make-up, your life experience, 
where you went to school, the family you grew up in, the mother you had, 
how your mother handled anxious moments like husband not coming 
home from work on time, we all have different ways of dealing with our 
emotions and releasing the pain. If a person understands emotions and 
can label all their feelings, they can often do this thinking through and 
sorting things out in their head. 

However, there are many people who in fact do not know emotional 
language. They have not perhaps grown up in a family where emotional 
words are used very often. So, they do not actually know what the particular 
feeling is that they have got because they do not know what the word is. If 
you do not know what the word is, you will never talk about your feelings 
because you have not got the language.

For example, if somebody asked me to talk about my feelings in Polish, I 
would not be able to do it because I do not speak Polish. I do not have the 
vocabulary. I actually have had that experience when I was in Germany 
many years ago as an exchange student. I did not know any German when 
I arrived. That was the purpose of my one-year stay in Germany. So, I 
learned to speak conversational German during the time that I was away. 
None-the-less, I was not able to speak about that particular area called 
emotion because I did not have the vocabulary. I could talk about my day 
and I could talk about my experience in Germany and I could talk about 
the weather – even though I did make some blunders there as well initially 
– I still remember saying things like, “Ich bin heiss”, which means, “I am 
hot,” but in a sexual sense. But, what I could never talk about were my 
emotions because I did not know the vocabulary.  



114 Surviving Life Dramas www.survivinghostility.com

If you do not know the words and therefore, if you do not talk about your 
feelings, you also will not think about your feelings, because we think in 
language. You could also think in pictures but to analyze and to muse 
and to reflect, we think in language. Therefore, the people who do not 
talk about their feelings also do not think about their feelings. Therefore, 
they do not ever analyze relationships and will therefore never think about 
your behavior and how it impacts on them. And they certainly won’t think 
about how their behavior impacts on you.

They just feel. But they do not analyze. They do not think about, “Oh, 
what I just said might have hurt her.” So, if you are somebody who thinks 
that sort of stuff all of the time, it probably will be a complete shock to 
you to learn that your partner may never think that sort of stuff at all. That 
is the reason often that we think that our partner might be insensitive or 
completely non-empathetic. “He just doesn’t have any feelings.” Wrong. 
He has got feelings – he just may not know the impact of his behavior on 
you and therefore is not thinking about it.

That could be the reason you never have an apology. That could be the 
reason you never have an acknowledgement. So, we are starting to see why 
it is so important to communicate and to talk, rather than just quitting. 

How to express feelings

So, how to express? Here is the big problem – how to actually say something. 
We have mentioned that the Reactive Person has got to deal with it straight 
away. They are likely to blurt straight from the hip, out there, display the 
emotion, say something and not be terribly careful about it. The Avoidant 
Person is usually likely to build up their hurts and then build and build 
and build and build, and then finally decide to say something. But, the 
Avoidant Person needs a place to talk without conflict. If there is any 
suggestion of conflict, they will not use the opportunity. They will just 
stay quiet and wait a little bit longer.
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So, the Avoidant Person needs time – a time and an opportunity without 
conflict to talk. If the opportunity comes and they are able to talk and to 
release, it goes completely and it is done. If they do not have an opportunity 
to talk, the resentments keep building and the distance between the 
partners grows. However, the partner who does not know what is going 
on, generally has no clue.

Different types of relationship

The following is a visual idea of how relationships are often very different. 
There are two different types of relationships. In one type of relationship, if 
this is the way you experience relationships, you can have some bad times 
and you can have some okay times and you can have some good times. 
You have all of these experiences and at any time you will remember the 
others. So, when things are going really, really good, you can remember 
that sometimes they are bad. When things are bad, you can remember 
that sometimes they are okay. This relationship gives you the opportunity 
to keep it all in perspective and the person is able to generally stay within 
the relationship knowing that bad feelings do not last forever. They think, 
“We’ll get through this and this is just a bad time but it’s going to be okay.” 
Let us call this ‘person A’.

Then there is another type of relationship. Person B may experience 
their relationship in strips. When things are good, they are very, very 
good and when things are bad, they are horrid. If you are a strip person 
and you live very much in the present-tense, when things are great and 
you are getting on really well with your partner, everything is great. 
Wonderful. The relationship is great, you are great, the kids are great, 
everything is great.
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When things are bad, it is the opposite. You are horrible, the marriage 
is horrible, kids drive me mad, I want out. So, when things are bad, 
people want to leave. Then, a week later, things might be good again. 
Everything is good. No problem. With this sort of person who experiences 
a relationship like this – let us say things are good again – you will say, 
“But don’t you remember last week, having all those arguments and we 
were really disconnected?” 

And this person will reply, “Oh yeah, but you know, that was your fault. 
That’s not how I feel now. It’s all right.” This person has this amazing 
ability to move on and leave the past behind. Every day is a new day. Every 
week is a new week.

If you have got one of each in a relationship, neither one understands how 
the other one operates. For example, if there is an argument one night and 
the couple goes to bed feeling really grumpy, Person B will wake up and it 
is a new day and they will be able to hop up and say, “What are we doing 
today? What do you want for breakfast?”

Person A will be saying, “Oh, we’re still in a bit of a bad patch. I know that 
it will get better but we haven’t resolved it yet.” Person A will still want to 
talk about the pain of the argument last night. B doesn’t understand A’s 
reluctance to be quite so enthusiastic about the day!

There’s no right or wrong here, it is just different. But, what happens 
is that if A and B have an argument, if Person B moves on and Person 
A doesn’t because there is still some unresolved stuff, Person B will not 
know it. And this one will be asking, “What’s wrong with you? What 
are you so grumpy about?” Therefore, there needs to be this ability 
for each one to understand the other, to understand that their style is 
different, the way they process emotion and the way that they experience 
a relationship is different. 
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If you are somebody who harbors resentments, who needs to resolve, your 
partner may not be. You might want to talk about it and need to talk 
about it, but your partner may not need to talk about old stuff at all. 
Therefore, when you bring it up, the partner will groan, “Oh no, not this 
again. Why are you always bringing stuff up from the past?” And that is 
when you need to say, “Look. I need to talk.” This is a strategy you can 
use. “I know you’re not like this. I know you will feel attacked and blamed, 
but I need five minutes, ten minutes,” – nothing longer, that is important. 
Ten minutes is about the maximum that people can hear a barrage of stuff. 
“Here is some sticky tape. Tape your lip. I don’t want any response from 
you, I just want you to hear me.” If your partner agrees and says nothing 
and you just off-load, you are released. No conflict. No response. 

Also say, “I know you don’t need to talk about this, but I do. This is 
who I am. I don’t want to attack you. I just want to tell you how I feel. 
And I don’t want this relationship to end, but I don’t want to have these 
resentments and the way you can help me is to listen.” That is a strategy.

Relationships between the same type of people

If you have got ‘two Person Bs’ that live together in a relationship, there 
will be a lot of fighting and a lot of kissing and making up. No problem. 
We all know couples like that. If you have two ‘Person As’ that live together 
and they talk about things, they will have a very good relationship because 
they will be very connected. There will very rarely be conflict as they will 
talk things through. We read about those sorts of couples in the paper 
every now and again. They have been married for sixty years and they live 
a long time because they are not stressed. They never had the argument. 
They do exist – just a few. 

However, if there are two ‘Person As’ and they do not talk about things and 
they build up resentments and they do not speak, that is the couple who 
is going to grow indifferent and split when the kids finally leave home. 
And you hear, “Oh, we had an amicable separation. We just grew apart.” 
Rubbish. This couple were filled  with resentment, otherwise they would 
not have grown indifferent.
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So, who is going to take the responsibility of doing something about this? 
The one with the resentments will be the one who will say, “I just don’t care 
anymore.” The one with the resentments will be the one who will become 
sarcastic and make snide comments because they are trying to retaliate – 
they are trying to hurt back. The one who has got the resentments will go 
“whatever,” and not care anymore. The one who has got the resentments 
will actually try and payback under the guise of innocence. 

Example

I was talking about this with a couple in counseling, where the wife had 
got many resentments. Husband had been very unaware because of lack 
of awareness of how his behavior impacts on her. We were talking about 
this payback. And wife said to him, “I would be very happy to tape every 
episode of Seinfeld for you because I know you love to watch it, but I 
don’t. I think, “Why should I? You don’t do anything for me.” It is that 
sort of thing. It is the silent little payback. And the husband said, “Oh, 
you malicious thing,” with a big smile. They resolved it because she told 
him what she was doing and he did not have conflict about it. It was good 
to watch that interaction. That situation was resolved and she probably 
tapes Seinfeld now.

I have worked with another couple that are separated geographically –the 
husband is here working in Singapore and wife is back home in another 
country, caring for aged parents. Recently they got together because 
husband went down to visit her and they had a big argument during the 
time he was there. When he got back, there was ten days of no talking, 
ten days of no communication. I had the wife ringing me from overseas 
saying, “What am I going to do? We’ve had another big blow-up.”

And I said, “Well, why don’t you ring him?”

And she said, “Because I can’t be bothered. I’m scared we’re going to 
have another argument.” So she was in the “fear of conflict” and “can’t be 
bothered.”
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I spoke to the husband about this and he said, “Oh, I’ve just had enough. 
I’ve had enough, crazy relationship. I can’t do this anymore.” In my 
counseling session, I told him to discuss things with her and three days 
later, he sent me an SMS saying, “I’m back. I had a discussion with her 
and I realize that I’m not the only important one in this marriage.”

I wrote back and I said, “So, you’re back in a good strip?”

And he said, “Yep.”

That is how quickly it can change. He is a strip person and this really 
helped him to understand that his wife was different.

Communication

‘We need to talk.’ Verbal communication, the researchers tell us, is only 
about eight to twelve percent of how we communicate. Nearly ninety 
percent of our communication is non-verbal. Amazing. Even so, the eight 
to twelve percent of things we verbalize, the words we say, have to be done 
right or that can wreck relationships. 

Here is a very simple communication model. There is the person that 
wants to say something. Let us call him a sender. He has to put together a 
sentence because he is going to say something verbal. His message is heard 
by the receiver, the person he wants to talk to. There are three places where 
interference might occur, which will result in the receiver not hearing what 
the sender said. We will consider some important examples.

‘Interpretation’. What you hear, depending on how you interpret it, 
might still be different. The reason you communicate is either to give 
information or to receive information or to give an instruction. That is 
the reason why we form sentences. “Put your shoes on,” we say to our kid. 
“What time will you be home for dinner?” we say to our husband. Or we 
impart information if we are a teacher.
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At this point where you put words together to create a sentence to send the 
message, you might have a language problem. You might have difficulty 
if you are speaking to somebody who is speaking a different language. 
If you are speaking to somebody that is using a different language, you 
might not be able to put your words together properly. Therefore, you 
might use the wrong word. For example, I know that in America and in 
Australia, even though both countries speak English, the word ‘kidding’ 
is used differently. In Australia, when you say, “You must be kidding,” it 
means, “You must be joking.” And if you use, “You must be kidding,” in 
America, it means you must be telling a lie. That different use of word can 
make a difference.

The year I was in Germany as an exchange student, I was travelling in 
Austria with a girlfriend. She was English speaking as I was. We were in 
Salzburg and I recall that we were lugging around our heavy backpacks 
and she said to me, “Look. This is just too hard and heavy, carrying back 
packs all day. Why don’t I just take the backpacks back to the railway 
station and put them in a locker and we’ll meet again in half an hour. I’ve 
been here before, so I’ll do it and you just have a look around the town 
square here.”

I said, “Great idea.”

So, we synchronized our watches to make sure we were on the same time. 
She said, “I’ll meet you in half an hour at the Mozart place.” So, after I had 
had a look around the town square, I found this Mozart place, where the 
great big statue of Mozart is and I stood and I waited. And I waited and 
I waited and an hour went past and I started to get annoyed. Two hours 
went past and I was really frustrated because she had not turned up again 
at our meeting place. By two and a half hours – what a waste of a morning 
that was – I decided to go to the police.

I looked at my little map and walked to the police station and the route 
took me past my girlfriend - because she was standing outside the Mozart 
place. The house where Mozart had been born. She had been waiting for 
me at the Mozart place for two and half hours. 
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Language difficulty.  The meaning might be different. Consider teenage 
words. ‘Random’. Teenagers use the word ‘random’. Teenagers use the 
word ‘wicked’. ‘Wicked’ means something completely different to how I 
interpret the word ‘wicked’. And if you are an Anxious Person, when you 
send your message, you may in fact not quite complete the sentence. You 
may stumble over the words or you may falter because you might have 
anxiety. All of these are reasons why the message has interference.

Then, the receiver might not hear what you said. The hearer might have a 
genuine hearing problem and not hear all the words. The receiver might 
have selective hearing because some people are like that. They tune out 
and they only hear certain things. The hearer might be pre-occupied 
watching the television or reading the newspaper and not hear everything. 
Or there might be outside interference. There might be noises outside so 
they do not hear the whole sentence. And if the receiver is lucky enough 
to actually hear the actual message that the sender sends, he then has to 
interpret according to tone, according to body language. What the receiver 
interprets may not in fact be what the sender sent.

There are so many jokes about the wife who says, “Yeah, I’m fine,” when 
the husband says, “How are you?” And depending on how she says the 
word ‘fine’, it can mean seven different things. So, we have to be very 
aware of the messages we send. But we have to send messages, we have 
to speak. 

Some strategies to consider

Here are some strategies. We have dealt with the one about taping the 
mouth. Find a regular time – and you might want to do this with a partner 
– have a Saturday morning over coffee together. You can talk about issues 
that have cropped up for you during the week that annoy you. Partner does 
the not talking bit. It might seem funny at first but it certainly releases.
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Another strategy, another awareness is, do not choose times to talk things 
over when you are tired. Do not choose a time to talk things over when 
one of you is over stimulated. If one has conducted a presentation all 
day or if one has been busy at work or trying to finish the tax returns or 
whatever. Do not choose those evenings to talk about your issues because 
talking about negative stuff is a stimulation. Find a calm place. Find a 
soothing location to talk. It might be sitting on your garden swing, it 
might be on your balcony, it might be going for a walk, it might be in the 
botanic gardens, it might be down by the river. Do not choose a public 
place. Do not choose Starbucks, with people coming and going because 
you are not going to be able to talk about things in a public place. 

Then, use tact. Use your knowledge of how people operate. Emotional 
style, intensities of words. Use your emotional knowledge to regulate and 
to moderate what is going to be said. Always speak of appreciation first. 
Express gratitude. Express appreciation. Your partner will know something 
bad is coming, but at least when you talk first about what you appreciate, 
it puts them in a safe zone. And when you feel safe, it is easier to take the 
drama of what is coming. You can preface what you are going to say by 
saying, “These are my feelings I want to talk about. I don’t want to attack. 
I’m really not trying to blame, but I need to talk about how I feel and how 
your behavior impacts on me.”

Compromise where you can. If it is not violating your own feelings, make 
some adjustments and changes so that your partner can see you are on their 
side as well. If you do get worked up, if there is this Adrenalin Arousal of 
getting worked up because of conflict, then take time out. It is perfectly 
okay to take time out and to say, “I need to just calm down a bit.” Because, 
we need to allow the Adrenalin to drain. It takes fifteen to twenty minutes 
when you are away from feeling worked up, for your Adrenalin to settle, 
for you to be able to manage your feelings again and to be able to manage 
conversation. Twenty minutes to calm down enough to be able to think 
more clearly. But then you must commit to resuming the conversation.
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So, you can say things like, “I’m just going to take time out and make us 
both a cup of tea. I’m just going to walk around the house three times and 
then I’ll come back.” That is the important bit, “And then I’ll come back 
and we’ll keep talking.” And people are quite happy – even women are 
quite happy – to wait to keep talking, if they know the there is going to 
be a chance to be heard.

So, when you do your talking, one of the things you have to do first is to 
recognize what you are feeling. Take the time to identify what the hurt 
is. Do you feel neglected, threatened, irritated, annoyed, dismissed, put 
down or fed up? What is the feeling? Then, be careful not to say, “You.” 
Typically we say, “You made me feel this. You never listen to me. You 
always interrupt. You always go on and on. You never let me have a say.” 
We call this ‘You Language.’ You Language attacks and blames even when 
you do not intend it to. You Language attacks and blames even when you 
say it in a nice voice.

If I said to you, “Why did you come late to meet me today?” you would 
immediately get a bit defensive. You would think I was attacking you. 
But I might just be asking, “Was there heavy traffic? Was there rain? Was 
there difficulty parking?” If you hear yourself saying, “You never…, you 
always….” Or, “Why? Why did you? Why don’t you? Why can’t you?” you 
are using You Language.

When you are the Receiver of You Language, you will either attack back 
because you feel attacked or blamed – and this is either with another 
‘you’ statement or with sarcasm. Sarcasm is an attack back. If you hear a 
sarcastic response from your partner, know that they are hurt and they are 
attacking you back – and it works.

Or, you will get defensive. This is the “Yes but…” “Why didn’t you fill the 
car with petrol? You were the last one to use it.”

“Yes I was going to but I didn’t have my wallet.”
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They are the ‘Yes buts’. Or you will withdraw. You will go quiet. We have 
already talked about the difficulties with that.

None of those responses enhance relationships. Those responses do 
not get you anywhere and yet there is nowhere to go. This is because 
when somebody speaks to you with a ‘You Statement’, they are the only 
responses you can give. You cannot go anywhere. So whose fault is it? It 
is the sender’s. Sender has to talk in ‘I Language’. I Language is all about 
ownership. I own the feeling. I feel. 

Using the XYZ formula

We use an XYZ formula to construct a sentence. The X component is the 
‘I feel’ component. “I feel annoyed. I feel irritated. I feel neglected. I feel 
let-down.” If you say, “I feel that…” “I feel that you are not listening to 
me … That is not an I Statement, it is a back handed You Statement. That 
is actually “I think you are not listening to me.” Be very careful when you 
say, “I feel…”, that you do not say, “I feel that…” “I feel a feeling.” 

The Y is, “When I feel it.” “I feel annoyed when you don’t listen to me.” 
Is that a good I Statement? No, it is subjective because you might be 
listening to me. This Y component has to be factual. “I feel annoyed when 
you keep reading the paper when I’m talking to you.” That is factual. I can 
observe that is what is happening. “I feel annoyed when you keep reading 
the paper when I’m talking to you” 

The Z is the ‘because’. It’s why I feel it. “…because it makes me feel that 
you are not listening to me.” “…because it makes me feel low priority.” 
“…because it makes me feel I’m insignificant.” 
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Whatever the feeling is, you have finally given the reason why you feel it 
and for the women who are reading this, men need the reason. Men are 
the logical ones. They are the problem solvers. They do not understand 
emotions until you explain the ‘why’ you feel it. Lots of women need the 
reason as well but typically, when the woman says, “I feel…..when…,” 
they sort of get it. So, if I said to a girlfriend, “Oh, I felt really upset when 
Louise didn’t meet me for lunch today.” My girlfriend would know that 
I was upset because I was looking forward to it. I am really disappointed 
that we did not have that time to get together. But a husband or a male 
colleague may not understand that. They would say, “Oh, maybe Louise 
couldn’t get there. Maybe she got caught up at work.”

“I know that. I don’t need an answer. I don’t need you to problem solve for 
me, I just want to tell you how I feel.”

It can also be, “I feel…when you…and I would prefer…” Remember the 
book story about the way Mike put the book on the coffee table. “I feel 
annoyed Mike, when you put the book flat on the coffee table because 
to me, it means you are not respecting property.” That was me giving an 
‘I’ Statement. There was no conflict because I said it correctly. What was 
fantastic was that he heard it, not as a ‘You’ Statement – he did not hear it 
as an attack – he heard it as an ‘I Feel’. And that is the key. For me, an ‘I’ 
Statement is what we call Leveling. “I’m leveling with you. I’m telling you 
how I feel.” But that is only Step One of effective communication.

Step Two is listening. And the listening is not listening to the, “When 
you…”, because that is your ears conditioned to thinking that you are 
being attacked. Effective communication is tuning in when you hear 
your partner say an ‘I’ Statement, to the “Oh, there’s a feeling. What’s the 
feeling?” So, it is not, “Oh I didn’t do that.” Or, “Don’t be so stupid.” It 
is, “Oh, is that how you’re feeling? I didn’t know that that was how you 
were feeling.”
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Example

I was teaching this effective communication to a couple in my counseling 
room. The husband has a regional position in Singapore and works very 
long hours. The wife said to him in a very nice voice, “I feel upset and 
annoyed when you tell me you’re going to be home at seven o’clock and 
then you only get home at eight because I keep the children up to see 
you.” Before she could even finish the sentence, he said to her, “You just 
don’t understand my job do you? I try and get home. I ring you and tell 
you I’ll be home at seven. My intention is there, but it’s not my fault that 
the boss holds me up, it’s not my fault that the phone rings, it’s not my 
fault that there’s a traffic jam on the freeway.” 

The wife looked at me and just rolled her eyes heavenwards. She said to 
him, “I do understand all of that. I’m not cross that you get home at eight 
o’clock. You didn’t hear me. I feel upset and annoyed when you ring me 
and tell me you’re going to be home at seven, and then you only get home 
at eight. I keep the kids up to see you and if you are held up, just ring me 
and change my expectations so that I know you’re held up and then I’ll 
put the kids to bed. Then, when you walk in at eight o’clock, we can have 
supper together. That’d be great. But everything gets delayed.”

He said, “But you’re having a go at me.”

She said, “No, I’m not having a go at you. I’m telling you how I feel when 
this happens so that in the context of a loving relationship, if you hear 
how I feel when that happens, you might just change your behavior.”

He said, “What, and get home earlier?”

“No.”

And he said, “Oh, just let you know what my movements are?”

“Yes.”
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So then, this is the response of the somebody who is acknowledging a 
feeling. He absolutely correctly said to her, “I can understand that you 
feel upset and annoyed when I tell you I’m going to be home at seven and 
then I only get home at eight, because you’ve kept the kids up to see me.” 
Full stop.

And she said, “Thank you.” That’s all it took. Her pain went away.

When we listen correctly and acknowledge the feeling and do not get 
defensive, or attack back, or withdraw, what we actually do is we help the 
one with the resentment to release it. It is actually no different than saying, 
“I feel cold in this room.” 

And you saying, “Oh do you? I don’t feel cold. Here, what can I do for 
you? Do you want a shawl? Shall I adjust the air conditioning?”

Because, we do not all feel the same. We do not all feel the same physically. 
That is the reason why, in a movie cinema, some people have got jackets 
on, some people have not. But, we do not all feel the same, emotional 
feeling about an event and if you can say to your partner, “Oh, is that how 
you feel? I didn’t know that’s how you felt. Is there anything I can do to 
help you?”

You might reply, “No, not really. I just wanted you to hear.” How fantastic 
is that? Powerful stuff because the pain goes away. If you can help to release 
your partner’s pain by acknowledging the feeling of today’s hurt, what 
happens is that you are releasing the pain that they are feeling today. That 
means that all those other memories that they have got, they do not hurt 
either. Because, we only experience pain in the present-tense.

What happens if you have got all these resentments that are built up 
and then something really big happens today, or in this part of your life, 
and then you are able to resolve this? Does that mean that all the other 
feelings go away? The answer to that question is, if it the same feeling 
then yes.
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For example, let us say I have this issue about constantly being humiliated. 
I use that word because it is a very strong word. If I have got ten different 
examples that I remember every time that I felt humiliated, but today 
the pain goes because I have released it and it has been resolved. The pain 
goes for me today and I can also then think of all of those other examples 
without pain. So, they are resolved as well because you only feel pain in 
the present-tense. 

To finish off this segment of effective communication and to show you 
how powerful it is and how powerful it can be, I want to tell you about 
a gentleman who came for counseling some years ago to try to work out 
where his marriage had gone wrong. He was a gentleman from the UK 
living here in Singapore. He and his wife had been married more than 
twenty five years and she had gone back to the UK. Others thought it was 
to settle the youngest child into boarding school, but he confessed to me 
that she had left him and had no intention of coming back. He said, “I’m 
devastated. I didn’t know it was this bad. I didn’t know that she was so 
upset. What have I done wrong?” 

He came for a few sessions and it was very evident that he was a nice 
man, a caring man, a genuine man and an emotionally disabled man. 
He felt feelings but he could not express them and he certainly could not 
empathize. We went through all the things that we have discussed in this 
book so far and he got it. He realized what he had been doing wrong. And 
what he realized the most was that in all his years of being married, he had 
never acknowledged his wife’s resentments. 

She had tried to talk to him. She had said things to him like, “I can 
never talk to you. You just don’t get it. I should be able to talk to my best 
friend and my partner and I just can’t do this anymore.” This was the 
way that she had spoken so I taught him about the XYZ. I got him to 
rehearse situations that he could remember and he learnt to acknowledge. 
Then he took a risk. He wrote to his wife and asked her to come back to 
Singapore for a holiday. He told her, “I’ve been going to counseling and if 
you’re prepared to give it another go, I would really like to see if we could 
reconnect and have a reconciliation. Would you be prepared to come?”
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She wrote back and she said, “Yes, I’d be prepared to come back.”

She had been away and the Adrenalin had dropped and the resentments 
had dropped because of the passage of time, and she was prepared to come 
back. She asked him, “Can I come and meet your counselor?”

He replied, “Of course, I want you to come.”

I met this lady on two occasions. They had a joint appointment – I never 
saw her on her own. In the first session I assessed her side of the story 
and knew that we were on the right track – it had been a build-up of 
resentments. I told her about the work her husband had done – in his 
presence – and I also told her about this effective communication.

In the second session, I said I wanted to tackle some of her old resentments. 
I wanted to see if we could clear the air, let it go and she was prepared to 
do that. What I will never forget is when she learnt how to construct 
her sentences – her, “I feel…when you…” I had to teach her how to 
construct the sentences and then she was able to say to him in session, 
“I felt neglected and abandoned when you didn’t come to the hospital 
when Katie was born because it made me feel that your work was more 
important than your family.” Correct ‘I’ Statement. And he looked at her 
and said, “I can understand that you felt neglected and abandoned when 
I didn’t get to the hospital when Katie was born, and that you felt that my 
work was more important than my family.”

She had tears in her eyes and she looked at him and said, “Thank you.”

He looked at me and said, “She’s been trying to tell me this for years and I 
would always give her reasons why I couldn’t get there. And I could never 
understand. I said, “Sorry”, so many times.” 

She could never get rid of this resentment but now she said, “It’s gone now 
because you have acknowledged how I felt.”

By this time, I had tears in my eyes and I said to them both, “How old 
is Katie?” 
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And the wife said, “She’s just had her twenty first birthday.”

And that couple stayed together. 

Validating feelings

When you have acknowledged, if you want to, you can validate your 
partner’s feelings. Validating is a bit different. Acknowledging is saying, 
“Yeah. I get how you felt.” Validating is not agreeing with. It is not 
saying, “Oh yes, I had the feeling as well.” And it is not saying, “I 
agree that it was right that you had that feeling.” Validating is giving 
permission to the person for feeling their own feeling. That husband 
said to his wife, “I can understand that you would have felt that on 
that occasion.”  

That is all a validation is. It is saying, “I get it that you felt it at that 
time.” Validating is really confirming that it is okay to have felt that 
feeling. Remember, I do not have to agree with it, I do not have to 
feel it myself. It is saying, “I get it. You’re allowed to have that feeling.” 
And when you validate your partner, the pain goes completely. It is 
done. And if it is a huge pain, they might want to be validated two or 
three times, but it never really takes more than two or three times for 
the pain to go.

So, validating is giving permission. And we all want to be given permission 
for feeling what we feel. Our feelings are real and if somebody says, 
“Oh, don’t be so silly, you shouldn’t feel that.” Or even if somebody says 
encouragingly, “You don’t have to feel that. You don’t have to feel guilty,” 
you feel it anyway. Your feelings are your feelings. Language describes 
our feelings and to be told you’re silly to have them or you’re stupid 
to have them, or if you feel dismissed, that you shouldn’t have them, 
that doesn’t help you at all. It continues to build the resentments and 
resentments hanging on to resentments is stress. Release of resentments 
is release from stress. 
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This chapter has provided strategies to either do that from within, by 
changing your perspective, by thinking about things from a different 
point of view. When you still need help, talk to the person with whom 
you have the hurt.

Would these strategies work outside a loving relationship?

Outside a loving relationship, these techniques and these strategies are 
the ones that you could implement, but it is not always going to be 
successful because it is not always a loving relationship. Often it is a power 
relationship or it is a hostile relationship or it is a, “Who the hell cares?” 
relationship. So, you can only take responsibility for your own behavior 
and do the best you can. If the other person changes their behavior a little 
bit and therefore your stress is reduced, then you have succeeded. If you 
continue to work in an environment where you spend a lot of your waking 
hours, the behavior of the other person does not change and you have 
done all you can internally by communicating and you still feel stressed, it 
may be time for you to move on. 

At the end of the day, the other person to whom you are attributing the 
stress may not be a reasonable person. In the real world out there, there 
are people with power issues or psychological problems or personality 
disorders, who may not care one bit about how you feel and in fact, find 
it quite exciting that they are upsetting you. So, when work situations 
become really very stressful for you and you are suffering because of the 
person you are, it is time to think about moving on.

Can you apply the XYZ Formula to children?

Absolutely and totally. It works brilliantly with children because children 
are indeed in a loving relationship with you and they want to be in a loving 
relationship with you. What the XYZ Formula gives is the ability and the 
opportunity to explain to your child how their behavior is impacting on 
you, rather than scolding the child. 
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For example, you might be irritated because the child will not come to 
dinner because they are busy watching a TV program. If you say to the 
child, “Hey you, naughty kid. Come here. You never do what I say”. 
Straight language. “You can’t have TV tomorrow”. Straight punishment. 
But if you say to your child, “I feel really disappointed when you don’t 
turn the television off and come to the dinner table because it makes me 
feel like you don’t care about the family.” Or, “It causes me concern that 
the dinner will go cold.” 

If you give an explanation for how you feel, the child in a loving 
relationship does not want you to feel like that. Almost magically, you will 
get a behavior change where the child will go, “Oh, okay.” What you are 
teaching the child from a very early age is that their behavior does impact 
on other people, without feeling scolded, put down, told they are bad. 
That is the worst thing for kids. It works brilliantly for kids. They actually 
do teach this in parenting courses.

Is there a place where the listener should go beyond the 
acknowledging?

Yes. That is the validating and an extension of validating. The apology 
that comes is so grounding and it is like, “It’s absolutely okay. It’s fine,” 
says the one who has been hurt. You do not have to apologize because 
acknowledging takes the place of apologizing. But to then say, “I really 
blew it and I’m sorry and I’m going to really try hard  not to do that again.” 
And even if you feel that, “Please forgive me.” Absolutely wonderful.

Many years ago, there was a movie, ‘Love Story’. The subtitle underneath 
said, “Love means never having to say you’re sorry.” The older readers will 
remember this film. That little saying, “Love means never having to say you’re 
sorry,” was often misunderstood. People interpreted that as meaning that 
when you are in love, you do not have to apologize. Wrong. What it means 
is, when you are in a relationship and you listen to the other person’s feeling 
and you acknowledge their feelings, you never need to apologize. Because 
saying, “Hey I didn’t know you were hurt – you were really disappointed 
when I did that? That’s really awful.” That takes the place of an apology. But 
if you want to add in an apology as well, no problem.



133Chapter 6 – Surviving Hostilitywww.survivinghostility.com

Conclusion

I have found through my years of counseling that if a person just apologizes 
and does not acknowledge, it does not take the pain away. If a person says, 
“I’m sorry I did that,” or, “I’m really, really sorry I did that,” it is still not 
enough. You still do not feel the depth of knowing that that person really 
understands how you feel. So, that is why we often get the expression, 
“Sorry isn’t enough.” 

In the next chapter of, ‘Surviving Life Dramas’, we will deal with, 
‘Surviving Gender Differences’. This chapter will help you to understand 
the communication differences between men and women and how to 
manage unmet expectations. 
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Chapter 7

Surviving Gender Difference

The topic of this chapter is Surviving Gender Difference. We will begin 
to understand communication differences between men and women and 
how to manage unmet expectations. 

You have probably heard or maybe even read about John Gray when he 
writes about Men Are From Mars and Women Are From Venus. Well, he 
is right. John Gray has actually got a lot of good things to say in his work 
because there are very significant differences between men and women 
right from the time of conception.

The differences do not occur just after birth or the way the child is nurtured, 
although that does play a part, but right from the time of conception, 
there is a difference in the male and the female brain. In fact, the research 
tells us that the sex-specific circuits of the brain are actually starting to take 
place when the fetus is 18 weeks old. It is not even fully formed.

What the research also tells us is that there is an astonishing array of 
differences in the brain and the differences between the male and the 
female brain are in structural and in chemical ways. It is in genetic ways, 
hormonal, functional. The brains, in fact are very different.

The female brain

The female brain – which is the one that the men, of course, are going to 
be interested in knowing about – is very affected by the hormones that the 
female body produces. The female brain, with those hormonal changes, 
impact on every stage of her life – from infancy through to her girlhood, 
through to her teenage years into her womanhood and right through to 
menopause. In most cultures, this is round about the age of 50.
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The hormonal changes in the female brain actually create her reality. 
Therefore, her reality can change as her hormones fluctuate throughout 
the course of the month or, indeed, her life, depending on the stage in her 
life. Now, these fluctuations will occur from the age of three months and 
go right through to menopause. So this is right through her lifespan until 
about the age of 50 to 55. Because her reality is not constant, it will seem 
as though the woman changes a lot.

Of course, there are a lot of jokes and a lot of complaints about the woman 
always changing her mind or the woman being different from day to day. 
There is one joke that I do recall that a woman has a mind that is cleaner 
than a man’s because she changes it more often.

Differences between the male and female brain

The male and the female brain also have a lot of difference in the way they 
respond to stress and to conflict. There are different areas of the brain that 
deal with problem solving in the man and the woman. Also in language, 
there are differences in the experience of emotion – of how a person 
experiences the emotion – and also where they store that memory. That is 
also in a different place in the brain.

A woman, for example, will remember details of dates. She will remember 
the details about a fight that she had with somebody. And, if it is with her 
husband, she will probably bring that up from time to time in arguments. 
Meanwhile, the husband is very unlikely to even remember the incident, 
let alone the date that it happened.

So, this is one of the reasons why the woman’s memory and the things that 
she brings up from the past can create some relationship difficulties. This 
area that stores both emotion and memory is called the Hippocampus 
and there is evidence now, with medical technology – where photographs 
can be seen – that the Hippocampus in the woman is more than twice the 
size of the man’s. And so, this larger Hippocampus will remember more 
things that have an emotion attached to it. It will remember those dates – 
the Anniversaries. And, if a woman expects a man to be the same, then she 
will get frustrated and disappointed when he does not view as important 
the things that she views as important.
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The woman also has a greater area of the brain that observes emotion in 
people. So, a woman has a greater ability to observe emotion on faces. This 
is particular and specifically designed that she can read the emotion on her 
offspring’s face so that she can understand it’s needs and she can understand 
it’s wants. But in a relationship, a woman will often be able to read the 
emotion of those people around her – including her husband – much more 
than the man can. This can be very frustrating to men because, very often, 
it does seem as though she has this psychic ability to be able to tune in to 
what they are thinking and what they are feeling. The woman will be very 
observant about a husband’s slight change of behavior because of the fact 
that she has this hard-wired, in-built ability to read emotions.

She has also got a larger area of the brain that looks after language. This is 
the reason why the female is much more agile and much more fluent in 
language. The female is much more able to use words because that part of 
the female brain is bigger than a man’s.

The male brain

Men have got their own big parts of the brain as well. Men are hard-wired 
differently. Again, research shows that men have got an area of the brain 
2.5 times bigger than the woman’s that thinks about sex-drive. So, men 
will typically think many, many times throughout the day about sexual 
things and the woman will probably, on average, think about sex once or 
twice a day – or if you’re lucky and it is one of her hot days, it might be 
three or four times.

The man has a larger core processing part in the Amygdala. The Amygdala 
is the part of the brain that picks up fear. And so, the core part of the 
Amygdala in a male – the part that assesses fear and is also responsible 
for his aggressive response - is big in a man. That is the reason why a 
male is much more quick to the fisty-fight and getting ready to protect 
and be aggressive than a woman is. Psychologically, a woman is much 
more affected by conflict so she is the one who will be quick to diffuse a 
situation and to try and calm things down.
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The woman is affected psychologically by conflict around her. If you 
know that this is a biological response and if she knows that it is a 
biological response, then both the man and the woman are in a better 
position to actually make decisions about whether or not they are going 
to run with that biological response - or whether they are going to 
change their behavior.

Baby girls

It is interesting to note that baby girls are actually born with an innate 
ability – this inborn ability – to observe emotions and to take meaning 
from what they observe. They have done a lot of experiments to reveal this 
difference between infants – the boys and the girls. The girls take meaning 
from every look and from every touch and from every interaction. So, 
right from the time they are very young, a female is adopting a sense of 
worth – am I worthy, am I approved of, am I lovable, am I getting favor? 
Just by every interaction that that baby girl has.

It has also been interesting in research to observe that baby girls do not 
tolerate flat faces. They keep seeking information from the care-giver. They 
keep having an interaction with the care-giver until they get a response. So, 
if there is a flat face, that girl will think, ‘I’ve done something wrong.’ It is 
a hard-wired thing where they think, “There’s something wrong with me, 
I’ve done something wrong.” They take that as something wrong about 
them until they get a positive expression from the face of the care-giver.

This has proved to be extremely important information when researchers 
and behaviorists are talking with mothers who are depressed, for example. 
The mother who is depressed has got a very flat, very emotionless face. This 
is actually impacting on her infant, particularly if the infant is female. There 
are some mothers who have had Botox and have got a slightly artificially 
changed face that is not so expressive. That also makes a difference.
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This awareness of how the female brain is watching for reactions and 
watching for facial expression to assess their own self-worth also explains 
why a grown up woman will continue to seek a relationship with an 
emotionally unavailable man. That if the man is not giving her feedback 
about her being worthy, she will just keep on chasing that relationship. 
Therefore, a man who is a Narcissist or otherwise emotionally unavailable, 
might find that a woman keeps coming after him and again, this is 
explained with the biology that the woman will keep going – keep seeking 
interaction until she gets a response.

There was one experiment that was done where they had a group of twelve 
month old infants. They put the mother of each infant in a room and 
the mother was instructed to tell the child not to touch a toy cow which 
was in the room. The mother, after giving the instruction, had to stand 
to one side. And what the experiment showed very, very clearly was that 
the infant girls would come in and they seldom touched the toy cow. 
They would look back a lot at the mum to check for facial expression of 
disapproval or that glance that says, ‘No, you mustn’t.’ There were very, 
very few girls who actually went anywhere near the cow once they had got 
the look from the mum.

The baby boys – the infant boys were very different. They are testosterone-
driven and they have an innate need to explore their environment and for 
action. So the boys would come in and they would hear the instruction. 
They would then go and look at the cow and touch it anyway. Even if the 
mother said, ‘No!’ he would just look back at her and almost give a giggle 
and touch it again.

So this is just all innate. This is the difference between the male and the 
female brain.
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Summary

To summarize, the female brain has got superior ability in its hard-
wiring for communication, because of that language part of the brain. 
It has a superior ability for picking up emotional tones – women are 
very attuned to the tone - and again this is biological so that they 
can read the tones of their offspring. This goes right through into 
adulthood when they are acutely sensitive to a husband’s tone. They 
have got this hard-wiring for connection, for emotional sensitivity, for 
emotional responsiveness. The female has more ability because of this 
hard-wiring for empathy.

That is not to say that men do not have empathy. That would be wrong 
to generalize that. But a woman is more hard-wired to feel the emotion 
that somebody else might be feeling and to be able to put herself into 
somebody’s shoes. Therefore, it makes sense that a woman will very often 
go into one of the helping professions – teaching, counseling, nursing 
– because she has that ability to step around into somebody’s shoes and 
to feel the emotion that somebody else might be having. So, this ability 
that is hard-wired does tend to take her into those professions and it does 
develop her innate nurturing tendency.

The teenage years

During the teenage years when the female brain gets flooded with hormones 
she has a massive increase in her need for emotional connectivity and 
also, her need for communication. So, it is during these years that girls 
spend a lot of time with girlfriends and spend time talking and sharing all 
about their changing emotions – the boys that they are interested in, the 
crushes that they are having – they just go talk, talk, talk, talk. And this is 
the way they explore their feelings and discuss with girlfriends what they 
are feeling. At the same time, they are making a connection because this 
bonds them.
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As females are increasing their need for emotions and emotional 
connectivity and for communication, the guys in the same age-group 
are actually decreasing their need for communication. What they are 
increasing in is the need for scoring – both in football matches and also in 
the back seat of the car.

So, how do these differences play themselves out in relationships? That 
is really what we will consider in this chapter. We will look at these 
communication differences, these brain differences.

How do these differences impact on our relationships, on our 
marriages?

Early in a relationship, nobody really needs any instruction about how 
to behave. The chemicals that our body produces early in a relationship 
make it very easy to communicate. We are flooded with those, ‘In Love’ 
chemicals. Our bodies feel fantastic. You are adored by your partner. 
Communication is very easy; you talk about anything and everything 
because you do not feel judged. You feel very safe and your new partner is 
very eager to find out a lot about you.

If there is anything about your partner that you find a bit irritating during 
those early months or early years, you generally just put it down to some 
cute little idiosyncrasy. It does not really bother you too much because 
we are designed as human beings to enter into relationships in order to 
keep the species going. If there was too much conflict we might never get 
together to be able to reproduce.

It is also true that, at the beginning of a relationship when communication 
is very easy, we tend to admire in the other person – in the new partner 
– what we lack in ourselves. So, if you are a person who is a little bit shy, 
you are going to feel really proud and positive about the fact that your 
new partner talks a lot and sticks by your side at a party and does all the 
communicating for you.
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Or, if you are a person, as I was, who did not like conflict and who very 
seldom was able to stand up for myself in a situation, it was wonderful 
to have a partner who would go in to my defense. Somebody who would 
stand up for me – whether it was at the airport queue or the picture-
theatre queue or even at the restaurant. I felt very safe and very protected 
at that time.

So, women will enter a relationship wanting this emotional stability 
and this emotional connectivity. They will want a partner who will 
communicate with them, who will understand their feelings. And then 
when they feel perfectly safe with that, they will then be prepared 
to expose their vulnerability – which is their sexual side. So, women 
come at a relationship through the emotional connectivity, having 
somebody who cares for them and then they will be prepared to seek 
sexual fulfillment.

This is also the process that a woman will show after conflict. If there has 
been conflict in the relationship, she will want to be able to talk through 
things, feel safe about talking, be aware that you understand her feelings 
before she will feel ready for a sexual reconnection.

Communicating and talking is indeed the chief coping mechanism for 
women. Most women know this and many men actually know it and they 
get a bit frustrated by it. But, I can only reiterate that it is through talking 
that a woman explores her range of feelings. She talks in order to discover 
what she feels. She talks in order to describe all the different sensations that 
her body has – which is what her feelings are. Typically, after she has done 
her talking, she will feel differently at the end of the conversation than she 
felt at the beginning of the conversation. Which means her feelings have 
actually changed from the beginning to the end. That is the reason why, if 
she is talking with somebody who is unresponsive and expressionless, she 
will continue talking until she gets some awareness from that listener, that 
they have engaged and that they understand how she feels.
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So, this is a strategy for you men who are reading this - to know that 
if your wife keeps on talking and talking, just spend a little bit of time 
engaging with her and letting her feel as though she has got through to 
you and then the talking will probably stop.

For her, talking is a bonding experience and she believes that when she is 
actually talking, it is a relationship connection. That is the way she relates 
to people and if she is doing the talking and the bonding with her husband, 
she will be one very happy lady because she feels that her identity now is 
fulfilled because she has a good relationship with her husband. You see, 
a woman’s identity is actually formed through the relationship that she 
has with the man that she loves. It is the reason why, across generations, 
women have left families and jobs and their home and followed their 
husband to another part of the world. Because her whole identity is built 
up in this need for a happy little family unit. If she has a good relationship 
with her husband and her little family is ticking along very nicely then she 
is a very fulfilled and happy lady.

That is somewhat different to a man whose identity is in fact built up 
through his ability and his success at being the provider and the protector. 
He can actually cope with a relationship that is a little bit wobbly and a 
little bit disconnected, so long as his identity is still fulfilled in that he 
has a good job and an ability to provide well for the wife and children 
that he loves.

If a woman is upset, she will actually remain upset for as long as she feels 
she is not heard. Because what she wants to do in order to be less upset is 
to talk about her feelings and to be understood – or not even necessarily 
understood – she just wants to be heard, she wants to talk it out and then 
she will feel much better. So, the man does not even necessarily have to 
agree with her. They just have to hear her. The woman is not necessarily 
seeking agreement, just a need to express her feelings and that is the way 
she gets it out.
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If a woman brings in disappointment, or feeling of rejection or feeling of 
stress about a third person – maybe a mother or a sister – again she will 
actually want to talk with her husband about that so that she can work out 
what she feels and so that she can work out what she is going to do about 
that conflict, if anything at all. She does not necessarily want her partner 
to offer suggestions; she wants him to hear and let her be upset. Because, 
by the time she’s finished talking – which may be 20 minutes, maybe half 
an hour – she will have already worked out herself what she is going to do. 
And, for reasons I will explain in a moment, it is very difficult for a man to 
just sit by and let her talk because he is hard-wired to come in to help.

If a woman feels as though she has got the right to be upset, she will actually 
be less upset. Therefore, if she feels as though she has got permission by 
the listener to have those feelings, she will actually be less upset which can 
be very confusing to the male who is trying to listen to her. This is because 
feelings, for a woman, are not facts. That is a fundamental difference. 
Feelings to a woman are not facts, they are simply that – they are feelings, 
they are sensations inside of her body that she has a label for and she 
is trying to express them. Once she has expressed them and the feeling 
changes, then she does not feel that feeling any more.

And if a woman is trying to express her feelings and senses that she is 
not being heard or she is being dismissed or she is not allowed to have 
those feelings – because her partner might say, “Oh stop talking now”, 
“you can’t do anything about that”, “don’t be so silly” - then she will feel 
more upset.

Also, women assume men need what they need. So, women assume that, 
because they want to talk out their feelings, men want to do the same 
thing. So women will often invite their husband to talk, or want him 
to talk, or want him to say what is going on in his head, or say, ‘I’ll give 
you a penny for your thoughts.’ But men are not like that. Men do their 
thinking inside their heads and can actually find the woman’s incessantly 
wanting to get inside their head a bit annoying. This is because they sort 
out things differently.



144 Surviving Life Dramas www.survivinggenderdifference.com

Women need to understand men

That is why a woman needs to understand about men. In counseling, I 
will often say to wives, ‘We need to understand men. We women need 
to understand how men operate.’ Men are not wrong, they are just 
different. And a lot of women do not know that. They think there is 
something wrong with the fact that their men do not talk about feelings 
or that they do not operate the same as them. And thank goodness we 
are different.

So, let us consider men. Men do not really want to talk much about 
relationship stuff and I teach women that. I say, ‘Keep your relationship 
discussions short.’ Men do not want to talk about emotional stuff very 
much because they are not really able to stay in that part of the brain 
and they do not have a need to talk things out. Men sit comfortably in 
the logical, problem-solving side of their brain - the part that thinks, the 
part that sorts, the part that considers. A man will only speak after he has 
considered every aspect of the problem that he has been thinking about. 
Even then, he will only speak if he thinks it is worthy of saying. 

However, there are many times when he will do this thinking and not 
even necessarily say anything. So his wife has no notion of what is going 
on inside his head. And so, when women assume that men are the same 
as them, they will often think that his head must be empty – not so. 
His head is actually usually full of sorting things out, but he does not 
necessarily say it.

Now, when a man does speak, then he is speaking fact. He has already 
considered all of the different angles. He has considered his feelings, he 
has considered other people’s feelings, he has considered other people’s 
needs, he has considered their desires. He then sorts all these things out  
and then he speaks.
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So when a man speaks, he is speaking fact. Unfortunately, men also assume 
that women are the same as them and they are not. So typically, when a 
woman speaks about her feelings, a man thinks that she is speaking fact 
and that is why he comes in and tries to help her with her given problem. 
And it is not. Because feelings are not facts with women.

If a woman asks a man a question, she will ask something in the middle 
of her conversation and a man takes just a few seconds to be able to give a 
reply. That is because he actually has to shift areas in his brain. He has to 
go from the thinking part of his brain to the listening part first of all when 
she starts talking. Then, if she asks a question, he has to move back to his 
thinking part of the brain to actually find an answer. Then after he has 
thought about an answer – during which time he can not listen because 
he can not do those two things at once - he will then have to swap back to 
the language part of his brain to formulate the sentence to say the answer. 
Then he has to check if it is still safe to say it or if it is still on topic.

Typically, the woman will have moved on to another topic by now so 
then he does not bother to say anything. But, after he has done all that 
checking, which might take 4 or 5 seconds, he will then give an answer. 
Because of that lag-time which a man needs and boys need – so I would 
want mums to realize this about their teenage boys and their little boys as 
well – a woman will often jump in, ‘Obviously you haven’t got anything 
to say,’ or, ‘Obviously you’re not interested in what we’re talking about,’ 
or, ‘Obviously you’re not participating.’ Not so. A man just takes a little 
bit longer because he has got this changing to do.

You see, a woman sits almost all of the time in that language part of her 
brain. She has got a huge language part of her brain. Women tend to be 
able to talk and listen at the same time. They can talk on the phone to 
their girlfriend and listen to what their child is saying all at the same time. 
That is their hard-wired ability – it is what we call their Verbal Agility. 
And men are not like that.
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Women must give their man time to answer their questions – and to 
process and to think about what their answer is. It is not true when women 
say, ‘He’s trying to carefully calculate his answer to give me the answer that 
I want.’ This is not so. He is actually trying to participate.

So when the man thinks and he considers all the things first and he ticks 
all the boxes – if they have sorted it all out – he may speak. He may not, 
but he may. It is a maybe. And all of this time the wife may know nothing 
because a man can sort things out in his head and formulate a plan of 
action and think about what he feels about it all without uttering a word. 
There are many times that wives will say, ‘I didn’t even know that!’ And it 
is true – maybe she did not.

Example

I saw a couple one time for counseling. The wife was very upset because 
they were about to move house and the husband had got very cross with 
her and said, ‘You can do all of the moving of the house by yourself. I’m 
sick of you always changing your mind.’

So, she dragged him along to counseling and this was the story. Two weeks 
prior to the house move she had said to him, ‘I’d like to change the covers 
on the sofa.’ He thought to himself, ‘Well that’s a bit of a strange time to 
want to change the covers on the sofa because we’re going to be moving 
house soon.’ But he did not say anything.

She then went on and she said, ‘And I’d like to have a fresh start when we 
move to our new house. So I’d like the sofa covers to be different.’ He had 
his own thoughts about it but he said, ‘Whatever.’ She took his ‘Whatever’ 
as ‘Go ahead.’ So she spent the next week – which, if you remember, was the 
week before they moved house – going and having a look at fabrics, talking 
to girlfriends about it, going on shopping sprees, comparing prices, looking 
at what was on sale. The girlfriends were putting some input in saying, 
‘Look, you’re moving house soon and maybe the covers will get dirty when 
you move. Maybe it’s best to move in and see what the décor of the new 
house is before you purchase. Maybe the kids will jump all over the place or 
the workmen might make the new covers greasy. Why don’t you wait?’
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She thought that was a good idea. After she had had all this input from her 
girlfriends she thought, “Good Idea!” She decided to wait.

So, a couple of nights before this particular counseling session – which 
was a week later – she went to her husband and said, ‘I’ve decided not to 
get the sofa covers.’ She was expecting him to be thrilled – she had saved 
money and was keeping him informed about what she was thinking. But 
instead, he exploded in a rage. He said, “I’m sick of the way you always 
change your mind! First of all you want sofa covers, now you don’t want 
sofa covers. First of all you want this house and then you want that house! 
And then you want those workmen to come and do the moving, you want 
these movers and then you say you want those movers. I’m sick to death 
of you always changing your mind!” He continued, “Chances are, this is 
going to go on right through the house move so, as far as I’m concerned, 
you do it all yourself. I’m out. You can look after the whole house move.”

And that was what had caused her distress because she was completely 
taken aback by his reaction. She said it was over the top – and it was over 
the top. But he was actually expressing his complete despair at what he 
saw as her always changing her mind.

So, when they came to the counseling session and I went through this 
with them, she said to me, “I’m the one that went out and had a look 
at the sofa covers and I made the decision not to buy them. I thought 
he’d be very happy because he’s a bit worried about the money. I thought 
it was a good decision and I was just keeping him informed.” And, she 
said, “He doesn’t pay any attention to what we do in the house anyway. 
He’s never interested in the décor or the furniture.” He then protested 
and said, “That’s not true. I am interested.” And she asked, “When are 
you interested?” And he said, “I’m very interested in the fabrics and the 
cushions and the curtains but you never let me have a say.” And she said, 
“But you’re not interested at all.” So then, they now had this other battle.

I stopped them and I said to him, “Tell me. What would you have said or 
thought when your wife came to you and asked about the sofa covers.” 
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He replied, “She came and asked me about the sofa covers and I thought, 
what a crazy idea. We’re moving house in two weeks. It’s going to cost 
money. They might get dirty. We don’t know what the décor’s like in the 
new house.”

He had thought everything that the girlfriends had said. And he said, 
“And I thought all of those things and then I thought, there’s no point in 
getting new sofa covers now. But there is no point telling her because she 
wants her own way anyway. And that’s why I said, ‘Whatever.’”

This is what so often happens. The man thinks all of those things but 
never says a word. “I’ve had no idea that he thought all those things.” And 
he then said to his wife in the counseling session, “And that’s the reason I 
never say anything about the fabrics or the cushions or what the children 
wear. Because you want your own way anyway.”

So this is the way that men do things. A man’s coping mechanism is to sort 
through his thoughts and to clarify his priorities and to develop a plan of 
action – all without ever necessarily saying a word.

What if the husband had offered an opinion?

What would have happened in the same story if the man had said the 
new cushion covers might get dirty? The wife would have felt that he was 
telling her that no she could not have new sofa covers. What she wanted 
to do was explore the option of having the new sofa covers and she came 
to her own conclusion that it was not a good idea. This is a very classic 
communication problem because he then feels that she always wants her 
own way - and the woman is actually quite okay about being disagreed 
with and having those other options put forward as long as she believes 
that her initial wish, her feeling, is considered.
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If they discuss it, then she does her thinking and her husband has his 
input, 15 minutes later they may both agree that it is really not a good 
idea. The woman actually does seek his input but often it is perceived as or 
interpreted as, ‘He’s telling me what to do.’ By the same token, men will 
often feel that the woman is telling him what to do.

Men and their coping strategies

Let us return to the man and his coping strategies. He wants to just sort 
his thoughts, clarify his priorities. The man, when he puts his feelings 
into action, will actually feel more in control. So, if he is actually thinking 
through things and wanting to feel in control and feel as though he is 
mastering the situation, he will develop a plan of action and want to 
implement that.

The man also wants to be needed and appreciated. It is the reason why, 
when his wife comes to talk to him, he actually, initially, feels very good 
because he feels that she needs him. But then he gets very confused 
because after talking to him the wife will go, ‘But, I don’t want you to 
problem-solve for me. And I don’t necessarily want you to do anything.’ 
The husband is hard-wired to do things. The husband – and again I try to 
explain this to women – is hard-wired to help. He is the protector, he is 
the provider. That is his male brain wanting to do that.

The male also will be very, very unlikely to speak about his feelings unless 
he is seeking advice. Men, generally, will only talk about their feelings 
either with a mate or with a mother or with a wife if he actually can not 
sort it out by himself after all his thinking and so he is seeking advice.

In that instance, a man assumes that when a woman comes to him to talk 
about feelings that she is seeking advice because he assumes that she is the 
same as him - and she is not. So, she will come to talk about feelings and 
he will offer some advice and then get confused when the wife says, “I 
don’t want your advice. I don’t want you to solve the problem, I just want 
you to listen.” That does not make sense to a man.
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It is very often then that he will say, ‘Well if you didn’t come to me for 
advice, what are you coming to talk to me about?’ He will show a bit of 
irritation and, because of her ability to read emotion and to read faces, she 
will know that the man is upset. Following this, she will shut down and 
not talk any more. So then the couple stops talking and each one says, 
‘Why can’t we communicate?’

Because the woman has not finished her talking, she will go and find a 
female to talk to. It might be her mother or a sister or a girlfriend – but 
she will then go and talk about the same topic and make comments like, 
‘Oh, I can never talk to him! He just doesn’t understand my feelings.’ And 
then, after she has the girlfriend agree with that, and say, ‘Yeah, men are 
like that – they don’t understand your feelings,’ then she feels better.

An example

A man might come home from work and the wife will tell him about 
what happened in her day. She might say, ‘You know, the baby didn’t settle 
down for his sleep. I was really frustrated about that. And my girlfriend 
was going to meet me for lunch and then she couldn’t so I was really 
disappointed about that.’

The husband will hear that she is upset – and he doesn’t want her to be 
upset – so he will try to offer a solution. He will say, ‘Perhaps you can 
invite your girlfriend over on another day.’ That is the wrong thing for 
him to say. Or perhaps he will say, “Never mind, the baby gets upset – that 
happens to kids.” So he will make light of it and that will also be wrong.

So, if he makes light of it, it is wrong. If he offers a solution, it is wrong. 
If he gives priority to the other person and it seems like he is defending 
the girlfriend or the child – that is also wrong. It seems like everything he 
does is wrong. So then he feels not needed and not appreciated and he gets 
exasperated. He leaves, she feels abandoned and neglected and feels like, 
‘Oh, I can’t talk to him. My partner’s left.’ And so the cycle goes on.
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Now, women talk about their feelings but they need to learn how to talk 
about their feelings. Women need to talk about their feelings in terms 
of, ‘I feel’ not, ‘You make me feel.’ It is very easy for a man, then, to feel 
blamed. Men will hear their wife talking about her feelings as a complaint, 
even if she is talking about the girlfriend or the child. But it is especially 
so if she is talking about him. If she is saying, “You don’t do this,” or “You 
don’t do that,” he becomes particularly defensive.

So, he might come home and say, “Hi, how was your day?” He is feeling 
perfectly happy when he comes home from work. She says, “The baby fell 
out of the high-chair. The ironing lady burnt my shirt. Then the school 
rang and said that Laura was sick and I had to pick her up from school. 
And after all of that I was overwhelmed.”

He will say to her, “Why do you always have to be so negative?” 

This happened once in a counseling session and I stopped the husband 
and I said, “Is your wife being negative?”

“Yes, she’s got so much to be grateful for and all she ever does is 
complain.” 

And I said, “She’s not complaining actually. You asked her how her day 
was and she told you how her day was. That’s what happened in her day.”

“She always expects me to sort out these problems.” 

I said, “No, she already sorted them out. She picked up the baby when it 
fell on to the floor. And she already did her crying over her burnt shirt. 
And she’s already picked up the sick child from school and given her 
Panadol. She’s already sorted it but you asked her how her day was. This is 
what happened in her day. And she’s just describing her emotion.”

And he replied, “Well, what am I meant to do?” 

I said, “You actually don’t have to do anything other than put your arm 
around her and say, ‘Wow! That must have been an overwhelming day you 
had.’ Your wife then feels terrific because she feels supported. And she feels 
like you get it. She’s happy to do all of those things but she feels supported 
when you say, “Wow! You must have had a really bad day.”
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So, to women I say that if you are going to talk about your feelings, then 
tell the man ahead of time that you are talking about your feelings – you 
are not actually complaining. Or say to him, “I am not criticizing you 
and I am not telling you to do anything. I just want you to listen to me 
for ten minutes.” Remember ten minutes, no longer - fifteen maximum. 
Otherwise, men can not stay in that listening part of their brain. They will 
go back to their comfort zone of their logical thinking part of their brain 
and women will think that he has tuned out.

Organizing activities

It is also the case that a woman will often urge her husband to initiate 
things and to initiate family activities. She will say things like, “It’s always 
me that has to do the organizing. Why don’t you do the organizing? You 
suggest something or you tell us where you want to go.” Men can come up 
with ideas. Men will often think things through and come up with ideas. 
But, very often men give up. They stop giving ideas because they assume 
by their wife’s reaction that she wants her own way and their idea is not 
good enough.

Example

The easiest way to describe this is the story about the zoo. A husband goes 
to his wife one Sunday morning and says, “Let’s take the kids to the zoo 
today.” By the time he says that, he would have already thought about the 
weather, his mood, the mood of everybody else in the family, his level of 
tiredness. He will have already checked if the rugby was on television. And 
when everything is clear and all of the boxes are ticked, he will then go and 
say, “Let’s go to the zoo.” And that’s exactly what he means – let’s take the 
children to the zoo.
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Now, the wife will hear that as the beginning of an idea. She will hear 
that just as a feeling. And the feeling she thinks he has got is the feeling 
of being willing to go for an outing. So she will probably answer like this, 
“Hey, that’s a great idea. That’s really good that you’re available to go for 
an outing. Now, we could go to the zoo but, you know, it’s quite busy 
there on a Sunday and it’s also quite hot. So perhaps we could take the 
kids to the Botanic Gardens where there’s a lot of shade. Or there’s that 
special function on at the Science Centre that I’ve been meaning to take 
the children to. Perhaps we could take them there.”

She will come up with all of these alternative ideas thinking that it is the 
beginning of an idea and that this now needs discussion and consultation. 
Guess what the husband feels? The husband feels that she wants her own 
way. And so he will say, “Why do I even bother?” He will then withdraw 
from the conversation and say, “Do it your way!”

“Tell me what you want to do,” says the man. Indeed the wife is not 
bothered by going to the zoo. She really does not mind going to the 
zoo. She just never realized, by the way her husband talks, that he has 
considered all of the options first and that this is what he means – let’s go 
to the zoo.

One of the difficulties of these communication differences is also that 
– and a woman knows this very much – that a man thinks he is always 
right. How many times have you men heard your wives say, “He always 
thinks he’s right”? And, a man does think he is right. It is because of 
this biological difference that he thinks things through first. He does this 
sorting out and this clarifying in his head before he says anything. So of 
course, when he says it, it is such a well-considered fact that he does think 
he is right. 

When a man is upset, he generally will remain upset until the person that 
he disagrees with agrees with him. And that is why women will say, “He 
always thinks he’s right and I have to agree with him.”
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When a man thinks that a woman wants her own way, that is actually not 
the case. Again, if we think back to the zoo story; she does not mind going 
to the zoo. But, what a woman gets upset about is the process. A woman 
will want to be consulted. A woman will want her opinion or her idea to 
be heard and a woman will want some emotional support. She may even 
want to be told, “That’s a good idea. However, I’d like to do this or this.” 
Then she is perfectly happy. And so, it is not that a woman wants her own 
way and it is not that she is worried about being disagreed with. For her, it 
is about how she is told. For her it is about the process. For her it is about 
the tone of voice that is used when the discussion is taking place.

If men know that and can say, “Tell me what you think” or, “What 
do you think about that?” or, “Have you got any other ideas?” and she 
feels like she has got a say, she can be very readily persuaded to do it 
the man’s way.

Example

I was in a counseling situation where a husband and wife came almost 
to the stage of divorce. There had been huge rows at home. This was an 
expatriate couple living in Singapore who had been here for nearly a year. 
What had happened during the week was that the husband had come 
home and made an announcement to his wife that the family was moving 
to Japan – he was taking a job transfer. She was furious that she had not 
been consulted - furious that she knew nothing about this.

In the counseling session, what was sorted out was that in fact, about 
ten months earlier she did know about a possible move to Japan. What 
had happened was this. The family had moved here to Singapore, quite 
excited about the move but it was a new move so they knew nobody 
when they arrived. Within a few weeks of coming to Singapore, there was 
a mention that the husband might in fact be transferred to Japan rather 
than constantly travelling there with his job.
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So, he had come home and said to his wife, “The company is talking about 
maybe sending us to Japan instead. What would you think about that?” 
And she had said, “Let me think about it.” She thought about it for a few 
hours and she came back and she said, “I’d be okay with that. We don’t 
really know anybody here. The children are only just settled into school. 
I haven’t made any friends yet. If we have to move because of your job 
I’d be okay with that. It’s all an experience whether we’re here or whether 
we’re there.”

The husband heard that as a ‘thumbs up’ that they could go to Japan. Now, 
the move never happened, it just stayed open and he travelled frequently 
to Japan. When he went to Japan, he kept in his mind the fact that they 
might be moving there sometime. So, he checked out accommodation, 
schools, work visa for his wife, expatriate groups that maybe she could 
socialize with. He checked about art classes that she would love to do. 
He checked about transport. He checked about language schools. He 
checked about everything but never said a word to his wife because – as he 
explained later – nothing was definite.

In the meantime, because he was saying nothing about there still being a 
possibility of moving to Japan, she settled down into Singapore. She got 
involved with parent activities at the school and she made friends with 
groups and went to various courses and classes. She really threw herself 
into being involved in this country and getting herself very settled here. 
Nothing was ever said about Japan again so she made an assumption that 
it was a closed book. But it was not.

So, the week before when at work, the husband’s boss had said to him, 
“You are doing a tremendous amount of travelling up to Japan. We 
really should consider moving you and there’s now an opportunity for 
that to happen.”

He said, “Yes, we can do that. I’ve checked everything out.” 

And the boss said, “Don’t you think you should go home and talk about 
it with your wife first?”
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He said, “Oh, I’ve already done that. I’ve already spoken with her about it 
and she’s cool with it.”

So, the husband accepted the job transfer and then went home and told 
his wife. You can see exactly what happened. She felt completely not 
consulted. She had no idea what was going on during the intervening 
months. She was screaming at him saying, “Why didn’t you tell me that 
you were checking out all of these things?”

And he said, “Because nothing was definite. Why talk to you about it and 
raise your hopes, or raise your concerns, when nothing was definite? All I 
remembered was that you had said you were okay about moving.”

Fortunately, what happened in that counseling session and the three more 
that followed was that he was able to acknowledge her pain. He was able to 
acknowledge her complete sense of betrayal. She felt that he had betrayed 
her and not talked to her about it and had made this decision without 
consultation. Because he acknowledged her feelings and because she was 
a reasonable woman, she recovered from that and the family in fact, did 
move to Japan. 

But, it was a wonderful example of the communication differences and 
the communication difficulties that husbands and wives have.

To women I say, “A man is the happiest when the woman he loves is 
happy.” Is that true men?

Whatever nationality you are, a man is happiest when the woman he loves 
is happy. Because, if she is happy, he feels that his job as provider and 
protector has been successful. If she is unhappy he feels that he has failed. 
And so, for a man, hearing that his wife is unhappy, hearing those dreaded 
words, “We have to talk,” will cause in him – will raise in him – this 
dreadful feeling of fear.
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At the same time men, when you hear your wife say, “We have to talk,” 
know that it is most common and most likely that the woman will talk 
first. And there are a number of reasons for that.

One is her verbal agility. She will use language first to advise you of a 
feeling. She is more practiced at talking about emotions because she does 
it all the time with girlfriends and has done since she was a child. She feels 
feelings at a lower intensity than men do. A woman will feel low-level 
discomfort and she will say, “I don’t feel right. I feel uneasy. I feel not 
good.” A man however, does not feel emotions at that lower level but at a 
higher level.

A woman is the one that has the feelings. The man does not necessarily 
have the feelings of discomfort in the relationship. The woman processes 
by talking. The woman feels better by talking. So, if you let her talk, she 
will probably feel better. Also, she has the emotional language – she has 
the vocabulary to use in her discussion and men generally do not have 
such a big repertoire of emotional words.

So, if she was a man, none of those things would happen. If she was a 
man, she might think about some relationship problems. Then, she would 
probably do some thinking on her own, if she was a man – and that might 
mean she would decide to do nothing and wait to see if things got better. 
She would do all of that without uttering a word.
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Conclusion

A man does not like to be questioned. A man does not like to be 
challenged. He feels threatened by that. So typically, when a wife is asking 
for information, the man will perceive that as him being challenged. So if, 
for example, a woman says, ‘What time are you going to be home?’ she’ll 
get an irritable response because the man immediately feels as though he 
is being challenged about that. Really, what she is seeking is information 
on the basis of which she can make another decision. So, “What time are 
you going to be home?” for her might simply mean, “…because I’ve got 
children to put to bed and, depending on where you are – still there or just 
around the corner, I’ll make a decision about putting the kids to bed.”

When women ask a question, it is generally just to seek information. But 
it is true that women need to ask questions differently. Not so long ago, 
Mike and I moved to a different area and on one Saturday morning we 
were going to the local supermarket. I had been to that supermarket twice 
before but on the way, I realized that he was taking a different route. So, I 
said to him, “Why are you driving this way?” I was seeking information. 
I was thinking this might be faster, shorter, fewer traffic lights, maybe 
you get to the car park via a different, easier entry. But, Mike heard my 
question, “Why are you driving this way?” What was his response? He 
said, “Do you want to drive next time?”

The man feels challenged.

So, there is lots to learn. If men and women understood each other better, 
what a happier place this would be.

The next chapter of ‘Surviving Life Dramas’ is ‘Surviving 
Miscommunication’. We will consider the miscommunication between 
men, women and children and also think about how to give and 
receive love.
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Chapter 8

Surviving Miscommunication

This chapter will deal with how to communicate well with your partners 
and your family and how to manage your needs for love - how to give and 
receive love. We will consider how to survive miscommunication.

In the previous chapter, we dealt with perhaps the most common form 
of relationship problem, which is the communication differences and 
the communication difficulties that exist between men and women. The 
second most common cause of relationship difficulties is to do with unmet 
expectations. 

What is an expectation?

First of all, we have to think about what an expectation is. An expectation 
is not something that you necessarily think about. But, it can be. It can be 
that you expect something to happen and you are conscious of it. But very 
often, an expectation in a relationship sense is something that you think is 
just normal or something that you think “this is the way it should be”, or 
“this is of course what is going to happen because it’s been like this all of 
my life.” That is actually what an expectation is. 

When you have an expectation, or the way you think something is going 
to be and it does not happen like that, it actually is the same thing as 
an unmet expectation. When we have an unmet expectation, we end up 
having a negative emotion. If you have read the previous chapters, you will 
know that a negative emotion is a Stress Response. The brain somehow is 
interpreting that something is wrong. Something is threatening. This is a 
Stress response.
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So, if my expectation is not met and I then have a negative emotion, I 
would actually attribute that bad feeling to the person that I think has not 
met my expectation. So, how it works is, you do not meet my expectation, 
I have a bad feeling, I perceive that you have caused me to have this bad 
feeling, I do not like this feeling and because you have caused it, I get 
mad at you and I feel justified in getting mad at you because you have not 
looked after my feelings.

Unmet expectation

So, fast forward all of that, speed that up and it goes something like this. 
Husband is punctual, wife is not punctual. When wife is running late, 
husband asks, “Why are you always late?” Wife feels attacked and says, 
“I’m not always late. And anyway, the traffic was really heavy.” You have 
always got a reason and suddenly, you have escalated into an argument. 
And the argument is actually about unmet expectations and about one 
blaming the other one for them having a bad feeling.

Imagine a situation where wife blames husband – for all you men out 
there, let us think about that. How often do you get blamed? Wife blames 
husband for all her bad feelings. She might be feeling lonely, she might 
be feeling neglected, she might be feeling unsupported. These are all 
her feelings. You do not even necessarily know about it because you are 
thinking about other things. But the wife, being the one who is the more 
verbal – the one who will communicate her feelings – will want to tell you 
about her feelings. 

In the context of a loving relationship, she will then presume that once 
you know about her bad feelings, you will probably try and do something 
about it and you will try and help her to feel better. But, she will tell 
you that she is not happy about something – maybe it is about your 
punctuality, maybe it is about not coming home in time to be with the 
children, maybe it is about leaving your socks on the floor, whatever it is 
– she will tell you in the hope that you will change.
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However, what happens is that the moment she tells you, she will change 
her expectation and she believes that you will do something different. 
And if you do not, she will get mad again. Now the human reaction, the 
emotion that we experience for an unmet expectation at what I call low 
intensity – not particularly important in your life – is disappointed. We 
will feel disappointed. 

Example

For example, you might expect to get a birthday card from your mother on 
your birthday and you do not. You might be disappointed. But on another 
level of intensity, the next level, you will be more than disappointed. At 
the next level, you will be irritated. Think of the feeling when you book 
a taxi for seven o’clock and the taxi does not arrive on time. You are not 
disappointed, you are irritated. And in a third, more intense level, you 
become resentful. So if you have a significant expectation that is not met, 
you will feel resentful.

So, the way that it cycles is that you start off feeling disappointed, then 
you tell your partner, you think it is going to get better. If it does not get 
better, you end up being irritated. So if I am irritated with husband, I will 
speak to him in a snippy voice or I will make sarcastic comments or I will 
show my irritation to him. He is meant to be able to read that and change 
his behavior accordingly. But unfortunately, what happens is husband 
doesn’t like me being irritated and cross at him, and so he may deliberately 
not change his behavior. This results in me becoming resentful and so this 
cycle goes on. 
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Unmet expectations lead to resentments

So before they realize it, couples are having resentments between one 
another because of unmet expectations. They start to distance because they 
are each blaming the other one for the bad feeling. They do not actually 
know why they are feeling so distant. In a previous chapter, we considered 
the woman who talks about her feelings. It will often be interpreted as a 
complaint. Well this is particularly so when wife is telling husband about 
her expectations. He will not just hear it as a complaint, he will hear it as 
attack. He will hear it as an attack on him and he will see it as nagging. 

And of course this means that his expectation is also not being met, because 
a husband will expect that a wife will be forever adoring and grateful and 
sweet and tender like when he first met her. When she becomes this person 
that criticizes and nags and says, “You should be doing that and you’re not 
doing that,” his expectation is not met and he also starts to get resentful and 
distant. And each one in the relationship can become confused by this. 

It may also be that the husband becomes defiant because if his wife is 
nagging all the time, or criticizing, or blaming, she will still be talking 
about her feelings, but he takes it as blame and attack. It is very easy for 
him to say, “You can’t tell me what to do. Stop trying to control me.” He 
may just say that in his head – if he has learned to keep quiet. And then he 
will back off and shut down. And then the wife will come and talk and nag 
even more because he is being unresponsive and a nag will always go after 
an unresponsive face or an unresponsive person to try and get a reaction 
from him. She will not let it lie.

So, he will become defiant or rebellious and absolutely refuse to do it and 
that really does not meet her expectation. Even about the little things 
around home. So for example, if the wife says, “I think you should spend 
a bit more time with the children.” That is actually a suggestion. He hears 
it as a complaint, he gets defiant, she gets upset and the relationship starts 
to become more difficult.
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Example

Again, in a counseling situation, husband and wife come on a series of 
sessions. The wife is much more verbal in the counseling session, as so 
often they are. Husband feels attacked and blamed and sits quietly in the 
chair. But, it was very good in the third session where the husband said 
he would say some of his resentments. One thing that came up was that 
he said he felt his wife was very rude. She was a bit taken aback and said, 
“What do you mean?”

And he said, “Well, you are rude. You never say please and you never teach 
our children to say please. You are always ordering them around.”

Now, what is significant to mention here is that this was a cross-cultural 
relationship. The husband was English speaking and the woman was 
from Europe and spoke English extremely well even though it was her 
second language. So, her husband was talking about her being rude, and 
she was asking for some examples. He said to her, “For example, when 
we’re at the table with the kids, you always say, ‘Pass the salt,’ or, ‘Give 
me the butter,’ or, ‘Get me a drink.’” I believe that we should be saying, 
“Please can you get me that,” and teaching our children some manners. 
That’s one of the reasons why I don’t agree with your parenting.” Wife 
was really confused as to what he was talking about and she protested 
and she said, “I do teach our children manners and I do say please and 
thank you.” 

He talked about some of the times they had been at the table and she 
heard him describe what she said. And she said, “Do you know what? 
You’re right. I do say that. Get me the salt. Get me the drink. Why is that, 
because in my head I’m saying, “Please”. And what she realized was that 
in her language, the word ‘please’ was not actually verbalized. It was a 
tone, an intonation that changed in the way the sentence was said which 
inferred “please”. When she translated that to English, this was omitted 
because the tone was not there.
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So for her, it was a realization that it was not coming across as please, and 
that in fact the children were not hearing manners. For the husband, it was 
a complete eye-opener that what he had been assuming was her rudeness 
and lack of manners was just his expectation not being met and he had 
been very resentful about that and very unhappy about that. He had never 
explained to her what his expectation was. That particular problem got 
ironed out very quickly.

A wife is usually the one who is very aware of the family dynamics 
because of her female brain and because of her nurturing ability, she will 
be constantly keeping track of how the relationships are in the family. 
Not just hers and her husband’s, but between the children, between the 
children and the dad, and she will calculate whether or not the children 
have had enough time with dad. So, if dad is absent at work, or perhaps 
he is away travelling, she will perceive that the children are missing out on 
dad time and she will then try and structure time between him and the 
children when he gets home.

So, it is quite common for a wife, the moment the dad gets home – because 
there are only a few hours; very little time in which this relationship can 
develop – that she will ask the father to take over. And many men have said 
to me that they resent that. They say they are away working, they work hard, 
they come home and they are expected to do child care. If he protests and 
says, “No, I’m not going to because I’m too tired,” then she gets upset by 
that because for her, it is not about him doing the task. For her, it is about 
him bonding with the children and enhancing their relationship.

Now, in an environment where there are family situations with paid help 
at home – perhaps a nanny – and the husband is paying for that, he 
believes he is now exempt from needing to help with child care because 
he is paying for that extra pair of hands to help with the evening routine. 
For example, the bathing and dressing. So, he again becomes resentful 
when the wife expects him to be involved nonetheless. Again, it is because 
husband may have an expectation that it is to do with just the practical 
task of, and the wife thinks that him being involved in the tasks is to 
do with relationship enhancement and spending dad time and with the 
children feeling nurtured by that interaction.
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This is a pretty good example of where expectations are not being met, 
because expectations are not even talked about. Everybody just assumes that 
the other one is on the same wave-length. So, it is important to talk about 
expectations and it is important to discuss the other one’s expectations.

Socializing

Socializing is another area of relationship problem, where one wants to 
socialize a different amount than the other one. This could be because 
of, just simply personality differences. For example, somebody who is an 
extrovert likes socializing so they want to go out with friends often or 
have friends over or go and visit the family – the mum, cousin, sister – 
frequently. But the other partner may just need time to calm down at home 
alone. This is because the person who is more introvert can socialize well, 
but it drains them. They might even enjoy socializing, but they actually 
need to recharge at home alone.

So, if there is one of each, there will be expectations that are not met. If a 
wife is a full-time mum for example, she may well look forward all week to 
having the opportunity to socialize on a Friday night or a Saturday night 
with her husband and with friends. You may in fact be the social calendar 
and organize the activities. Husband on that Friday night may well say, “I 
don’t want to come.” 

And it is not so much that she has to go alone, because she might be 
perfectly capable of going alone to visit her mum or going out with friends, 
but that was not her expectation. She had an expectation that husband 
would spend time with her and would want to spend time with her. And 
if that expectation is not spelled out and there is not some compromise, 
then it is easy for both the husband and the wife to think, “This isn’t 
the person that I married.” That starts to alter your impression or your 
perspective of this partner that you have got.
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Example

There was a time when a husband and a wife came to sort some problems 
about him coming home for a meal. So, again a counseling situation and it 
was only ever one visit. This husband and wife came and they were expatriates, 
living here in Singapore. They had one child who was eighteen months. 

Their ongoing argument was the father coming home in time to have an 
evening meal with this little family, with wife and child, and his difficulty 
at getting home in time. Time and time again, he would attempt to get 
home to try and keep his wife happy because she always spoke about the 
importance of this. And he could not ever get out of the office on time. 
So, by the time he got home, often the child had been fed and was put 
to bed. 

So, this ongoing problem. They came for this counseling session about 
it and I spoke to them both about expectations. That is really how we 
opened up the whole topic of meal-times. Now, these two were both 
English speaking, but had grown up in different countries. One had 
grown up in Australia, one had grown up in Canada. Their two life-
styles were very different. 

What the wife remembered was this. Wife had grown up in a family where 
there were four children and her dad was always home for an evening 
meal. He would come home and have a lovely family time together. Mum 
would always be the one to get up and clear the table and wash the dishes, 
while dad stayed at the table and helped all the children of different ages 
with homework. She had a memory of wonderful family time - of dad 
being there helping with homework, talking, discussing. She had a very 
strong memory of the importance of the dad in her growing up years. And 
she just thought that when she had a family of her own, the same thing 
would happen.
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Now, when the husband spoke about his growing up years, he also spoke 
about a very warm and loving family. He was one of seven children in a 
very cold climate. Dad would be working two jobs to maintain this family 
with seven children, the children ranged in ages from eighteen down to 
about three. And he said the kids were coming and going with all these 
different activities and he had memories of coming in from the outside 
and cold and shaking off the coat and the snow. There was always a huge 
pot of warm food on the stove that mum would have going. As the kids 
came in from all these different areas at different times, she would serve 
them a big plate of stew or a big casserole. They would take this warm 
food and go and sit with whoever was around at the time and watch TV 
by the fire while they ate their meal. He also had memories of a loving, 
warm family. But their meal times were very different. Dad was never 
present in his home because dad was out earning money, working two jobs 
to keep his family going. 

So in this session, the couple spoke about what they believed was normal 
and how they thought things should be. It started to become very obvious 
to all of us that they had different experiences growing up and therefore, 
each had gathered a different expectation about how things were going to 
be when they had their own family. So, I asked, “How was it before you 
had a child?”

“No problem.” They would often go out to eat, or they would cook 
together, or they would bring something in and they would eat together 
by the television. No problem. Spending time together.

Then when the child was born and the child was just tiny, again no problem. 
They often had TV teas and would sit and chat together while they ate 
their meal. But all of a sudden, the child was old enough to sit in a high 
chair and that was the turning point. The wife realized that the moment 
this child could sit in a high chair and could sit at a table, her expectation 
changed. Now what came in was her belief that the dad should be present 
and the dad should have an input for this child’s development. And she 
realized of course, as she was talking, that this was not necessary for an 
eighteen month old child and that she was placing far too many demands 
on her husband to be home when it was not even dark yet.
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So she said to him, “Of course, I can see now why I want you to be home. 
But this is unrealistic and your work is busy. But I would really appreciate 
if you could try and be home for a meal just one night a week.” And he 
gave her a hug and he said, “How about I try two?”  

Part 2 – How People Feel Loved

This second part of Surviving Miscommunication is about the different 
ways in which people feel loved. That wife in the example above was 
obviously feeling a little bit neglected and feeling as though her husband 
was not involved with the child care. When he made an effort to come 
home for a meal, she felt loved and she felt looked after. And so it is in our 
relationships that we do not often feel loved and we do not often feel cared 
about, which means our expectations are not being met. But, we also have 
to realize how we feel loved. We actually all feel loved in different ways.

There are five or six different ways, all different, in which a person feels 
loved and it is like having an emotional fuel tank. If inside of us we have 
an emotional fuel tank and it runs dry, we do not necessarily all go to the 
same service station or the same gas station to fill up with gas. We might 
have a preference. So the way we feel loved, we have a preference as well. 
Below are the five most common ways in which a person feels loved and 
see if you can work out what ways you like. Then, we will consider the 
importance of understanding these different ways. We call these ‘Love 
Languages’. And the expression comes from a wonderful book called, 
The Five Love Languages, by Dr. Gary Chapman.

The first love language is gifts – there is no particular order. I just call it 
the first. And there are some people who feel the most loved when they 
receive a gift from their partner. It is the reason why Tiffany’s exists. There 
are some partners who feel very loved and very cherished when they receive 
an expensive gift. It might be a solitaire diamond or beautiful perfume or 
the set of golf clubs – this is not gender specific. And some will say the gift 
does not even have to be expensive – it is the thought that counts.
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There is a group of people who need words of affirmation. If you are a 
words person, your ears play a particularly important part in how you 
receive love. If you are a ‘words of affirmation’ person, you like to affirmed 
verbally by your partner. You like to be told, “Hey, that’s a nice top,” or, 
“You’re looking nice tonight.” “Who’s my handsome boy now?” It is a 
comment about appearance. 

Or it might be that you like to receive comments about your skills. I know 
that my husband Mike always feels a bit chuffed when people comment 
on his fantastic cooking. He is a good cook. He is writing a cookery book 
and he has got recipes on the web site. So, if somebody says, “Hey Mike, 
just love that chili crab. Who needs to go to a restaurant when we can eat 
at Mike’s Asia Pacific kitchen?” Then he feels really terrific. 

Or it could be about your abilities. If you are a words husband, you might 
feel really boosted when your wife says, “Thank you for taking care of us,” 
or, “You’re an amazing provider.” Or, if you are a words wife, you might like, 
“Hey, you’re a terrific mum, thanks for what you’re doing with the kids.”

Words people, because the ears play such an important part, are particularly 
sensitive to tone and to criticism. If words of affirmation sounds like love, 
feels like love, then words of criticism feels like rejection. And so these 
people are particularly wounded when there is criticism. 

There is another group of people that we call ‘Acts People.’ Acts of service. 
Now, if you are an acts person, the way you feel the most loved is if your 
partner does something for you. It is an act of consideration. It might 
be something really small like feeling loved and looked after if you are a 
husband and your wife uses the car and she brings it back topped up with 
gas. Or if you are an acts wife, you may feel loved if your husband gets up 
to the child who is crying during the night, or you may feel loved if he 
says, “How about I take the kids out in the morning and you can have a 
sleep in and just spend some time by yourself?”
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It is not just your partner doing something for you without being asked. 
Perhaps you can ask for something to be done. And if it is done happily, 
if it is done cheerily, if it is done and you only ask once, then you will 
still feel loved. If the acts husband says, “Can you drive me to work this 
morning so I don’t have to catch the bus?” 

She says, “Yeah, no problem.” Then that is terrific. Or if the husband says, 
“Can you pick up those pictures from the picture framers because I want 
to get them on the wall before our friends come on the weekend?” If she 
happily does that, no problem.

But the husband who asks for something to be done and the wife does not 
do it and does not do it and does not do it, builds up a resentment because 
he actually is feeling not loved.

There is another group of people who need physical touch. This is to 
do with the frequency of skin contact. These are the people who like to 
hold hands, or to receive a back massage, or to give you a hug. Physical 
people like to be cuddled when they are falling off to sleep or when they 
are watching a movie, or they link legs in bed. But if you are not a physical 
person, you do not necessarily feel unloved if those things are missing. 
If you are a physical person and those touches are missing, you start to 
feel insecure. It does not necessarily mean sex, because this does not 
necessarily involve husbands and wives. This can also be related to parents 
and children – but it is the physical contact.

I have a son. Even now at the age of eighteen,  he loves the physical 
contact. He will come and lean his elbow on my shoulder, or he will come 
and punch his brother on the arm. He just loves that physical contact 
as a way of feeling connected. And when he is away from home, as he is 
sometimes, working, he misses that and greets us all with a big hug when 
he gets off the plane.
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Then there is time. The fifth love language is time and there are two 
different types of time. Some people need to spend time together 
in communication, talking - particularly women. And it does not 
have to be a lot of time. It might be those ten minutes that you talk 
after you turn off the television at night or it might be the fifteen 
minutes that you talk on a Saturday morning over breakfast, where 
you catch up, you know what is going on in each other’s lives. You 
feel connected and there is a reconnect. You feel at one with the other 
person because you know what is going on in their life, you know 
what they think, you know what they feel, you know their mood. 
That is the communication.

There is another group of people who don’t necessarily have to do a lot 
of talking. They simply like time together. And these are the people who 
enjoy just being in each other’s company. They may do gardening together 
or they like to go to look at furniture together or they may like to go to 
the museum together or even go to the movies together. Not necessarily 
having a lot of discussion, but just spending time. These are the people 
who often have their computers or their work spaces at home in the same 
office – because they just like being together in the same space.

The way in which we show love

As you are reading this, it might well be that you have worked out what is 
the most important to you. We all like a bit of everything, we all appreciate 
a bit of everything, but most of us find that one or two of these things 
jump out as the things that we need the most. And what we need the most 
is generally the way in which we show love. 

For example, if I was a gifts person and indeed felt loved by receiving a 
gift, I would show my love to you by giving you a gift. That would be the 
natural way that I would express my love to you. However, if you are not 
a gifts person, then my expression of love falls on deaf ears. 
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So typically, what happens in a relationship is that we express our love to 
our partner in the way that we like to receive it. But, if it is not the way 
that your partner likes to receive it, then your expression of love is falling 
on deaf ears. This is the reason why, many times I hear one partner say, 
“But I really love her.” And she says, “Well, I don’t feel very loved.” It is 
like they have got it wrong. Husbands, wives, parents and kids need to 
actually know what each other’s love language is. And it makes life a whole 
lot easier because it means that you can actually not spend a whole lot of 
time doing everything else.

Personal Example

I am a person who likes to communicate and I am a Words Person. So if 
you know that, you really do not need to buy me gifts. All you really have 
to do is speak to me and tell me some things that you are happy about or 
things that you appreciate about our relationship or about our friendship. 
I had a girlfriend in the early years of my marriage who would frequently 
send me ‘thank you’ notes after we had invited her to our place for a meal. 
If I went to her place and took a gift, I would get a thank you note. That 
comes in the context of gifts. I do not need thank you notes and yet, that 
is the way some people are brought up. But I do not need them because I 
do not know what to do with them. I would rather she ring me and say, 
“That was a great night we had last night at your place. Thanks for a good 
evening.” And that is really all I would need.

So, when we recognize how our partner needs to be loved and needs to be 
valued, we can by-pass, short-circuit all the things that are not important and 
go straight in. What is interesting also with love languages is that if we have 
a wife for example, who needs words and gifts and a husband who needs 
acts and physical, this does not mean that the relationship is incompatible 
because this is not about compatibility. This is about simply knowing. 
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So wife, by doing acts and giving her husband lots of hugs, would make 
her husband feel loved and would automatically respond to her in the way 
that she likes to feel loved. If we serve our partner first, if we give to our 
partner what they want, then we get back in abundance because they feel 
loved and fulfilled and want to, in the context of a loving relationship, give 
love back to us. 

Example

In counseling sessions, I sometimes have husbands and wives who like the 
same thing. Recently this became very evident where both husband and 
wife liked words and husband and wife also liked physical contact. When 
things were good, they were very, very good because what each of them 
needed, they very readily gave to one another when they were connected. 
They felt very connected because it was not hard and they did not have to 
step out of their comfort zone to do anything particularly different. It was 
very natural for them to give what the other wanted. And they felt like 
they had a very soul-mate type relationship.

However, when things went bad, they were very, very bad because when 
you are at odds with your partner, when you feel disconnected, when you 
feel cross, when you feel blame, when you feel resentful, the thing you 
are not likely to do is to show love in the way that you would normally 
show it. So, you withhold and if you are each withholding exactly what 
your partner wants, it gets bad very quickly. And so couples who feel very 
disconnected are very often experiencing a great deal of hostility from 
their partner, simply because of the fact that their partner is not expressing 
love in the way that they need.
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Being aware of love languages

By knowing about love languages, by knowing about how to give and 
receive love, we can very rapidly turn a relationship around. Somebody 
has to do it, has to do something different first. If one says, “I will love 
you in the way you want to be loved,” what you get back is relationship. 
What is so commonly the case is that because women communicate more, 
because women are more articulate and more verbal, it is frequent that the 
woman will say, “I want you to do this and this. I’m not happy with this 
and this. Please can you do this and this.” The husband feels that he is the 
one who is wrong and he is the one who has to respond to her.

But, if the husband was more articulate - if males could speak about their 
needs - they would also be saying the same thing. Husbands would also be 
saying, “Can you please hug me some more so that I feel loved. Can you 
stop nagging me and criticizing me so that I feel more loved? Can you do 
things when I ask and make me feel like a priority?” 

Example

In a counseling session I once had a husband was so frustrated because 
his wife would not pick up the picture frames from the framers. He had 
wanted these pictures to go up on the wall when his parents came to visit. 
His parents had come, they had had their holiday, they had gone again 
and the pictures were still at the framers. And so on this occasion at the 
counseling session, the husband said, “I asked you and I asked you.”

And wife said, “Well you could have picked them up yourself.”

He was an ‘acts of service’ man and he said, “I know I could have picked 
them up myself, but really I was testing you. I just wanted to see how long 
it would take you to do this one small thing that I asked.”



176 Surviving Life Dramas www.survivingmiscommunication.com

And she said, “Well, I thought about it often enough.”

He said, “Thinking about it doesn’t do it.”

She said, “Well I tried on a few occasions. On one occasion, I couldn’t park 
the car close to the framers and I knew they were too heavy to carry back to 
the car. And on another occasion, it was raining and I didn’t want to carry 
the pictures in the rain back to the car. Then there was another occasion 
when I actually parked quite close and I could have got them but the kids 
were in the back seat and they were screaming and they were hungry and 
they were tired, and I actually had to decide what my priority was – picking 
up your pictures or looking after the kids – I chose the kids.”

He said, “Precisely my point. It’s always something else or somebody else 
that’s got priority. It’s never me.”

That was the first time that the wife actually took on board that he was an 
acts husband and that he felt not loved because she had not picked up the 
pictures from the framers. If she had known that, how easy it would have 
been to resolve that particular resentment.

When I talk to people about this, sometimes it is at a social setting. This 
is quite non-threatening to talk about at a dinner party for example, and 
to have a chat about it. Because sometimes, people do not even know 
what they themselves need. It could be that you have not even thought 
for yourself, “What do I need the most to feel loved?” If you do not know 
what you need to feel loved and to feel secure, then how on earth could 
your partner know? So, it is something that all of us have to consider. 
“What do I need?” Then, actually let your partner know about that and let 
your kids know about that, so that people who love you can express their 
love to you in a way that is meaningful to you.
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Personal example

I have a mother-in-law who is very much a gifts person, but it took me 
more than twenty years to work that out. She is a wonderful lady and has 
always lived apart from where my family is. She has frequently sent cards, 
photographs, money and little inspirational sayings and letters. She has 
done that to me, my children and my husband for all the years I have 
been married. And what would I do? I would ring her up and I would say, 
“Thank you,” because I am a words person. 

It took me years to discover that that did not leave her feeling loved 
because she was a gifts person and I was saying, “Thank you,” to her for 
her gift. I appreciated the gifts, but it did not necessarily make me feel 
loved. Often her words and her letters did and her inspirational sayings 
did, but I would pick up the phone and I would say, “Thank you for 
sending me the photographs.” But what made her feel more loved was 
when I finally realized this and I started taking a bit of effort to send her 
photographs and letters. She is an older lady and she does not have e-mail 
and she was not feeling very loved by me just picking up the phone. There 
was no point in me sending her money, because she sent me money. And 
so, she felt the most loved, as a woman in her eighties, when I sent gifts to 
her. Once I realized that, I did not have to do all the other things.

I have a son who likes time together. He is only in his teens. He certainly 
does not like the communication, but he will often say, “Will you come 
and watch a movie in my room?” This is just because he likes the company 
of someone in his room. If I am doing a crossword, he might say, “Why 
don’t you came and do your crossword here? Why don’t you come and do 
your sewing in my room?”

Sometimes it seems daft for me to be going doing my sewing jobs, sitting 
in my teenage son’s bedroom. We are not even talking but he just loves the 
time together. So, we are loved in different ways.
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Find out which sort of person your partner is

It is actually quite okay to have this sort of discussion with your partner. 
For example, if your partner is not an ‘acts of service’ person, you do not 
necessarily have to spend much time doing acts of service. If she does not 
need you to cook a meal or make the breakfast for her, then you do not 
need to bother. That’s a relief. 

But, if she is an ‘acts of service’ wife, you might like to take it in turns to 
get up on a Sunday morning to look after the children, so that she can have 
a chance to have a lie-in. Or once a month, you might say, “I’ll take the 
kids for the afternoon while you go and pamper yourself or go and spend 
the afternoon with your girlfriends or go and have a manicure done.” You 
taking the children for some hours is actually an act of service.

You might say to her, “Would you like me to do the cooking at the 
weekend? Shall I cook the dinner-party this time? Do you want me to 
drive you to work?” It only needs to be little, little things and if she is an 
‘acts of service’ person, the tiniest thing can actually make her feel very 
loved because it seems like you have considered her. It is about feeling 
considered.

Something as simple as making a cup of tea and toast is an act of service 
- as long as you find out how she likes to have her toast. There is a story 
of the husband and wife who were getting divorced and they were in the 
court room. The judge asked the wife, “So, why did you file for divorce? 
Your husband tells me that he has always looked after you and always done 
things for you and always brought you breakfast in bed. Every morning 
for forty years.” 

And she replied, “Yes, he has. And every morning he would bring me toast 
and jam. But, he never asked me how I liked my toast and every morning 
it was burnt.”
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If we put together the information that we know about love languages 
and establishing what it is that your partner needs to feel the most loved, 
you move out of comfort zone. Maybe you are not a person who will very 
easily say things. You may not be a person who is very verbal. You may not 
be a person who finds it very easy to say, “Hey, you look nice.” Or, “Thank 
you for doing that.” But if that is what your partner wants, you have to 
move out of your comfort zone to do that. You have to be mindful. It is 
thinking about and being mindful of what your partner wants.

If you do that and know that women, as a general rule, like to communicate 
and like to talk about their feelings, one of the greatest gifts that a man 
can give to his wife is to say, “Would you like to talk? Is there any thing 
you’re troubled about? Is there anything that annoys you?” Then give them 
the gift of time to actually let them off-load. That is free – it is just a bit 
of time.

Examples

Here are a couple more examples of how expectations and wrong 
communication can cause so much resentment. I knew a wife who was in 
hospital having just given birth to her second child. She had made it very 
clear to husband that she wanted husband to be there and to stay with 
her during the delivery and for the twenty four hours afterwards. When 
the first baby was born, that had not happened and she had felt very 
disappointed and there had been a little bit of miscommunication that 
she rectified now during the second pregnancy. He did a wonderful job 
at being present during the birth – that was a gift of time and it was not 
something that he was necessarily keen on doing but it meant a lot to her. 
According to her request, he stayed at the hospital over night and spent 
the whole of the next day with her. So, she was feeling very loved and very 
fulfilled and was very pleased with herself that she had communicated her 
needs to him and that he had fulfilled them. 



180 Surviving Life Dramas www.survivingmiscommunication.com

On the second day after the birth, the guys from his work, as a celebratory 
time, had organized a golf game and said to him, “Come on. Let’s go 
and play golf and have a few drinks afterwards to celebrate the birth.” He 
hesitated and he was trying to think whether his wife would agree to that 
or not. But he told me, “I thought to myself, I’ve done what she asked me 
but I think I’d better go and ask.” 

So he went to her in the hospital and said, “The guys are organizing a golf 
game and they have said that I should go and have a few beers afterwards. 
What do you think?” 

She said, “You decide.” So he did, he decided. He went and played golf for 
the day and had a few beers afterwards. And when she later on explained 
that she was so resentful, he said, “I don’t understand. I came to you and I 
asked you and you didn’t say no. And so I thought it was okay.”

And she said, “No, no, no. It wasn’t okay. I don’t expect to have to tell you 
what to do. I thought that after everything we went through and all the 
things I’ve been saying to you about the importance of you being here at 
this particular time, that you would forgo your golf game. I didn’t want to 
have to nag and tell you what to do.”

He had got it wrong and that was a resentment that she hung onto for a 
while. But he was also resentful because, as he said to her, “I asked you. 
If you didn’t want me to go, please can you be clear and say, “No I really 
don’t want you to go, would you please stay here with me at the hospital.” 
I would have been very happy to do that. Please don’t be so indirect. I 
need you to tell me facts and not expect me to understand feelings.”

Men tend to need clear direction of expectations and women can be very 
indirect. Sometimes, indirect speech of women just drives men crazy. 
How many ways can a woman say, “Fine.”? A husband will say, “Are you 
okay with that?” 
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And she will say, “Yeah, that’s fine.” Actually, it is not fine at all but because 
men do not pick up the nuances of tone as readily as women do, they do 
not get it. And that is not a put down to men. It is to try to get women 
to understand that men actually do need some clear instruction. Women 
expect you, or think that you will pick up those nuances. Those emotional 
tones – and you do not necessarily do that.

It can also be that while a woman is talking to you, because of her verbal 
agility and her ability to think and talk at the same time and to listen and 
talk at the same time, it is very common that she will talk about another 
topic and you have absolutely no idea what is going on. There is a book 
by Alan and Barbara Pease who are a married couple and actually write a 
lot of books about the differences between men and women. Their first 
book was about why men do not listen and women can not read maps. 
Their second book is about why men lie and women cry. There are a lot of 
hilarious differences but here is one story about indirect speech. 

“My wife has elevated indirect speech to an art form. Yesterday for example, she 
was pottering around in the kitchen and she said, “At the staff meeting today, 
my supervisor said, ‘Don’t eat the salami.’”

“What!” I exclaimed. “What did she say about salami?”

“No, not her. You,” she replied in an exasperated tone. “I don’t want you to eat 
the salami. I’m saving it.”

I stood there with that dumb look on my face, trying to locate the transcript of our 
conversation in that dusty filing cabinet in my head, while she casually picked up 
where she had left off, telling me what her supervisor had actually said.

She does this constantly. I have to insert bookmarks into the stream of words so 
that I can identify which thread of the conversation she is currently severing. 
She can keep four or five different thought lines going simultaneously with 
casual ease, while I struggle to keep up. Her girlfriends all seem to follow it, 
but it gives my two sons and me brain damage. How can such an intelligent 
woman be so scatterbrained when she talks?”
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That about sums it up. Women and their ability to communicate and men 
just shake their heads and say, “I don’t understand women.”

Example

Husband might go to the kitchen and make a cup of tea for himself and 
then go to the computer to start work. The wife returns and asks, “Why 
didn’t you make me a cup of tea too?”

The husband says, “Well you didn’t tell me to.” He then thinks, “How did 
I know she wanted a drink?”

But the wife will think that he should automatically know and that is 
exactly the response which comes back.

Why should the husband just know? Because when the wife in the same 
situation and makes herself a cup of tea, because of this different brain that 
will empathize, she will also think, “Oh, I wonder if he would like a cup 
of tea.” And she will either think, “Let me go and ask him,” or, “I’ll make 
him one anyway and then I’ll be doing an act of service.” The husband 
may end up with the cup of tea whether he wants it or not.

Because a woman is tuned in to relational things, she would feel, from 
her own perspective, that if she made a cup of tea for herself, that the 
husband would think that that was selfish. She does not want him to 
think that that is selfish, so she would rather make him a cup of tea even 
if he does not want it so that he would think well of her. It may well 
be that in her upbringing, the expectation always was that you consider 
the other person and you make them a cup of tea. So, she brings that 
expectation into the relationship. 
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Or she may have come from a family where her mother or her father 
got cross with her if she did not make them a cup of tea. Maybe she was 
the oldest child in the family that always had to look after the younger 
brothers and sisters and she had to make them a cup of tea. This is where 
expectations and your previous life experience actually gets brought into 
your marriage and you just do what you think is normal. 

Some people may see this as domineering or the wife trying to control 
the husband. This is also a very interesting perspective because if there is a 
wife that is doing those things and the husband does not need her to do it 
or does not want her to do it, the chances are, he is not an ‘acts of service’ 
person and he does not in any way feel loved when she does things for 
him. On the contrary, he actually feels smothered. 

But, she may be an ‘acts of service’ person. First of all, she is female and 
has the tendency to nurture. So, she nurtures the children and of course 
she nurtures also husband because that is her way of showing love. As an 
‘acts of service’ wife, she shows love to him by doing something for him. 
He is not an ‘acts of service’ man and so he absolutely does not need that. 
In this case, he must clarify the expectation.

However, if the expectation is clarified and the wife continues to do ‘acts 
of service’, this will lead to the husband becoming irritated because he 
feels that his wish for her not to do it is not being respected. So, how to 
move forward? The husband would need to say, “Darling I don’t want to 
criticize you and I know you’re trying to help me and I know you’re trying 
to show your love to me by doing this, but I really don’t need it. I really 
would prefer you not to do it.”

The wife will possibly be even offended. But then somehow he can try to 
explain to her that she is filling her own need. She is not filling his need. 
In a lot of cases, the wife will not be trying to control the husband. She is 
trying to be in a relationship but she is doing it in the wrong way.
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Conclusion

This chapter dealt with surviving miscommunication and how to meet 
our needs for love.

The next chapter of ‘Surviving Life Dramas’ is ‘Surviving Your Depression.’ 
We will begin to understand Depression and discuss the myths behind 
medication.
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Chapter 9

Surviving Your Depression

This chapter is about recognizing the symptoms of Depression and the 
fact that often, people who are depressed do not know it. We will also 
consider the function of medication.

Depression is not the same as sadness. We often use the term, “I’m so 
depressed,” but that term is actually misused and it is overused just in 
general conversation. “I’m so depressed,” means different things to different 
people. But the Depression that this chapter will deal with is an illness and 
what Depression feels like to the person, is like a big, black cloud that just 
hangs over you. You want to be out of it, you want to be free of it and you 
do not know how to be.

Sometimes, people describe it as being in a pit and feeling as though they 
are wallowing in this pit, they are struggling to get out of it, all of their 
body movements are slow and they describe that they are slowly trying to 
get out of this mire and they want to get to the edge where it is a stable 
surface but they can not – and they feel as though life is no fun. They do 
not experience any joy. Their emotions are dulled. Their emotions are 
quite blunted – no highs, no lows, just this bluntness. 

And the depressed person can not respond normally to family and to 
friends. It is not a case of ‘will not.’ It is ‘can not.’ Relationships can fall 
apart, the job can fall apart and quite frankly, if you are depressed you 
do not care because you do not really care about anything. It really is 
a dreadful feeling. You do not even really care if you live or die because 
nothing has any importance to you anymore. That is the sad thing about 
the illness of Depression.
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The distinction between Depression & sadness

So, I just want to describe the distinction between Depression 
and sadness. Depression is not sadness. It is very rare for a person 
experiencing sadness to move into Depression. Sadness comes to most 
of us when there has been an event where we have lost something. When 
you experience loss, you experience grief. Grief can feel like Depression. 
It has some of the same manifestations where you feel intense sadness, 
where you feel loss of interest, or you feel loss of motivation. But what 
you tend not to lose in sadness is self-esteem. Or if you do, it is only for 
a short period of time.

So, even though the feelings can feel the same, the sadness or the grief that 
comes from loss is actually a very normal response and there is an end to 
it. It might take weeks, it might even take months for you to recover from 
grief, but there is an end to it. It is finite.

There may be some predispositions to not coping very well with your 
sadness – perhaps you do not have particularly good coping strategies, 
perhaps you have got a very unhelpful family environment or you 
might be in a situation where it is hard to move beyond your grief 
and your sadness, so you might be at greater risk of experiencing 
Depression. But it is still important to keep that distinction between 
grief and Depression.

We all have disappointments in life. We have disappointments when 
things do not go the way we want them to. We have disappointments 
when things do not work out when we thought they would or we do not 
get what we thought we would or we do not get what we thought we 
deserved. We have anguish in life – anguish over decisions that have to be 
made, anguish over struggles that we are going through. That anguish is 
also a very painful feeling, but it still is not Depression.
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We might have regrets over decisions made. We might feel huge resentment 
over things that have happened and even as you are reading this, if you 
can think of situations that you have been in where you can feel pain - 
even as you remember those events, that still is not necessarily Depression. 
Because, when you experience those things, there are still pockets of time 
where you can feel up, where you can be distracted from the event, or 
where you can still experience some joy or some laughter or some interest 
in doing something. For a while, you can be distracted. And so this is the 
distinction between sadness, grief, anguish and Depression.

Now, it is very hard for someone to actually say, “I do not know why 
I’m depressed.” It is common for the human being to want to explain 
why they are depressed and so they will frequently say, “Oh, I’m feeling 
depressed because my marriage has broken up.” Or, “I’m feeling depressed 
because I can not find a job and my last job fell through.” But, if we look 
at their whole situation, what we might find is that they were depressed 
beforehand. And perhaps the marriage broke up because of the Depression 
and perhaps they lost their job because of Depression.

And so, this Depression can be quite pervasive and one of the main 
themes of this chapter is so that you could identify either in yourself or in 
family or in friends or people that you know, that you work with – is it 
Depression, or is it something else?

Symptoms of Depression

Many people can actually experience Depression and not know it. Many people 
experience a lowered mood state and they feel down and they recognize that 
they feel down. They even say to themselves, “I really should do something 
about this. I do not want to go on feeling like this for too long.” But then 
it goes on for days, weeks, even months and they do not recognize what is 
starting to happen to their whole body. Because, once it goes on to days, weeks 
and months, if there is a continuity of anxiety and stress during that time, it is 
a warning sign. It is that constancy of feeling anxious. 
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Here are some signals. If you find you have low energy and you can not 
be bothered, you keep to yourself at work – you still get up and you go to 
work – but you can not be bothered mixing with people and you just go 
to work and come home again. You tend to be very isolated at work. If you 
find there are changes in your appetite or your sleep (this can be too much 
or too little), some people eat more than usual and some people eat less 
than usual if they are depressed. Some people sleep more than usual and 
others do not sleep well at all. So, it is actually changes to your appetite 
and to your sleep that can be a signal.

A few days here and there - if you are going through a bad time, that is 
what we call normal. But if it extends into weeks, we might start to worry. 
You might feel sad and it is a sadness that just overwhelms you. This is the 
beginning of the black cloud. You can cry easily or frequently have times 
where your eyes spill over with tears and you do not even really know why. 
It is not necessarily triggered by a sad movie on television. You can be just 
talking about something and you become very emotional. But certainly 
seeing things on TV and seeing desperate situations on the news reports 
can trigger off tears.

You may have difficulties with concentration and not being able to stay 
focused. Or you might find that your memory is starting to have lapses – 
now we all have memory problems from time to time, that is why speakers 
need palm cards. It is normal to have some memory lapses but if, over 
weeks and then months, you constantly have memory problems and you 
start to think, “Perhaps I’ve got a brain tumor, or perhaps I’ve got early 
Alzheimer’s,” it might just be Depression.

It is a combination of many of these characteristics that should make you 
prick up your ears. If you find you cannot make decisions, this is a really 
difficult one because often we feel depressed because of the circumstances 
that we are in. That might mean that you have to make a decision to 
try and change your circumstances. But making decisions when you are 
feeling depressed or feeling anxious is about the worst time to have to 
make decisions because you are not thinking clearly. It is very difficult to 
make decisions. You go backwards and forwards with the decision and 
then you feel fickle and then you beat yourself up for being so indecisive.
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You can have headaches, you can have muscle aches. Muscle aches that 
do not seem to have any particular cause – it is not just that you slept 
wrong. Or it is not that you strained a muscle while you were doing some 
exercise. It is the inexplicable muscle aches. But most of all is this ‘can not 
be bothered’ feeling. You can perhaps even know that you should get up 
and do some exercise because you know it will make you feel better, but 
you just can not be bothered. You feel fatigued. Your muscles are actually 
very tight when you are depressed and anxious. 

And the fatigue of Depression feels like that when you wake up in 
the morning – even if you have rested during the night – you still feel 
tired. It is more than just a tiredness, it is not just the tiredness of a 
late night or having done something exhausting the day before. It is 
a fatigue that never seems to go away and that is why the depressed 
person is often very slow in their movements and slow to respond 
and unenthusiastic.

And yet, even so, a person might have all of these characteristics and 
even be aware that they have got them, but the thought that they might 
ever be depressed does not cross their minds. It may never cross your 
mind. I have seen people come into the counseling room with many 
of these characteristics and it never crosses their mind that they might 
have Depression because they do not really ever think of themselves as 
depressed. First of all, they are not a depressive person, they have never 
experienced it before, they see themselves as positive, as steady. They do 
not know that all these feelings and all these physical manifestations might 
mean Depression. 

I have to be a bit careful about the way I introduce that topic because 
sometimes, people are even offended when I mention Depression because 
of the stigma that is attached to it. But if somebody came to a doctor with 
physical manifestations and he said, “I think you’ve got Diabetes,” there 
would not be a stigma attached to that. But, Depression is an illness just 
like Diabetes is. Both are a chemical imbalance.
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Relentless stress can lead to Depression, but it does not always. Previous 
chapters have dealt with the biology of stress and how our body produces 
a massive amount of stress chemical during our times of stress. If that is 
relentless and you do not have a break from it – it is one thing after the other 
and you do not have time to recover from one stress and then something 
else happens – that can lead to Depression, but it is not inevitable. 

The defining factor that researchers say can be the determination between 
sliding into Depression or not is about your connection with people. If 
you have a good community, if you have good relationships with people, 
even the worst and most horrific situations can still allow you to pass 
through those times without becoming depressed. If we look at the really 
big world events - the Great Depression, the Holocaust during World War 
Two, the prisoners of war, the Twin Towers in 2001, the recent earthquake 
in China where millions of people are impacted by these calamities; some 
will become depressed and many will not. The defining factor is whether 
or not there is connection with people. It is the quality of the community 
and the relationships that you have.

Many of you will know about the dreadful genocide that happened in 
Cambodia in the late 1970s. There have been many studies done on the 
surviving population in Cambodia because many became very depressed. 
And continuing from the previous comment about the community and the 
relationships, what the regime destroyed in Cambodia was community. It 
destroyed family. They separated families. They took children away from 
parents, they took brothers away from sisters, they worked people to the 
bone and they introduced a whole element of mistrust. People could not 
trust other members of their family. So when they broke down family 
structures, destroyed family ties, kept them weakened physically, that 
whole population of people became depressed and it is only now – two, 
three generations later that some hope and strength is starting to return to 
the Cambodian people.

So, the Khmer Rouge actually very calculatingly destroyed the very fabric 
of what people need to survive dreadful situations. Interesting to compare 
what happened in that country and in others.
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Manifestations of Depression

We have considered the symptoms of Depression. There are other 
manifestations as well that can also be attributed to many other things. If 
we know some of the manifestations, it is also useful to help you recognize 
whether this is a Depression or not. 

You may have intestinal problems, gut problems, bowel problems; that 
whole system becomes disrupted and not functioning properly when you 
have Depression. Your immune system tends to go down. So, there is 
sickness and there are skin problems. There can be back pain. There can 
be Insomnia or sleep changes. Insomnia usually refers to not enough sleep, 
not being able to get to sleep or not being able to stay asleep. That is a very 
common problem because your brain will alert you to the fact that there 
is some stress going on and make you wake up. Often you will blame your 
bladder; you will get up and use the bathroom and then you can not get 
back to sleep. Your brain is thinking, thinking, thinking. That adds to this 
whole feeling.

You can have heart palpitations and worry about what this whole heart 
is doing. You may have panic attacks and have surges or waves of panic 
that overwhelm you. You can have feelings that wash over you of just life 
not being worth living and you may as well just go and end it all. And 
when people have those thoughts, that is not necessarily a plan to go and 
commit suicide. 

If people come to me about these feelings, I say to them, “It is normal to 
feel like that. That does not mean to say you’ll go and commit suicide – it 
is just a wish to be free of this pain.” Saying, “I wish I was dead,” is very 
often a wish of just being free of the pain.

This pessimism about the future – nothing will ever go right – people can 
be anxious, irritable, a feeling of helplessness. A feeling of guilt – things I 
did not do, I should have done this and I should have done that. It is also 
very common at a time like this for people to abuse alcohol as a way of 
drowning their sorrows and just trying to balm their pain. They want their 
brain to stop thinking about all of these things.
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Example

I had a client – we will call him Mark – who came to me some years ago 
and asked me to help him to dry out. He had been abusing alcohol, it 
had affected his job, it had definitely affected his marriage and his wife 
had got so fed up with it that she had said to him, “Get help or get out.” 
It was as blunt as that and he knew on this occasion – because there had 
been plenty of other threats – that she was serious. She had  even been to 
a lawyer.

He came to me to ask me to help him dry out with his alcohol problem 
and I took him to an alcohol doctor who was a specialist here in Singapore, 
based at the Institute of Mental Health. The first thing that the doctor 
asked him was about his mood state and he said to Mark, “On a scale 
of zero to ten, where zero is the worst you’ve ever felt and ten is the best 
you’ve ever felt, what do you normally feel?”

Mark said, “Well, about a three, but sometimes I go up to a seven or an 
eight if I have a good night with friends, but then I drop back to about 
a three.”

And the doctor asked, “So, how long have you felt about a three?”

Mark replied, “Oh, for several months.”

And the doctor said, “Well then Mark, I think we’d better treat your 
Depression before we do anything else.”

It was obvious that Mark was completely taken aback. He said, “What do 
you mean, Depression? I’m not depressed. I get up and go to work every 
day. I’ve got a family to support.”
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And the doctor said, “Yes, but when you’ve been at a three for more than 
three weeks, the ability to pull yourself out of that has gone. You are meant 
to be above a five most of the time. You can sometimes drop to a three, 
but if you are below five for more than three weeks, it is time to seek some 
professional help because things have changed in your brain and you can 
no longer pull yourself together.”

This helped Mark to actually feel better about what was going on. He 
had confessed to the doctor that he drank a lot of alcohol to drown his 
sorrows. And when the doctor said, “It is not your fault,” he stopped 
blaming himself, because he had been. He had been blaming himself for 
not being able to get out of the doldrums. He had been blaming himself 
for not being able to stop drinking and so had his wife.

Depression is an illness

Depression is not a weakness, it is an illness. It is an illness that can be 
treated. It is an illness that can be medicated – it does not have to be but 
it can be. It is an illness that is about the imbalance of chemicals in your 
brain. If you have a pancreas that has an imbalance of chemicals, you take 
medication to alter the balance and you function much better. It is the 
same as in the brain; if there is an imbalance of chemicals, you do not 
function so well and you need a balance to function better. The difference 
between the pancreas and the brain is that the pancreas does not think. So 
the pancreas does not think, “Oh, I am so weak for needing outside help.” 
It is only the brain that does that thinking.

Serotonin is the other chemical that gets very impacted on when there is 
Adrenalin in the body – these two chemicals operate as a counter-balance. 
So, as Adrenalin or stress rises, Serotonin depletes. It drops. As stress drops, 
Serotonin rises again. 
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When you have a lot of Serotonin in your brain, you feel good and you 
do not feel stressed. This balancing trick is what we all need to stay steady  
-  being able to get back into balance. So, this chemical of Serotonin is 
very important for us to function properly. It is our mood chemical. 
When our Serotonin is depleted, we find that we become despondent 
and we become flat, we become unmotivated and can not be bothered. 
That is the feeling part.

But, when we are laughing with friends – we have a good night out with 
friends or go to a dinner party that we really enjoy – we do not feel stressed 
because our Serotonin elevates.  We have all heard about laughter therapy 
groups that they have in some countries. They are very, very effective 
because first of all, laughter is contagious. We laugh at people who are 
laughing. And when you laugh, your body is producing Serotonin so after 
a good, healthy laugh, that belly-aching laugh, you actually feel good. 
Even though sometimes, what you are laughing about is just ridiculous. 
Then, as the Serotonin depletes – and it may be because you are getting 
stressed but it may be just you have a depletion – you feel joyless and you 
no longer feel the way you used to. 

There is another chemical called Melatonin which our body produces 
and together with Serotonin, it impacts on our sleep cycles. So, when 
Serotonin is impacted on, our sleep cycles are impacted on. And that is the 
reason why the person who is depressed will have disturbed sleep patterns. 
And of course, when you are feeling deprived of sleep, when you have 
not had enough sleep, you feel worse. Everybody knows that. The worse 
you feel, the worse things become. And so the whole cycle goes on. Your 
thinking becomes more and more negative.

This imbalance of chemicals does not just impact mood, it impacts 
thinking. Serotonin is your thinking chemical. It is in your brain, not just 
to impact on the mood but also to give you accurate thinking and rational 
thinking. When Serotonin depletes, your thinking literally becomes 
inaccurate, it becomes irrational and you in fact have a change of reality. 
If you can think back to any time when you have felt really out of sorts, 
depressed for a few days, highly anxious as well, you will also remember 
that your reality changed.
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The biology

We will take a look at the biology of that just so that you know that what 
is going on in your brain is genuinely being impacted on biologically. 
Serotonin is a neurotransmitter. It is the chemical in the brain – one 
of a few neurotransmitters – that aids electrical impulses to jump across 
neurons. You have got millions of neurons in your brain and ‘thought’ is 
electrical impulses that jump across neurons. 

So, when you do not have enough Serotonin to help with the jumping, 
what happens is that the electrical impulses come to a halt. This is the reason 
why, when you feel down, your thinking feels blocked. Your thinking feels 
foggy. You can not get started. That is why you feel unmotivated because 
you do not have enough ‘thought’ to keep going. 

Now, compare that to when you feel really terrific. Imagine you are 
with friends and you are doing some brainstorming. There will be lots 
of Serotonin, lots of creativity, lots of thinking outside the box, lots of 
laughter. So, just that comparison will help you to see that the Serotonin 
makes a really big difference.

When you have got electrical impulses that have got nowhere to jump 
because there is no Serotonin, they have got to go somewhere. They 
are living things in our brain. We are alive; living creatures. And so the 
electrical impulses just start to wander around in the part of the brain 
where they have just come from and what that results in is you continuing 
to have the same thought, over and over. We call that dwelling. 

We dwell on things when we are feeling bad. You actually do not dwell on 
things when you feel good. You keep on thinking about new ideas, new, 
interesting things when you feel good. But when you feel bad, you dwell. 
And of course, this is only happening when you feel bad, so the recurring 
thought that you have is a bad thought. The bad thought causes your body 
to produce yet more stress chemical which increases the Adrenalin even 
more. And so, this is the vicious cycle of Depression. And it is the reason 
why you get to a point where you need some extra help to recover from it, 
because on your own, the thinking creates more and more and more of the 
negative thoughts that make your body produce even more Adrenalin.
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Treatment for Depression

So, what is the treatment for Depression? Depending on the severity of 
it, depending on how long you have had symptoms, depending on what 
the type of symptoms are that you have got, there are different types of 
treatments. One that people usually like to try first is what we call CBT. It 
simply stands for Cognitive Behavioral Therapy. I am a CBT therapist. 

Let us break that phrase down. 

‘Cognitive’ means ‘thinking’. Your cognition is your thinking. So, 
anything to do with cognitive is about knowing and understanding. 

‘Behavioral’. It is action, it is what to do, it is how to act. So, when you 
have knowledge of what is going on and you choose to behave or act 
differently, then you might be able to recover. That is what Cognitive 
Behavioral Therapy is about. 

That is good. You might be able to do it on your own. You alter negative 
thinking and understand what is going on. That is what this chapter is 
about. You may be able to do it on your own.

It could also be that in addition to that, you engage in different activities 
that put you back in touch with people. Remember connectedness. So 
sometimes you need to actually force yourself to do some volunteer 
activities or be involved in something that puts you in touch with other 
people. And initially, you will not even feel like doing it very much – 
remember the lack of motivation? But, sometimes I say to mums in 
counseling sessions, “Can you go and help at your child’s school? Even 
wrapping or covering books at the school library.” Places like schools are 
always looking for volunteers to do something like that. You do not get 
paid much but you are doing a task – you do not have to talk much – that 
is putting you back in touch with other people and you can have a cup of 
tea together. That is the sort of thing you need to do.
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Then, as confidence builds and you feel as though you have got a 
purpose and you are doing something constructive and productive, so 
your mood seems to lift. While you are out there doing that activity, 
or even getting to the place and coming home again, you see other 
things and you are not always thinking about your own stuff. If you 
can distract from your own stuff, if your brain is not always thinking 
about it, your body is not continually producing Adrenalin when it is 
thinking about the negative thoughts.

Medication

It could be that you need some medication. It may be that you need to go 
and see a doctor. It does not have to be a psychiatrist; it can be a normal 
GP because they understand about this. The doctor would assess you for 
some of those symptoms and manifestations. They might recommend an 
anti-depressant. Now, an anti-depressant may take perhaps two to three 
weeks to help you start feeling a bit better. But, there are also people who 
are so Serotonin depleted that they start feeling different after two days. 
Imagine an old army boot that needs a good polish. When you put the 
polish on, the boot just sucks it in and almost says, “Thank you.” That is 
how our brain sucks in the Serotonin.

A combination of medication and therapy, Cognitive Behavioral 
Therapy, is considered to be the best method of recovering from 
Depression simply because the two go hand in hand. If a person needs 
medication, then just CBT is not going to be enough. Negative thinking 
or their lack of motivation might mean that they do not even come to 
therapy. Or, if the person is trying to learn positive thinking from the 
therapist, the little voice in their head might go, “This is just rubbish. 
This will not work for me.” So, that is not going to be very good. 
Likewise, if you just have medication, you start to feel better but you 
do not have the strategies for staying balanced. Then you might fall into 
that imbalance again. 



198 Surviving Life Dramas www.survivingyourdepression.com

Anti-depressants

In the next chapter, we will be dealing with how to regain that balance by 
using some cognitive strategies but for now, let us focus on the medication. 
There is so much talk about medication - to use or not to use. It is the fear. 
People have said to me, “I do not want to go on it because…” 

I ask, “Because what?”

“Well, I do not want to be a zombie.” They are thinking about those 
old movies they have seen where people are on anti-depressants and 
perhaps walk around the hospital wards looking a bit like a zombie. 
That is not so these days. These days doctors understand, they treat, 
they keep people in the community; very few people these days are 
hospitalized when they suffer the sort of Depression that we are 
considering here.

So, it is not a zombie. For around the last fifteen years, antidepressants have 
been in the main an SSRI. SSRI simply stands for a Selective Serotonin 
Reuptake Inhibitor. That will not mean anything until you actually know 
what it is doing. And so let me explain.

Imagine a little instant water heater. The way an instant water heater works 
is that water flows into it, stays in the water heater long enough to heat 
up so it is effective, and then it flows out to be used and you can have a 
nice, warm shower. But if the water flows through too fast, when you have 
your shower it is luke warm, so it has not been in there long enough. Now 
imagine that this instant water heater is your brain, your brain creates 
Serotonin on a regular basis, it goes into your brain and it is meant to be 
in there long enough to do its work; to make you feel good and to make 
you think good. 
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But in the presence of too much Adrenalin which is when you are really 
stressed or really worried, the Serotonin that your brain produces speeds 
through the brain too fast and it gets reabsorbed. That is of no value 
because we want it in the brain. So, what the anti-depressant does – the 
Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitor – is it inhibits the reuptake or it reduces the 
re-absorption rate of the Serotonin. Basically it dams up in your brain for 
longer. So, your own Serotonin is being held in your brain for longer so 
that it does its work and as a result you feel better and think better. Then, 
you can use the strategies to recover – and the whole purpose of going on 
medication is to come off it again.

Somewhere between three to twelve months is the length of time that 
most people will take an anti-depressant medication. When they come off 
the medication, they come off slowly to see whether or not the reduction 
of medication makes them feel any different. If it does not, then that is 
terrific. It has done its job. The whole purpose of medication is to restore 
the balance, to restore mood, to restore thinking so that you can then get 
back to normal.

Other people will say that perhaps it is addictive. “I’m scared. I’m scared 
to take medication because I might become addicted to it.”

To those people I say, “It is very unlikely that you will become addicted to 
anti-depressants because they are not addictive.”

If you take an anti-anxiety medication – in the old days we called them 
tranquilizers – yes that particular medication can be addictive. That is not 
what we are talking about. That medication is prescribed by doctors in 
very small quantities because they do have an addictive nature and that 
is because they make you feel so much better that you want to take them 
all the time.
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The difference between anti-depressants & addictive substances

What an anti-depressant does is it actually dams up your own Serotonin 
so that your chemicals are rebalancing so that you get back to normal. 
To display to you the non-addictive nature of medication, if you feel 
you need to think about medication, here is the difference between an 
addictive substance and an anti-depressant. If you are taking an addictive 
medication, you will find that it gives you a high when you take it. It is 
something like ecstasy or cocaine. 

An anti-depressant does not give you a high. Rather, it calms you down, 
and when you take your next dose, it does not give you a high, it keeps 
you steady. In an addictive substance, you need more and more of it to 
achieve the same effect as time goes on. With an anti-depressant, that is 
not the case. You do not need more and more of it. You actually get to 
your recommended dose, you stay on that for a period of time and then 
you start to withdraw from it. You reduce it. 

There is a fear that the addictive substance will cause withdrawal problems. 
And from an addictive substance, withdrawal can cause problems. But, if 
you withdraw from an anti-depressant in the recommended way, there is 
no problem at all. You just reduce from it, you do not feel any different, 
you feel just the same and that means your body does not need it anymore. 
Scientists do clinical trials on people who are not depressed and who take 
an anti-depressant and there is no change in them at all. If you are not 
depressed you do not need it. 

Lastly, with an addictive substance, you spend your whole life looking 
for it. You want it some more. And with an anti-depressant it is quite 
the opposite. Once you come off it you say, “I hope I never have to go  
back on that again.” By now, you know the symptoms, you know how 
to manage them because you have done Cognitive Therapy as well. You 
know how to stay in balance and so you do not spend the rest of your life 
looking for it. And so, there are tremendous benefits to be gained from 
recognizing the value of medication at certain times. 
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What I do say to people however, is that if taking medication makes you 
feel so anxious, or makes you feel such a failure in yourself that that is 
how you would feel if you took it, then that is going to exaggerate your 
symptoms and not make them any better. So, perhaps try the Cognitive 
Behavioral Therapy and the connected work. 

In summary, we can use the analogy that if you are feeling, or if one 
of your family members is feeling depressed, they do not have to take 
medication. But if they did, it would fast-forward their recovery process. 
A psychiatrist once said to me that he describes to his patients that it is a 
bit like inviting somebody, or you being invited by somebody to a party 
on the fifteenth floor of somebody’s apartment block. You have to choose 
whether to take the lift or to take the stairs. You can take either because 
they will both get you to the same place. But, if you take the stairs, you are 
going to take longer to get there, you are going to be exhausted during the 
time that you are trying to get there and by the time you arrive you will 
have missed out on most of the fun.

Does medication have any side-effects?

With most medications, you are warned about possible side-effects. 
However, not everybody has a side-effect and it can mean different 
things. Sometimes the doctor will say, “Look, this has gone on too 
long, so try another medication.” Another side-effect might be that 
you gain weight or lose weight or you can not sleep or you feel 
more anxious.

Because people’s biology is so different, sometimes doctors have to play 
around with it. That is why it is important to do this under a doctor’s 
instruction. But, if you experience the side-effects of headaches for 
example, the doctor might say, “Keep trying because it is common and it 
is just your brain adjusting to the different chemicals.” 
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If you have hope, if you have family encouragement, or you can perhaps 
write in a journal every day so that you are comparing today’s side-effect 
to yesterday’s side-effect, hope gets us through many things. If you still 
believe that in a week’s time, you are going to feel much better, or you give 
yourself two weeks of putting up with this side effect to see if it increases, 
that is usually very helpful. But, your own comparison - writing down 
every day what you are feeling - if the situation is better today than it was 
yesterday, can be helpful. 

If the side-effects are persisting after two weeks, it might be worthwhile 
trying a different medication. That is why there are so many brands – 
because the different ingredients can impact on different biology.

What if I am concerned about taking medication?

You have to do what is right for you. I see some people who will say, “I’ve 
never wanted to go on medication before, but I am willing to do it because 
I am fed up with feeling like this.”

And I’ll say, “Well, just experiment. You might find it helps.”

Some people say to me that they do not want this artificial happy feeling. 
They are concerned about feeling artificially happy. I say, “From my 
experience of talking with people who have tried medication, they never 
feel artificially happy. What they do feel is steady.” And the ability to 
recover from negative events and from negative thinking actually is faster 
on medication because the chemistry in your brain is such that you can get 
back to rational thinking and accurate thinking faster when the chemicals 
are balanced. So, it is very individual. 

There will always be articles available to show that something is bad about 
medication but equally, there will be as many articles to show that there 
are benefits.
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When people have to take anti-depressants, I very often hear “It feels like 
the real me.” This chemical imbalance happens over a period of time and 
you do not necessarily know that you have let yourself get out of balance. 
Because your own reality and your own body is of course the way you 
are and so you do not necessarily know it. But when you get back into 
balance, you feel like the real you and you think, “Ah, this is how I used to 
feel. I did not realize I was so out of whack, or so run down.”

Unfortunately, some people have never really even been in balance, 
because there are some people, by their own genetic make-up that do not 
necessarily produce enough Serotonin in the first place to allow for clear 
thinking and rational thinking. These are the people that might be always 
anxious or come from a depressive family – for want of a better phrase. It 
may be a genetic tendency that they do not produce enough Serotonin. So, 
if you have a chemical that dams up the Serotonin that they do make, if 
you use the water heater analogy, then they also are going to be improved. 
They are going to feel better than they ever felt before.

Physical Activity

Physical activity increases Serotonin. Physical activity makes a difference 
because your body releases endorphins which are part of the Serotonin 
family. So, most people will say they feel better after a run. The dilemma 
with people who are depressed is that they lack the motivation to get 
started, so they might know that they should do it, but they can not be 
bothered. It just takes too much effort for them to get going, so they never 
actually get the benefit of it. That is the main dilemma.

Unemployment

If you are depressed and you lose your job as a result, or you lose your job 
and become depressed as a result, what happens? You take medication and 
you start to feel better but the cause - the unemployment - is still there 
because you are unable to find work. So, what happens then?
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Because I feel better about me and my thinking is accurate and rational, I 
can think, “This is not the end of the world. I can turn this crisis of being 
unemployed into an opportunity. Perhaps those jobs really weren’t such 
good jobs anyway. Perhaps I can start my own business. Perhaps I can go 
and do some study or perhaps my wife and I could go travelling.” That is 
presuming that there is enough money to do that of course. 

The point is, you are able to see a crisis as a possible opportunity. When 
your thinking is inaccurate and irrational, you can not see further than 
your nose and so sometimes, the feeling better and the thinking better 
helps you to still get out of the pit.

Is Depression related to nationality or culture?

Scientists have researched a country of people that tend not to be so 
depressed and that country happens to be Thailand. For some reason, the 
people in Thailand have got a very cohesive community and culture and 
are generally very happy, content people. Of course, this is very general.

It comes back to the connection. So, even though the country may not be 
a rich country, it is the connection, it is the purpose, it is having something 
to do. 

Depression & other disorders

There are many, many times when there is another existing disorder, but 
this chapter focused mainly on the Depression. However, Anxiety and 
panic all relate to the thinking in the brain and therefore, if we can train 
– and that is what Cognitive Behavioral Therapy is all about – if we can 
train somebody to think differently by not dwelling and thinking about 
things in the future, then when their Depression starts to lift, they will be 
able to think more accurately and minimize their anxiety. 
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It is about understanding the biology of the brain and we considered this 
is a previous chapter. It is to do with the cyclical thinking in the brain and 
that is where the counseling is as important as the medication – to learn 
the strategies that will minimize the symptoms so that you do not get 
the imbalance again. You get back into balance and keep it there. In the 
next chapter, we will be dealing with self-esteem issues and this is about 
keeping your Serotonin levels up by using your brain. That will also be 
extremely useful in keeping Depression at bay.

When Depression becomes very deep

In rare cases, there are some people for whom Depression gets so deep that 
they perhaps need to be hospitalized because they really can not function 
on their own. They then need very, very strong medication that reduces 
their zest in living or their ability to lead a very normal life – they may 
need support.

But the Depression we have dealt with in this chapter is the Depression 
that is able to be more managed. This generation of people is lucky because 
they have got doctors and researchers that know much more about what is 
going on in the brain than they ever did before. Even in my own mother’s 
generation, people were being hospitalized for nervous breakdowns and 
such like because people did not really understand about the brain. 

However, with the advent and the arrival of CAT scans and MRIs and so 
on, we now know so much more about the brain. They can even pinpoint 
now the part of the brain that has been impacted on and it has just really 
changed the way psychiatry and mental health is being looked at.

Governments – and I know this government here in Singapore and in 
Australia where I did my training many years ago – are really increasing 
the knowledge of the lay person about mental health because it is not to 
be feared anymore. It is about chemical imbalances and it is about getting 
help and getting that right.
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Can we measure levels of Serotonin?

I believe the answer is ‘yes’. Normally it is done on what doctors call a 
medical history. A doctor will talk to you and get your own history and 
symptoms and from that, there is usually enough to make a diagnosis. But 
I do believe that you can do because it is a chemical, it is a hormone. They 
can do testing and they can even do testing with electrodes on the brain to 
see what part of the brain is not firing if you wanted more proof of that.

Conclusion

This chapter has described the symptoms, feelings and remedies for 
Depression. It should have provided you with a clearer understanding of 
what people who are suffering from Depression are going through and 
hopefully to be able to recognize the symptoms in yourself.

The next chapter in ‘Surviving Life Dramas’ is ‘Surviving Low Self-Esteem’. 
We will get to know our inner-voice.
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Chapter 10

Surviving Low Self-Esteem

This chapter is aimed at helping you to understand that as the chemistry in 
your brain alters, the more your self-esteem diminishes because thinking 
becomes irrational. The way to manage this is to create positive thinking.

We will consider self-esteem and why I prefer to say lowered self-esteem 
rather than low self-esteem. 

What is self-esteem?

Sometimes people think that self-esteem and confidence are the same 
thing - self-confidence. This is not true. Self-esteem is your internal view 
of yourself. Other people’s esteem is the respect and honor that other 
people give you. You may receive other’s esteem but still have low self-
esteem. You may not feel yourself good enough or worthy on the inside, 
just in your own internal thinking. Take for example, if you do a piano 
recital. After the piano recital, people come up to you and say, “That was 
fantastic, that was really good, I really enjoyed that.” If in your own mind, 
you are thinking, “Wow, it was not really all that good, I made a couple 
of mistakes,” or worse still, if you are thinking, “Oh, they’re just saying 
that to be polite, it really was not all that good,” that is an indicator of low 
self-esteem. It is what you think about on the inside. It is what your brain 
is telling you. 

Now, some parents have brought up their children not to be a brag. “Do 
not boast, do not be a brag.” That was the message I had growing up. 
“People do not like a braggart.” And there are also many parents who 
talk proudly about their off-spring to everybody else except to the off-
spring. And that is because they are fearful that the off-spring will become 
arrogant and self-centered, or a brag. 
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That is actually not the case. As parents, we actually have to tell our children 
when they are doing a good job and when they are not doing a good job 
so that they can learn to discern for themselves how they are going so that 
they can actually build and develop their own healthy self-esteem. They 
should be able to say to themselves, “That was a good job. That is okay 
what I did.” Or, “No, it was not all that good. I need to improve on this, 
this and this.” But they are never going to learn that if we never teach 
them. So, it is not a case of being arrogant. Healthy self-esteem is very 
important in a factual sense.

What happens sometimes is that people – and I put myself into this 
category for a long time – mistake low self-esteem for humility. For a 
long time, I used to think that my low self-esteem was me being humble; 
putting myself down. I have had to learn through my adult years – I have 
had a lot of adult years now – that I have had to work on my self-esteem.

Indicators of self-esteem

So, what is the indicator of your self-esteem? Quite simply, it is that inner-
chatter that goes on in your head. It is that inner-voice that is having a 
conversation with you almost all of the time. Some of you will be very 
aware of this and others might have a bit of trouble recognizing what I 
mean by this. Just tune in to that inner-chatter. Sometimes, it can be just 
chat, chat, chat. Sometimes it is a debate. Other times, there is conflict 
about what you are doing or about what you are buying. 

It is probable that this morning some of you got dressed and then took off 
your top or took off your trousers and said, “No, that does not look very 
good. Let me try something else.” Women are great at doing that. “No, I 
do not like this.” You take it off and throw it on the bed. “Let me try this.” 
And so you are saying to yourself, “I do not look very good.” But actually, 
it is an internal dialogue that is saying, “You do not look very good. That 
does not look very good.” That is the indicator of self-esteem. 
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The inner-voice

We are going to get to know that inner-voice a bit more. This is not 
Schizophrenia. Sometimes, when I talk to people about their inner-voice, 
I have to say, “Do not be afraid to tell me. I know about your inner-voice. 
But this is not Schizophrenia. You are not talking to yourself. You are not 
hearing voices. It is just the internal dialogue.” And we need this internal 
voice because it is our critical thinking. It is very real. It is a phenomenon 
that we all have. Our critical thinking helps us make decisions, helps us 
to discern between pain and pleasure. The trouble is, is that as we become 
more stressed or more depressed, our chemicals change and this inner-
voice becomes louder and more critical of us. It starts to berate us. It starts 
to scold us and tell us that we are wrong.

So, self-esteem is actually a thought process. It feels like a feeling and 
we often think that self-esteem is a feeling but we can actually translate 
every feeling to a thought. Once we actually start to translate our negative 
feelings into negative thoughts, then we have an opportunity to challenge 
what the message is. So, we actually have to learn to do this translation. 
We have to learn to recognize the feeling, translate it to a thought and 
then challenge the thought.

The biology of self-esteem

Remember that in a previous chapter we said that as Adrenalin goes 
up, Serotonin comes down. Serotonin is our thinking chemical. As 
Serotonin depletes, our thinking becomes inaccurate and irrational. 
However, we do not necessarily know that because we are inside our 
own head and our perspective and our thoughts are our reality. That is 
why your reality changes. 
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As your Serotonin depletes, the thoughts that you have when you are 
feeling depressed and when you are feeling really anxious, is, “Oh, 
everything’s hopeless. There is no point trying that. It is not going to 
work anyway. Nothing I ever do is any good. No-one’s happy with me. I 
have wrecked other people’s lives. Nobody loves me.” Now, you may not 
necessarily think those sorts of sentences as a sentence in your head, but 
if you have got a negative feeling, that is actually the message that you 
are taking in. You actually have to learn to recognize the feeling, translate 
it to that thought and think, “Hold on. That is not necessarily the case.” 
Because unless we challenge it, that is the amount of stress chemical that 
our body is going to retain because it thinks it is true.

Getting to know the inner-voice

Let us get to know this inner-voice a bit better. Let me describe a situation 
that you can probably all relate to. Imagine you turn up to a cocktail party, 
you are on your own and there is a big ballroom with a few people dotted 
around the edge. You take a quick glance and you realize you do not know 
anybody. So you kill a bit of time by going over to the man with the tray, 
you take your drink and you stand there with your drink.

At that precise moment that you are standing there with your drink, what 
is the feeling that you have? The feeling for most people will be one of 
nervousness and feeling a bit uncomfortable in varying degrees. So, the 
feeling is nervous. Now, let us translate that feeling to a thought. If you 
were to deliberately translate that feeling to a thought – there might be 
three or four thoughts – it would run something like this. 

“Oh, nobody wants to talk to me. I am so boring. I do not really belong 
here. Oh, look what everybody else is wearing. They look so fantastic and 
I am so under-dressed. I wish I had not come.” That is translating the 
feeling to a thought. Now, all of those thoughts seem to be true. And so 
when we say things like, “I shouldn’t have come and I am so boring, and 
I am not nearly as intelligent and I wish my boss had not asked me to 
come.” Those feelings are real. Those feelings really are in your body and 
therefore, it seems like the thought - the message - is also real; but it is not 
because it is irrational.
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That is why you actually have to learn to use the thinking part of your brain 
– because we have got a feeling part and we have got a thinking part of our 
brain. We have considered this difference in our brain in previous chapters. 
So, the feeling part of the brain is the Limbic System. That is the one that 
causes you to feel nervous. The thinking part of your brain is your Cortex, 
and you have to use your Cortex to talk down that ridiculous message and to 
challenge the message of the inner-voice and say, “I am not boring. I have got 
as much conversational skill as the next person. I was asked to come here by 
my boss because I am a good representative for our company. Of course I am 
okay with what I wear. There is nothing wrong with what I have got on.” 

So, you actually have to challenge the message and dampen down the 
negative feeling. That is what builds up the better feeling. People will call 
it self-confidence but it is self-esteem. You will then feel confident enough 
to go into that cocktail part and go up to someone and say, “Hi, my 
name’s Karen.” That person will be so glad that you approached because 
almost everybody goes through the same feeling.

We usually think about those messages in terms of ‘I’. “I am not very good, 
I am so boring, I am so under-dressed, I am so pathetic, I am so nervous, 
I do not speak well in public.” If you have these thoughts in your head – 
which is your inner-voice giving you messages – if you have them in terms 
of ‘I’, they seem to be true and so you can not challenge them. When I 
look in the mirror in the mornings and my inner-voice says, “Oh, I am 
putting on weight,” and the scales on the bathroom floor actually validate 
the fact that I am putting on weight, it seems to be true.

Challenging the inner-voice

So, there is no point in thinking, “I, I, I,” because we are just going to keep 
hold of and integrate these negative messages. The trick is to make out that 
the messages are being spoken to you by a third person. That is what we call 
the inner-voice. The inner-voice is like a third person. Imagine a little alien 
in your brain. I always think of E.T. from the movie. E.T. is in my brain 
saying, “You are so boring, you are not dressed very well, you are putting 
on weight.” As soon as it is a third person saying, “You, you, you,” you can 
stand up and challenge it and think, “Hang on a minute! That is not right.” 
And that is the skill of managing your self-esteem; recognizing this message 
and challenging it and saying, “Hey! That is not the case. I am quite okay.”
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People ask, “Why does this inner-voice come and go like this?” For a long 
time, I used to say, “I do not fully know. I do not know why the inner-
voice is so negative.” And I guess for the same reason, why is it that some 
people have positive, creative, brilliant thought? But as the years have gone 
by and I have worked more and more with people, I do know why we 
have that negative inner-voice. We have it because it is all down to basics. 
It is all down to our very primitive need to protect ourselves because the 
inner-voice is actually giving you a negative message for you to be cautious 
and for you to approach this new situation with caution. So, going into 
that cocktail party, you will have a negative feeling because that is a fear 
feeling and that is making sure that I am cautious about whether or not 
to proceed. 

Self-esteem & the HSP

If you are a Highly Sensitive Person and you produce more Adrenalin 
than most people, you will be super-cautious and so you may even 
come across as shy in a new situation like a cocktail party. You will just 
be appraising and assessing the situation to see if it is okay to proceed 
before you go in and start talking to people. In the same way, we can 
observe children in a community setting or in a kindergarten setting and 
the child who SEEMS shy may not necessarily be shy. They may just be 
a sensitive child who is checking out the new environment before they 
go in and join in. It is a pause-and-check response and that is the reason 
why we have this initial negative feeling. It is careful, we check and 
then keep going. But, that negative feeling is going to give us a negative 
message unless we over ride it.

So, in the context of a cocktail party, having a fear feeling is a bit irrational, 
but let us change the context. Imagine that you are in a new airport. You 
have just arrived in a new country and the signs are not in English, then 
perhaps it is a good idea to have caution and to check and to make sure 
you know the price of the taxi fare from the airport to the hotel before you 
jump into a taxi. 
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When the our inner-voice is useful

There are times that our inner-voice, which helps us to discern problems 
from just caution, is very effective. Let us consider another example where 
the inner-voice is very important. It is to do with danger. Imagine that you 
decide to take your children down to the river to go swimming and when 
you get there, the weather is a bit overcast and there is a bit of a squall. Your 
inner-voice says, “Hey, this looks a bit dangerous. I wouldn’t take the kids in 
if I were you. There is a problem here.” And so, your inner-voice is having a 
conversation with you, warning you that there might be a problem. 

It helps you make decisions, “Shall I buy this ice-cream or not?” “What shall 
I buy off the menu?” Your inner-voice helps you with those decisions but 
it also helps you to discern when there is danger or possible pain. So, these 
feelings do happen for a reason and we have to use the Cortex part of our 
brain to really check out what is going on.

Your inner-voice is not your conscience. Sometimes when I talk with children 
about self-esteem, children very simply talk about the devil and the angel 
on their shoulders. Some of the Walt Disney cartoon characters have little 
devils and angels – that is similar to your conscience. Your inner-voice is not 
your conscience because it is not a voice that tells you right from wrong. The 
inner-voice tells you that you are wrong most of the time.

Example

Imagine I have just been to the supermarket and I come out from the 
supermarket with my groceries. I put all of my bags of groceries on the 
ground and I am putting my change back into my purse. As I am putting 
the change back in, I count the notes and the coins and I think, “Hang 
on, I have been given too much change.” I look at the receipt and it is 
right. I have been given ten dollars too much. So, my conscience tells me 
that I take the money back to the cashier. But as I turn to take the money 
back, to follow my conscience, my inner-voice goes, “What are you taking 
it back for? It was the girl that made the mistake. Nobody knows. Why 
don’t you just keep it?”
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So, I stand there, I hesitate and I think, “The inner-voice is right. This is 
a big supermarket store. It is not going to miss ten dollars. I have been 
over-charged many times at this store – it is payback time. I am going to 
keep the money.” So, I put that ten dollars back in my purse, I pick up all 
my groceries and I walk off and now, my inner-voice has got something 
else to say. Now my inner-voice goes, “You thief, you hypocrite. Double 
standards. You bring up your kids to be trustworthy and have integrity 
and here you are stealing ten dollars.” I stand there immobilized with that 
dreadful feeling of, “I am damned if I do and damned if I don’t.”

That is the inner-voice. The inner-voice is the one that basically tells me 
what ever I do, I am wrong. And the more you have Adrenalin in your 
system from Stress or from Depression, the louder and the more scolding 
that inner-voice is. It is this again – Adrenalin up, Stress up, Serotonin 
down. And when the Serotonin is not in balance, you will find that your 
thinking becomes irrational. 

So, let us consider another example of where the inner-voice might say 
the other one is better. I am going shopping in a department store to buy 
a bath towel – just one; I want it for myself. So, I am looking at all the 
different bath towels and all the lovely colors, and I see a green one there. 
“That would look nice in my bathroom. Oh, and there is a blue one there. 
That also would look nice. Which one shall I buy?” Now, I am trying to 
decide. The inner-voice makes it very hard to make decisions. 

And then I notice a sign that the blue one is on special. Eight dollars 
off. I think, “Wonderful. My lucky day.” So, I grab the blue one, I am 
standing in line at the cashier to buy my towel and the inner-voice goes, 
“You are such a cheapskate Karen. This towel is cheap quality. That is 
why they’re selling it on sale. Have a look.” And I look and the inner-
voice is right. The threads are pulled, the stitching is not very good. I 
look over at the green one – it is much better. And I think to myself, 
“Oh, what shall I do now?” 
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So I deliberate. I put the blue one back, I go and get the green one. Now, 
I stand at the cashier, waiting in line to buy the green one. Now, my 
inner-voice says something else. This time the inner voice says, “You are 
so extravagant. You always need the best of everything. Why do you have 
to get this expensive towel? You will probably lose it at the swimming 
pool anyway.” So, then I go into another state of indecision. “Shall I get 
the green one or not? No, I’d better not. It is a bit extravagant. What will 
Mike say when I get home with a bath towel that was so expensive?” So, I 
put the green towel back and I get the blue one. Finally, I get my blue one 
past the cashier, I get it home, I take it out of the bag and do you know 
what the inner-voice says? The inner-voice says, “You should have got the 
green one.”

The inner-voice has this way of telling you that the other one was always 
better. It leaves you feeling dissatisfied with what you got. There have been 
times that I have done the supermarket shopping and I have gone home 
with my two tins of canned peaches that were on sale. My inner-voice 
has said, “You silly woman. Why didn’t you get four cans while they were 
on special?” That is the sort of thing the inner-voice does. So, that is the 
message of, ‘the other one’s better.’

Other purposes of the inner-voice

The inner-voice has got other things to say. Let us say I have decided on 
my New Year’s Resolution to get up and exercise every morning; I do not 
start on January 1st because I was a bit hung over from the night before. 
I start my exercise regime on January 2nd and I get up and I go for my 
morning walk. And I do it also on January 3rd and I do it also on January 
4th. This is fantastic – my new ‘walk every morning regime.’ And on 
January 5th, it is raining. And on January 5th, I lie in bed thinking, “I 
really can not be bothered.” What does my inner-voice say? “You never 
follow anything through. You always start off with these great plans. You 
are always so enthusiastic and you do not follow through on anything.”
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And then I lie there feeling guilty because my inner-voice is beating me 
up for not getting up and going and doing my morning walk. And what 
I need to be able to do is hear what that message is. That message is, “You 
do not follow anything through. You are lazy. You are pathetic.” That is the 
message and I need to be able to catch that and say, “Excuse me. I am not 
lazy. I have actually had a really good start to this program. Do you want 
me to go out there in the rain and catch a cold and get a chill and then not 
be able to work and support my family? How ridiculous.” Or you might 
say, “No, I am allowed to stay here and have a cuddle with my husband 
this morning, because dealing with relationships is just as important as 
losing weight.” You will always find something to challenge it back if you 
can catch what the message is because it is just irrational. Who is in charge 
here? You, or the inner-voice?

There was a woman who told me once – I was teaching her about the 
inner-voice – and she was getting to understand it and really utilize it in 
her life. I had seen her two or three times and she came to me and she said, 
“Karen, you are not going to believe this. I have got a fantastic inner-voice 
story to tell you.” 

I said, “Go on. What happened?” This lady was the wife of an expatriate 
and she had given up a job to come here and she had decided while she 
was living in Singapore that she would do some further study. So, at the 
age of forty, she had gone back to doing a long-distance university degree. 
She had had some trouble getting back into the study routine and the self-
discipline and she was also very anxious about the fact that she was forty 
and most of the students were in their twenties.

So, she began her story. “ Do you remember that assignment I was 
working on and I sent it in? The results came back. On Thursday, the 
envelope came from the university and I knew it was my results from that 
assignment. I was really a bit nervous about opening it and seeing what I 
got. But, eventually I stood in the kitchen and I ripped open the envelope 
and I quickly pulled out the paper and I scanned all over it looking for the 
result. I got eighty seven percent. It was a Distinction. I was really excited 
and shouted ‘Yes. Fantastic.’ I punched the air. And do you know how 
long that fantastic feeling lasted?”
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I said, “Tell me.”

And she said, “About six seconds and then my inner-voice said, ‘Oh, the 
examiner was probably an easy marker.’ As soon as I thought that, I just 
felt deflated.”

I said, “I bet you did. What did you do?”

She said, “Well, I realized that it was the inner-voice, and I realized it was 
the voice telling me, ‘You are not worthy of such a result, you are not that 
clever. You are forty, you are competing against the other students.’ So, I 
caught it and I said to the inner-voice, ‘That is ridiculous. The examiner 
does not even know the age or the names of the students. It is all done by 
student number. I worked really hard on this assignment. I deserve this 
– this is the result that I deserve. This is great.’ So, I took myself through 
it and I know I am worthy of getting this mark. But the frustrating thing 
for me was that fantastic feeling of ecstasy, that euphoria, I never got that 
back. That never came back.”

That is unfortunately what happens. The moment the inner-voice – which 
is our negative feeling – grabs us, you seem to never be able to get back 
to that euphoria. It is not fair. And we have to catch it and reverse it as 
fast as we can, because if that negative feeling takes hold, this is what also 
spirals us into Depression. It is this internal thinking. ‘You are not really 
that good.’ This stupid inner-voice. You have to give it a nasty name, you 
really do. You have to really tell it to shut up sometimes.

Lowered Self-esteem

So, we are dealing with a lowered self-esteem rather than a low self-esteem 
because our self-esteem actually fluctuates. It is very rare that somebody 
has a constant or a continuous low self-esteem. It tends to go up and down 
depending on the movement of the chemicals in our brain because our 
brain is doing all our thinking. Our brain is who we are. Our brain is our 
personality. So, if you can imagine your brain having these chemicals that 
fluctuate in and out, depending on things that happen in your day, your 
self-esteem is going to change. You can go from feeling fine and capable in 
the morning to feeling neglectful and pretty dreadful in the afternoon.



218 Surviving Life Dramas www.survivinglowselfesteem.com

Personal example

A few years ago, Mike and I were giving a seminar – one of our workshops; 
it was a two full-day workshop and it was the mid-morning of the second 
day. Our workshop was going really well. So, there was me feeling fine, 
confident, good self-esteem, feeling organized, feeling productive – all these 
good feelings that go with running a seminar and with people responding. 
During the morning tea-break, I got a phone call from the school and our 
youngest son had had an accident at school and he had really badly gashed 
his leg and lost quite a bit of blood. The nurse had said he was quite weak 
and feeling very distressed and could we go and collect him.

So, that raises some Adrenalin. And then I had this dilemma. What do I 
do? Here is the school requesting that I go and collect my son, but I am 
in the middle of conducting a seminar. So, I phoned my helper and asked 
her to go and collect him. She had to go and collect this eleven year old 
from school and for the rest of that day, because my chemicals in my brain 
had changed because of the trauma of knowing that there was an accident 
and the trauma of knowing that I did not go to his aid – I felt guilty. I felt 
neglectful. I felt like a dreadful mum. I felt like I should not be a worker. I 
should be a stay-at-home mum to be on hand for whenever my child had 
an accident at school. 

These are the crazy and irrational thoughts that go through your head. 
Not made any better when the son says, “Mum, where were you?” when I 
walk in the door. He says that sometimes just to tease me. 

There was another time when he went to hospital with a broken arm and 
Mike and I stayed with him during the time that his arm was being set in 
the emergency room. They had given him Pethadine, taken him for x-rays 
and set his arm in a cast after pulling it into place. 



219Chapter 10 – Surviving Low Self-Esteemwww.survivinglowselfesteem.com

The doctor wanted him to stay at the hospital for an hour or two longer 
to make sure that he was not allergic to the Pethadine they had given him. 
The doctor said to me, “You go off. Have a coffee.”

I said, “No, no, no. I want to stay with my son.”

“No, your son’s had Pethadine. He will sleep. You just let him sleep and 
you go off and have a coffee.”

So, I did. I went off and had a coffee and made two phone calls outside 
the hospital to let the grandmothers know what was going on. I came 
back in twenty minutes later with my son going, “Mummy, where were 
you? I thought you’d left me here all alone.” I felt dreadful. What I wanted 
more than anything was to be there for my son so that he did not feel 
abandoned with all this pain in the big, strange hospital. He had not slept 
at all. He had been lying there anxious, thinking, “I have been left alone.” 
To this day – he is now fifteen - he still teases me about that. “Mum, you 
are so neglectful.”

The HSP

Now, the Highly Sensitive Person – we have briefly addressed this person 
who is sensitive earlier in the chapter – but the Sensitive Person produces 
more Adrenalin than most people and they have a brain that is actually 
more sensitized to danger. So the Sensitive Person feels their feelings more 
intensely and they actually produce more stress chemical. Therefore, they 
have much more intense negative emotions. So, the Highly Sensitive 
Person has more difficulty with self-esteem, simply because biologically, 
they produce more stress chemicals. The fluctuations of chemical in their 
brain impact on them more than the person who is not so sensitive. It is 
purely biological.
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Because of the accumulation of Adrenalin, the Sensitive Person is always 
more on guard. They are more on guard than other people that they may 
let somebody down or that somebody might be disappointed in them or 
that somebody might criticize them. That is the reason why a Sensitive 
Person has trouble with self-esteem because they are always thinking, 
“What if you do not like me? What if you are cross with me? What if you 
are disappointed in me?” 

The Sensitive Person can also pick up another person’s facial expression, 
and they can read – usually accurately – what your emotion is. So, if I 
am picking up from you that you are annoyed about something - and it 
is probably correct that you are annoyed – I will immediately assume, as 
a Sensitive Person, that you are annoyed at me. Because sensitive people 
are so on guard that they might be doing something wrong, it is just 
an automatic thought. That particular projection of, ‘What have I done 
wrong? Why are you mad at me? Why are you criticizing me?’ can actually 
drive other people to distraction because often, they are not mad at you at 
all, but the Sensitive Person will think that.

Example

It happens easily to me, if I by chance have two clients who arrive for 
a counseling session at the same time. That has happened on a number 
of occasions where two people will come for a ten o’clock appointment 
and I will immediately think, “I have double-booked. What have I done 
wrong?” That is the message. It never even occurs to me that the client 
might have made a mistake and come on the wrong day, or the wrong 
time. Mike and I have laughed about that because he says, “Why do you 
always think it is your fault?”

I say, “Because I am a Sensitive Person and the input always is, “What 
have I done wrong?”
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This does impact on relationships. Again, the Highly Sensitive Person 
must use their Cortex to override that initial feeling and to say, “It is not 
necessarily me. It is not necessarily my fault.” And that is difficult to do 
if there have been parents during your growing up years, or indeed, now 
partner, who does that blaming. If you yourself are feeling that in your 
brain, and a partner or a parent does the blaming as well, it reinforces 
the message.

Example

I can think very clearly back to a grown woman in her forties who on one 
occasion said to me in a counseling session that her husband got really 
mad at her and told her she was really stupid for driving the car at night 
to take the children to a function over at Sentosa. She said, “My husband 
thinks I am a bad driver even during the day. But for me to be driving at 
night, he thinks I am really stupid and he was really mad.”

I said to her with a puzzled expression, “But I thought you said that your 
husband was out of the country and that is the reason why you took the 
kids to Sentosa.”

She said, “Well he was. He was out of the country, but if he had been here, 
he would have been really mad at me.”

This woman was hearing his message even though he was not even home. 
She was just constantly hearing it. And I said to her, “That is not your 
husband saying he is mad at you. That is your inner-voice. Your husband’s 
not even here.” That is when she finally got the realization that it was her 
inner-voice that was mad at her. It was actually her own thought saying, 
“I am doing the wrong thing.”
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Cognitive Strategies

We have to use strategies to actually keep this thinking accurate and this 
is where Cognitive Strategies are very important. In a previous chapter, 
I described ‘cognitive’ as being ‘knowledge’. Cognition is thinking. So 
we have to use knowledge and thinking to override. This section will 
explain to you a number of different Cognitive Strategies to manage 
your self-esteem. 

The first one, we have covered. It is called Catch It and Challenge It. It is 
saying, “You stupid inner-voice. That is not right.” So, if the inner-voice 
says, “You are more boring than everybody else in this room”, you can say 
to your inner-voice, “That is not actually right. Even if I am boring, I am 
just as boring as everybody else.”

The second Cognitive Strategy is to unpack your negative brain. Imagine a 
five hundred piece jigsaw puzzle and the jigsaw puzzle is being completed. 
After you have done the frame and you are filling in the bits – you normally 
can not see what the picture is until you have got quite a few bits put in. 
So, as you are doing a jigsaw puzzle of your negative brain, initially you do 
not see the whole picture. But as you start putting in the pieces, you can 
see that this brain, this negative black brain is starting to show up. As you 
get nearer and nearer the end of the jigsaw puzzle, it goes faster and faster 
and very soon, all the pieces are in place and here you have this complete 
picture. The complete jigsaw. 

And so, all the negative thoughts and the negative stresses and anxieties 
that complete your brain - if you get to the end point, and that is all you 
do with it, that is how you are going to stay. So, what we need to do is we 
need to be able to unpack this jigsaw puzzle. We need to be aware of it and 
go, “Oh. I do not like this picture. I am going to unpack it.” 
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But, if you have ever lifted up a jigsaw puzzle and you have tried to destroy 
it all at once, it is very hard to do because all the pieces cling to one 
another. So, the only way you can really unpack the negative jigsaw is to 
take it out piece by piece by piece. This is a relatively slow process but at 
least you are genuinely getting all the pieces out. And so all of the negative 
thinking that went in, you now have to reverse that to take it out again. 
As you unpack your negative jigsaw, you are going to be reversing the 
negative thinking that has put those pieces in place and you are going to 
take them out again. Then you are going to throw them away. 

So, unpacking your negative jigsaw is just a visualization where you can 
genuinely dismantle this complete picture that you have got of negativity. 
To do that, you might have to revise negative thinking. So, that is another 
strategy – Revise Negative Thinking. What does that mean? If you have 
a positive thought about yourself, it is a non-problem status. Positive 
thinking does not cause you stress. If you have a negative thought about 
yourself - if you can catch it and challenge it that is good – that is what 
you are going to do first. You say, “That is ridiculous.”

But there are also things that the inner-voice says to you that seem to be 
true. So, if the inner-voice says to me, “Karen, you are really putting on 
weight,” and the scales validate that, that seems to be true. Or you might 
get a six foot seven man who says, “I am too tall.” Or you might get 
somebody with acne saying, “I have got horrible skin.” This is the inner-
voice saying, “You have got horrible skin,” and that seems to be true. So, 
what can we do in these situations?

Revising negative thoughts

Every time that there is a negative thought that seems to be true, you have to 
find a different way of thinking about it. One way is that you can change the 
words or the language that you are using and make them more accurate – 
because we are talking about inaccurate thinking. So that instead of saying, 
“I have got horrible skin,” you can say, “I have got acne.” That is accurate. 
That is non-judgmental. Instead of saying, “I have got buck teeth,” you can 
say, “I have got a prominent front tooth.” That is accurate. You are saying 
the same thing, but you are taking away the judgment. 
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So, speak with accuracy. Or instead of saying, “Oh, I am so fat,” you could 
say, “I have got a ninety centimeter waist.” You are saying the same thing; 
you are not denying it, but you are taking away the judgment and you are 
using accuracy and that makes all the difference. You are saying fact and 
basically, you are saying to the inner-voice, “Yes? So?” 

It is also a good idea to take away generalizations. Generalizations are all 
these big things that make you feel hopeless. “I am always running late.” 
And if someone says to me, “I always run late,” I say, “Really? Have you 
ever caught a plane? Because if you have, it means you do not always run 
late.” Or, “I have got such a lousy telephone voice.” Can you hear the 
generalization in that? I once said to a lady, “What do you mean you have 
got a lousy telephone voice?” 

And she said, “Oh, well I get really nervous when I talk to people on the 
phone.”

I said, “To everybody?”

She said, “Well no. Only to people I do not know. I am okay talking to 
my husband and my kids.”

So I said, “Well, so you are nervous talking to people that you do 
not know?”

And she said, “Yeah.”

I said, “Well, why don’t you be a bit more accurate? And instead of saying 
to yourself that you have got a lousy telephone voice, say, “I sometimes get 
nervous when I am talking on the phone to people I do not know. So, you 
are saying the same thing but you are not beating yourself up so much.” 
So, take away the generalizations. 
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Also, you can find an exception. If you find one exception, you can 
answer back the inner-voice. If the inner-voice says, “Oh, you haven’t got 
any friends.” All you have got to do is think of one friend. Somewhere. It 
might not be in this immediate environment, but one school friend maybe 
from ten years ago. That would defeat the inner-voice. Or, “You are really 
hopeless you know. You never do well in exams.” All you have to do is to 
think about one exam where you did really well. That is an exception. So, 
find an exception and basically, you take the wind out of the sails of the 
inner-voice that is beating you up. And when none of these little rules that 
you have just read work, there is always one other one that always does.

The last one is, find a corresponding strength. At the end of the day, if 
everything the inner-voice is telling you is true, then just alter it a bit. 

Example

I will use the example of my own teeth. Growing up as a teenager in 
particular, I was very concerned about my crooked teeth. They still 
protrude. My parents did not have the money at the time, when I was a 
teenager, for me to have bands. So I thought, “One day when I am grown 
up and I have got my own money, I am going to go and have my teeth 
straightened.” So, when I was twenty-nine and already married, I saved 
up all my money and I went to have my teeth straightened. I was sitting 
in the dentist’s chair and this great big orthodontist came in and he was 
washing his hands, ready to have his consultation. He said to me, “Why 
have you come to see me today?”

And I said, “Because I want to have my teeth straightened.”

And he said, “Well, I guessed that. But, why? What’s the reason you want 
to have your teeth straightened?”

And I said, “Because my teeth are crooked.”

He said, “No. What I mean is, do you have trouble with your bite? Do you 
have trouble with your speech?”
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I said, “No.”

He said, “Do you have trouble with your appearance?”

I said, “Well, I did when I was a teenager, but no not really anymore. I am 
married, my husband loves me.”

And he said, “Well why would you want your teeth straightened?  Because 
I only ever straighten the teeth of adults if they have a problem with their 
bite or their speech or their appearance because it is a very lengthy process 
and it is a painful process and it is an expensive process. Anyway, when I 
just walked into the consulting room, I did not even notice your teeth. I 
noticed your smile.”

That man changed my life, especially when he said, “And, if you hurry up 
and get out of my consultation room, I won’t even charge you.” I scooted. 
Anything for a freebie. I never went back to have my teeth straightened. 
And every time, if I am cleaning my teeth, or flossing my crooked teeth, 
I think, “They do not notice my teeth, they notice my smile.” There is 
always something that we can find that will be a contradiction to what we 
are worried about. We have to look at our strengths. That is what we mean 
by revising negative thoughts.

The Four Step Process

There is also another technique that will really help called a Four Step 
Process. At any time when you feel anxious or are feeling as though things 
are really getting on top of you and your inner-voice is just really having 
a field day, if you think of this Four Step Process, you should be able to, 
with a little bit of Cortex thinking, get on top of it.
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Step One -  Notice the feeling. Find the message. We considered the 
cocktail party. If you are at the cocktail party and you feel nervous, that 
is the feeling. But what is the message? The message might be, ‘I am 
unintelligent’, or the message might be, ‘I am inadequate’, or the message 
might be, ‘I am a failure’. So, sometimes you have to burrow down until 
you get the message of what the feeling is. That is translating the feeling 
to a thought.

Step Two -  notice the situation in which you are feeling it. We will go 
back to the cocktail party.  What is the situation? I am feeling nervous. The 
situation is that I am standing at the cocktail party on my own, wondering 
who to talk to. Do I always feel a failure? No. Did I feel a failure half an 
hour ago? No. I am feeling a failure now at 6pm, on a Thursday evening 
at a cocktail party and I have felt this feeling for about three minutes. At 
twelve noon I did not feel it and at nine am this morning I did not feel it. 
I feel it now. That is the situation that I feel this failure and it might last 
half an hour, it might last two hours – if I am at the cocktail party for two 
hours. But it is not all pervasive.

Step Three – the court room scene. In the court room scene, you are going 
to imagine that you are in the witness box and there are two attorneys. 
One is for, one is against. You have got a prosecutor and a defense lawyer 
and the prosecutor is going to ask questions and display all the evidence 
in the court room for the fact that you are a failure. This prosecutor is 
going to get up and say all sorts of things – that you failed an exam when 
you were in Sec. 4, or that you failed your first driver’s license, or that 
you failed your first marriage. There will always be a number of different 
things that the prosecutor will bring up from your entire life span to prove 
that you are a failure. That is what prosecutors do in the court room. They 
bring up all the rubbish from the past.

Then, your defense lawyer is going to get up and your defense lawyer is 
going to give a whole lot of reasons why you are not a failure. Your defense 
lawyer is going to talk about the fact that you have got relationships with 
people and that you hold down a good job and that you have provided well 
for your family. You have brought up children and you have got money in 
the bank. There are all sorts of reasons why your defense lawyer is going to 
prove to this imaginary court room that you are not a failure. 
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Now, what happens is that when you are not stressed in any way, these 
are the things you can think about. You can think well of yourself. But 
when you are stressed, your inner-voice escalates. The inner-voice is the 
prosecutor, the inner-voice charges in at this time and tells you all these 
things about yourself and somehow gives you amnesia that you can not 
remember all the positive things about yourself. That is what the altered 
thinking does to us. It makes us have amnesia about all the positive things 
and makes us focus on all these negative things, that we are a failure.

Step Four - Convert all these positive things to positive thought and grab 
them and use them when we are feeling nervous. That is the homework 
that we should all be doing. You cannot think clearly or accurately or 
rationally at the time you are feeling stressed or depressed, because 
your thinking is genuinely altered because of the changes in your brain 
chemicals. So we have to do our homework. We almost have to have a list 
of things or an inventory of things that we know are valid and true and 
okay about ourselves. 

I always like to imagine a cupboard with no locks and you can open the 
cupboard at any time you like. Inside this cupboard there are different 
shelves and every shelf has a different label. You might have a shelf about 
friends and a shelf about family relationships and a shelf about my 
intelligence and another shelf about my general knowledge. There are all 
these different things about you that you can have in your cupboard and 
then stack your shelf full of positive or accurate things about yourself that 
you know to be true. 

Any time, when you are feeling a bit down, you can just go to your 
imaginary cupboard and pull something out and use it so that if in fact, 
you are feeling not lovable or hopeless or guilty, you can go to your 
imaginary cupboard and say, “No, I am not hopeless. I have got a mum 
and a dad and two sisters that love me. And it was wonderful that I was 
able to do that 70th birthday party for my mum last year. That was a huge 
success. I am not hopeless.” 
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You see, it has got absolutely nothing to do with the issue that you are 
going through at the moment, but by taking it out of your inventory of 
positive thoughts and positive memories – things that are valid and true 
about you – it is like being able to produce the evidence in court. As long 
as they are true and honest and genuine about you – you can do that. 
That is the benefit of having the imaginary cupboard. If you get a bit 
low in stock of things in your cupboard, take an afternoon. Brainstorm 
with friends or with your partner and write a whole list of positive things 
about you and re-stock your cupboard. This means you will have genuine, 
legitimate things that you know are perfectly okay about you, that will 
help you at a time of stress.

Positive self-talk

What we are talking about is about positive self-talk. People generally 
know about positive self-talk and they will say, “I try this positive self-
talk and sometimes it works and sometimes it does not.” Have you ever 
thought that to yourself? And the times when it does not work is when 
your inner-voice is giving you a message of, “Oh this is rubbish. This 
is not going to work. You are too down. You are too unworthy.” Very 
often it is a feeling, not a thought. We have to translate the feeling to 
a thought. 

Thinking changes the way we feel

Thought changes our stress levels and we can prove this by using a 
pendulum. A pendulum is anything that hangs on a string. Surveyors use 
the plumb bob when they are working. You might use a crystal on bit of 
rope or a washer on a ribbon. It does not really matter but the one I like 
to use is a brass pendulum with a point. If you make one at home, make 
one with a nail or a screw– something with a point – that does not swing 
around on itself. Whereas if you use a ring, it will.
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When you hold a pendulum very steady, in a very short time it starts to 
swing and it spirals. Now, what the pendulum actually does is it picks up 
an electro-magnetic field that is surrounding us. All humans have energy. 
We talk about energy. Negative energy and positive energy. If you are 
feeling positive, the pendulum will pick up your positive energy. The 
louder I talk and the more excited I get, the more and more and more my 
pendulum will swing. And we feel each other’s energy.

Everyone is different, so there is no particular direction to demonstrate 
positive energy. You know how you feel. Experiment with your pendulum. 
Tell yourself to calm down. I can stop being so animated and so excited 
and I can tell myself to settle down – which is what we tell children when 
they are silly. That is what we tell children when they are upset. We say, 
“Calm down, come on, settle down.” When we are doing meditation or 
yoga, we say, “Be still.” And so we can make ourselves still and when we 
are still, there is no impact of negative or positive. 

But the moment you start being negative and start to think, “Oh, I am so 
hopeless. I am so time inefficient – I sat up last night watching that movie 
instead of doing the final sections of my seminar and then this morning I 
slept in,” the pendulum will show the negative spiral that is going in the 
opposite direction. So, the negative spiral that we talk about is real. The 
negative spiral is the negative energy that goes on and on the more we 
repeat these negative things in our head. And we have to say, “Stop. I am 
okay. I am an okay person and things are going to be absolutely fine.”

Try the pendulum  experiment for yourself. Every object, human or 
inanimate object has got an energy field. The world is made up of energy. 
That is why we have satellites and television. Why we can hear each other 
speak – because there are energy fields. 
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When we feel negative and our body produces a stress reaction, everything 
in your body starts to constrict and prepare your body for a Stress Response. 
Your heart starts to beat faster, your muscles constrict and you get ready 
to run. That is the Stress Response. So if you can imagine every muscle in 
my body – when I am tense, every muscle gets tense. Then every molecule 
in my body starts to vibrate faster. So, it is a bit like putting me inside a 
microwave oven. I start to heat up, I get hot under the collar, I start to 
sweat more and I start to blush when I have a Stress Response.

Imagine every molecule in your body vibrating faster. As a result, every 
molecule out in the air space is going to vibrate faster as well. And this 
change in vibration of this air space is what is picked up by the pendulum 
and it changes the energy field. And that is the reason why we can pick up 
with other people when they are feeling negative and when they are feeling 
positive. A positive person, you gain energy from. A negative person, you 
think, “Oh, remind me not to have coffee with that person again.” Because 
you feel drained with somebody’s negative energy. This energy is very real 
and Sensitive People in particular have very big energy fields. 
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Conclusion

We can change the way we feel by changing the way we think. The 
pendulum is not magic. It is simply a representation. So, my message 
is: you can change the way you feel by changing the way you think. 
And knowing Cognitive Strategies will keep you above Anxiety, above 
Depression and you have to use it continuously.
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Chapter 11

Surviving Unfaithfulness

The purpose of this chapter is to point out the psychological and physical 
reactions a person has when they have been betrayed. We will consider how 
to survive adultery and deal with specifically what happens and what people 
go through when there is a betrayal involving a relationship. There will 
be mistrust. But, it is also important to know that there are many times, 
even within a relationship, you can experience betrayal that is not related 
to infidelity and the feelings can be very much the same. You can actually 
feel betrayed when your partner behaves in a way that is different to what 
you would expect. That might even be something as simple as your partner 
telling her mother that she is pregnant before she tells you. That can also be 
a betrayal – not necessarily infidelity but the feelings can be the same.

Infidelity

What about infidelity? Discovering that there has been infidelity in your 
relationship, even just an emotional infidelity that has not necessarily 
involved sexual involvement, can be absolutely devastating.

You might have noticed signs that things were not quite right. There might 
have been suspicions that you had but you keep on pushing those suspicions 
to one side. You think to yourself, “No that is being silly. I must not think 
like that, I am just overreacting. This can not be happening.” And so, you 
push suspicions down. Then the suspicions might come back when you 
notice again in another situation that things do not quite seem right – you 
can not quite put your finger on it. You berate yourself for having thoughts 
that your partner might be unfaithful. And you get cross with yourself for 
even thinking such a thing because you think, “My partner wouldn’t do 
that, my partner wouldn’t cheat on me like that. He’s a great person, or she’s 
a great person, those are not her values, so it’s just me being silly. We do have 
a good relationship so this could never happen, could it?”
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When  you then start to have doubts, you start to snoop. A partner will 
often snoop like they have never snooped before. They will check things. 
They will not say anything but they will be cross with themselves for 
uncharacteristically being dishonest. They are actually hoping not to find 
anything – they are hoping to find something that will destroy their silly 
suspicions. They do not actually want to find anything to incriminate 
their partner and yet, at the same time, because they have such a strong 
sense that something is wrong, they almost do want to find something to 
validate their feeling. And this is why the partner will keep on snooping. 
They are checking bank accounts and they are watching behavior. They 
will check to see how their partner is on the phone, how long they are 
on the phone and where they leave their phone. They are also watching 
mood. They are doing all of this checking and observing and somehow 
it is reinforcing their suspicion and still they continue suppressing and 
pushing down their suspicions.

The sixth sense

This sixth sense can be most frustrating because you are not quite sure 
if it is a sixth sense or an anxiety. However, women in particular have a 
very, very strong sixth sense to when something is wrong or a bit out of 
character. That is because biologically, women have got a brain that is 
geared for relationship. So, anything to do with relationship threat means 
that a Stress Response will be kicked off and that is what suspicion is – it 
is a Stress Response.

You do not settle down until you actually know for certain that the 
threat has gone. So, women in particular are notorious for having this 
sixth sense of just sensing that something is wrong. She will check for 
inconsistencies. She will ask questions in about twelve different ways to 
check for inconsistencies. She will ask her husband where he is going, 
what he is doing, who he spoke to until it drives him mad. But it is all 
because she is wanting to settle herself down because she has anxiety about 
this weird feeling.
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Sometimes a wife might even feel so strongly with her sixth sense that 
she will challenge her husband and ask, ‘Are you having an affair?’ For 
the sake of ease in this chapter, I will be talking about him having the 
affair and her being betrayed. However, it is equally as common that 
a woman will have an affair and the man will feel equally as betrayed 
if he finds out that his partner or his wife is cheating on him. In fact, 
what I have found in my counseling is that sometimes it can be more 
devastating for a man to discover his wife has had an affair because it is 
contrary behavior to what he believed a woman would do. And so, it can 
happen both ways.

Uncertainty

Uncertainty is always stressful. Uncertainty about anything kicks off a Stress 
Response inside of us. So, when you have an uncertainty about whether or 
not your partner is being unfaithful, you have a Stress Response inside of 
you – we call that a suspicion or doubt – and that Stress Response does not 
actually go away until all the doubt or all the threat is definitely gone. You 
can not relax and that is the reason why, until you know for certain, you 
continue being suspicious. This is the reason why partners keep checking 
or keep asking or keep seeking reassurance until they know for certain that 
the threat has gone.

So somewhere in that process you may discover that there has been 
infidelity. If you discover it for certain or you are told that it did happen 
– no matter how much emotional preparation you have done, no matter 
how much suspicion you have actually had and tried to suppress, you still 
get a shock. You still get traumatized and your body has a complete shock 
reaction. It does not even matter if you knew – the confirmation of it kicks 
off a huge Stress Response in your body.
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Let us consider the analogy of the volcano. If you are living in a country 
where there is a volcano that is rumbling, you see the puffs of smoke and 
the geologists tell you that the volcano is going to erupt and they even 
suggest that you evacuate your village and move somewhere else because 
it is likely to erupt. When that volcano erupts, you still have to experience 
the trauma of it. You can know it is coming, you can do the emotional 
preparation but when it happens, you still experience the physical and 
emotional consequences of finding out for sure.

So there is actually no ‘right’ way to feel when you find out about infidelity. 
In fact, there is nothing ‘right’ to feel at all. People respond in different 
ways but what I have found through counseling many, many people 
through this period of their lives is that it does not really matter whether 
the infidelity was a one-night-stand or long-term affair. It does not matter 
whether it was an emotional betrayal or a sexual betrayal – the response is 
still shocking to the partner who feels betrayed.

The man might say to his wife who has experienced her shock reaction, 
“But don’t worry darling, nothing happened. Yes, I did have feelings for 
another woman.” Or, “Yes, I did get a bit involved with her and took her 
out a few times. And I spent a business trip with her. But don’t worry – 
nothing happened.” Now, what he actually means by that is that there was 
actually no adultery. When a man says, “Nothing happened,” he means 
there was no adultery.

Adultery is a legal term which means that you have penetrative sex with a 
partner who is not your legally married partner. Only one act, one time, 
means you have committed adultery. Now, to a wife something did happen. 
It definitely happened. Even if there is emotional intimacy and not sexual 
intimacy – yes, something certainly happened. And, even if there was 
just touching or kissing, then definitely something has happened. So, any 
intimate contact with another person, to a wife, will mean there has been 
infidelity or unfaithfulness. It really is just a matter of semantics but the 
reaction is still the same. There is still a trauma reaction.
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Example

To explain this I can tell the story of a couple that I saw once for counseling 
some years ago. It was an expatriate couple living here in Singapore. They 
had had a long relationship and had children. One day while tidying up, 
the wife came across quite a long letter by chance and she read it. It was a 
letter from her husband to another woman that, in her mind, constituted 
a love-letter. This had come completely out of the blue. She was someone 
who had not had any suspicion so she was absolutely shocked.

In the letter the husband expressed affection, tenderness and feelings for 
another woman and so she confronted him. He quite openly said, “Yes I 
did have feelings for this other woman,” and that almost compounded her 
shock because he seemed to be quite open about it - he did not deny it. 
The other woman was known to both of them and she lived back in their 
home country. He said, ‘Yes, I do stay in touch with her and so do you. 
She is a friend of us both. There are times when I have been back on a 
business trip and I have stayed at her home.’

And the wife said, ‘But I never knew about this. I didn’t know anything 
about this. Why didn’t you tell me?’ 

And he replied, ‘Well, I didn’t think it was necessary to tell.’

She said, “Well how often has this happened?” 

He said, “On a few occasions it’s happened that I have stayed at her home.” 
And then, through more questioning, she found out that he had been out 
with her – she was a divorced woman – and her children on weekend 
outings. There were times that he had accompanied her to functions when 
he was away at the weekend.
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For her, this meant absolute betrayal because she had been completely 
in the dark. But the husband was saying, “Nothing happened. I never 
was intimate with her. Yes, I hugged her and I kissed her but I was never 
intimate with her.” Her husband explained this to her and to me in 
counseling  that, because ‘nothing had happened’, because he still loved 
his wife and family and never had any intention of leaving them, because 
the wife knew and liked the other woman, he actually did not feel that he 
had been betraying her.

So, she went through all the trauma reactions of a betrayal and he was 
genuinely shocked that his wife was having such a reaction. He was 
genuinely perplexed because he had not had sex with the other woman. 
He had made a deliberate and intentional decision not to betray his 
wife by not having a sexual relationship with her. He had done that in 
a considered way and so, when he realized that his wife was still feeling 
betrayed and that he had been unfaithful to her in an emotional sense; 
that was a whole new journey of discovery for him.

The traumatic reactions that a person will go through when they discover 
infidelity is initially shock and disbelief, even if there had been the 
suspicion beforehand. The shock and disbelief is very much part of a 
trauma reaction. The body experiences a pain that is so intense that you 
actually wonder if you will ever get over it. It is unbelievably intense at 
the time and it is a very physical feeling because your brain is perceiving 
threat. This is a threat to life as you know it. This is a threat to your life 
and everything in it as you have become accustomed to it.

Responses to betrayal

The brain perceiving a threat will kick off a huge Stress Response which 
is what creates all the physical responses. Initially, you fluctuate between 
wanting to know more information and wanting to run away and not think 
about this ever again. This intensity comes in waves because sometimes 
the brain shuts off – as it does in trauma – and allows you a few minutes 
or a few hours of respite so that you do not think about it and your body 
can actually cope with the intensity. But, then it surges back again.
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So, a wife going through trauma will have these intense waves of pain and 
physical reactions and it may cause her husband to be perplexed – like this 
other gentleman in the example. Sometimes the man will even think, “She 
is putting this on.  She’s putting this on to make me feel bad.” However, 
nobody but nobody ever wants to feel that bad. Nobody puts that on. You 
do not even know how to “put it on” so intensely.

With these intense reactions, as physical as they are – you can tremble 
and you can quiver – you just can not think straight. You cannot eat 
and you cannot rest. You can actually only think of the threat that you 
have just found out about. You might become extremely angry and 
uncharacteristically pummel your partner in an absolute fury because this 
is part of the Adrenalin Response - the need to fight. Or you might be 
really upset and sob and wail. You might even do both.

As the waves wash over you, you go up and down with both of these 
responses. You will find yourself snooping now more than ever. You will 
check bank statements and you will check phone accounts. You will 
check your partner’s wallet. You will go through bedside drawers, through 
clothing, toiletries bags – you will check whatever you can. And the reason 
that you do this, even though you feel bad about it because it is not normal 
for you to do this, is because your trust has been broken and you are trying 
to make sense of what has happened.

Life is not as you knew it yesterday. Whenever there is a trauma – whenever 
any trauma is experienced – what we need to do as humans is to make 
sense of what happens. We are trying to put the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle 
together to see what has happened, why it has happened and to justify the 
strong reaction you have to it.

You will ask questions. Oh, how you ask questions. You will ask questions 
until you drive your partner to complete distraction. You ask questions 
because you are continually thinking of things that do not make sense and 
you are trying to find those pieces that you can put into the puzzle so that 
the picture becomes clearer. I have to explain to people in the counseling 
setting that this is absolutely normal. There are going to be questions on 
day two and day three that were not asked on day one because you can not 
think of everything all at once. You keep thinking of different questions.
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This is not necessarily to catch the partner out. It is more to try and make 
sense of what happened. Are the responses painful to hear? Absolutely. 
Is it uncomfortable for the one who has been unfaithful to give answers? 
Absolutely. It is very awkward to give those answers. But, because 
uncertainty is more painful than knowing, it is so important at this time, 
if you intend to restore your relationship, to tell the truth and to give the 
answers. If you do not give the answers, your betrayed partner is going to be 
thinking about and imagining many, many, many different options about 
what might have happened with the little bits and pieces of information 
that she has got. This will be worse and she will be more traumatized.

So, as painful and as difficult as it is for the betrayer to give information, I 
always say, “Give it.” Give it spontaneously and give it freely. Do not hold 
back just because you think your wife might be too hurt. She can not hurt 
any more than she already does. The more information she has, the more 
her brain can picture what happened and the more she can settle down.

At a time like this it may be, if you are the wife, that you will feel very 
aggrieved, particularly if you had suspicions and you squashed them down. 
When you have suspicions and you squash them down, it is because you 
are thinking, “I can trust him. I believe him. He wouldn’t do this to me.” 
Then you find out that he did. Actually he was not doing it to you. That 
is another important thing I try to bring out in counseling. He does not 
actually do this to the wife - he did it and it hurt the wife but he did not 
do this to hurt the wife.

But it feels to her that, “You did this to me and I trusted you and I was 
pushing down all my suspicions and I was still believing in you. And now 
I find out that my instincts are right.” You will feel aggrieved because you 
will feel as though you trusted him more than your own instincts and 
now you feel a fool. If you did not have any suspicions at all then it is still 
bad because then you feel to yourself, “He was duping me all of that time 
and he was so convincing in his betrayal that here’s me going on with life 
as normal and it is not normal at all.” Then you will feel stupid as well 
because you have been so duped. 
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Heaven forbid if you ever questioned. If you at any time had said, ‘Are 
you having an affair?’ or, ‘Is there someone else?’ and you were told, “No.” 
In this case, you find out you were lied to. This is even more damaging. 
If you were lied to, you have to deal with being deceived as well as being 
betrayed. This is in fact a double whammy.

At a time like this, the wife, being female is very likely to seek out another 
female that she trusts to talk to. It might be a girlfriend, it might be a sister 
or it might be a mother. But a man can be very embarrassed at a time like 
this because she will go and talk to somebody else. The reason why she 
does it is because women process what they feel and process what they are 
going to do about their feelings by talking. Women are like that – they 
need to talk things through. If she does not go and talk to somebody 
else, it is usually because she feels shame or embarrassment. She feels that 
somehow this betrayal reflects on her because it means that she is some 
sort of unloving or unattractive wife. It reflects on her so she does not 
want anybody to know.

She will want to talk – absolutely. But, if she does not want to talk to 
a girlfriend and she does not have anybody else that she trusts enough, 
the person she will want to talk to is her partner. That is the person she 
normally turns to to talk and for comfort. And yet the partner is the very 
person that she perceives as giving her all the pain. So this really becomes 
an impossible time for couples because they hurt, they each have their 
own emotions and they can not turn to each other for support because 
there is so much intensity.

Each of them often go through the conflicting emotions of, “I love you,” 
and, “I hate you.” The wife will fluctuate – “I love him” and “I loath him.” 
And the husband will fluctuate between wanting to be with her out of love 
or out of obligation. There are going to be times during this process that 
he will be so frustrated by his wife and get so fed up with her reactions 
and her questioning that he will not want to be with her anyway. And so 
he goes through equally as many waves of ‘I love you’ and ‘I hate you’ as 
the wife does.
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Trauma

Because of these conflicting emotions there is so much confusion in the 
home and so much pain and so much sleep-deprivation that you actually 
feel as though you can barely function. This is again consistent with 
trauma. If ever you have been through any other trauma – earthquake, 
car crash – you know that, at the time of trauma, the only thing you can 
think about is the thing that is causing you threat. This is how our bodies 
are geared. We are geared to be ever mindful of the threat lest it kill us. It 
is really no different to the zebra that has been startled by the noise and 
now remains hyper-vigilant – constantly checking if the lion is around – 
in case it gets eaten.

During any time of stress or trauma, our brain stays tuned to what the 
threat is – you have got to stay awake because the threat comes at night as 
well. And that is the reason why we have these reactions. It is very difficult 
at a time like this to be normal with friends and family. It is very difficult 
to care for children. So I say to couples, ‘Your children aren’t going to be 
terribly affected by this because it’s a period that you will pass through if 
you are aiming to restore your relationship. You will not have to worry 
about the fact that your children need to go to therapy when they are 
twenty because you didn’t nurture them or take them to the playground 
this particular week.’ And that can be reassuring.

Restoring the relationship?

It is a terribly difficult time though because the one to whom you normally 
turn for comfort is the source of your pain and so you feel comforted by no 
one and you feel as though you will never get through this. Paradoxically, 
this can be a time when there is restored sexual intimacy with a couple. 
Again this is part of the confusion because what happens with the trauma 
of the discovery of infidelity is that you feel so much emotion and you 
express so much emotion and you get so angry or so upset. You talk 
and talk and talk so much about what is going on that, very often, your 
emotional intimacy is restored. You talk more with your partner than you 
have done for years.
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Because you have restored emotional intimacy – because intimacy is 
simply talking about what is inside head and heart – and when you feel 
as though you can talk freely – yes there is going to be a whole lot of 
anger and upset – but you are getting it out there. You say things about 
your relationship that you have not said in a long time and, because 
there is nothing to lose, you put it all out on the table. And so, you 
have this restored emotional intimacy. And that, typically, will lead to 
restored sexual intimacy.

Couples will say to me, ‘I am so confused by this. Is this wrong?’ 

I ask them, ‘Is this wrong? Why should it be wrong? This is a time of 
restored emotional intimacy and feeling a whole lot of emotion. You are a 
married couple – go for it.’ 

Because, every time there is restored sexual intimacy, chemically there is a 
sense of bonding and that can be very healing at a time of infidelity.

A couple will discuss whether or not they should split up at this time. 
Typically I say to them, “Do not split up yet. You might split up – I do 
not know what the outcome of this is going to be – but do not split up 
yet. Stay with it. Stay with the pain and at least get through the first six 
weeks.” Trauma takes about six weeks for the stress chemicals to leave 
your body and for your thinking to become clear enough to start to make 
a decision. But preferably, ten or twelve weeks – I talk about the magical 
three months. And I say, “Because, during these first three months, you 
will have impaired thinking and you will change your mind about forty 
or fifty times.”

I described waves before. You go through waves of, “I love him,” and, 
“I hate him.” When you go through those waves, you will go through 
thought processes of, “I can’t stand this. I have to leave.” Then you will 
have another wave of, “No I don’t. I love him so I want to stay and fight 
for this.” If you continue changing your mind and you think it is a final 
decision, then on top of everything else you feel fickle and stupid for not 
being able to stick to a decision.
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So I say to couples, “Do it this way. Here’s discovery day and here’s 
decision day three months down. So do not make a decision until here, 
until three months down the track. Experience all the pain in between. 
Experience the waves. Experience the ups and downs and say to yourself, 
“I do not have to make a decision until then because Karen’s told me 
to only make it in three month’s time.” Blame me! It’s good to blame 
someone else at a time like this. “Karen told me not to make a decision. 
And that means I am allowed to change my mind fifty times in between 
– and that is normal.” 

That can be very reassuring, particularly if there is going to be other people 
involved. Because of the problem with impaired thinking – which is 
actually very chemical, your brain is filled with so much Adrenalin during 
this time of stress that you really can not think straight. It is not just a 
saying – it is genuine. That is why you can not concentrate much at work. 
But particularly when your decision involves other people and children, it 
is important not to split up too soon.

At this time, women will typically say to me that they lose their sense of 
self. It is very common that a woman, throughout her marriage will have 
said to herself and to girlfriends and even to her husband, “I would never 
stand for that behavior.” Particularly if they know other couples that it 
has happened to. The wife says, ‘That is totally unacceptable. If you ever 
cheated on me husband, I would pack my bags and leave. Don’t you worry 
about that.’ And it is more common these days that women pack their 
bags and leave because they have more independence; they have financial 
independence and they have more assertiveness. It is different to when my 
mum was growing up and the wife was at home with children and was 
financially dependant.
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So, if that has always been her value – if that has been her belief that, “I 
would pack my bags and go if you ever cheated on me,” now she is faced 
with this dilemma. He has cheated on me and I have this strong urge that 
I want to go. One, because the Adrenalin gives me a Flight Response – 
‘get me out of here’. But also because this is what I believe I should do. 
And yet, she almost stops in her tracks and thinks, “But I do not want to 
go. I love him. I loved him yesterday and I actually love him today even 
though I have found out. I do not want this marriage to end. We’ve got 
a history, we’ve got years together, we’ve got children. I do not want this 
marriage to end and I do not want my children to be without their father 
because that is another very strong value that I have. I do not want to be a 
single parent. I didn’t come into this marriage to be a single parent. We’ve 
been parenting together until now that I have discovered this so I haven’t 
suddenly changed and wanted to become a sole mum. Why should all 
these happen simply because he’s been the selfish one and gone out and 
got himself involved with another woman?”

So then she will think, “We can get through this and I can let go of this and 
then our life can resume.” That is the reason why a woman will say, “Hold 
on here, I don’t want to split up, I want to stay and fight.” But then she 
goes through the dilemma of, “Now I am weak. Now I am becoming one 
of these women who can not get up and walk away. Now I am one of these 
women who’s breaking my own value about what I have always believed 
I should do in a situation like this. Now I am giving him permission to 
go out and be unfaithful because I am just one of these door-mat women 
who will stay.” “I can not live without you, behave however you like.” This 
is the dilemma and the constant to-ing and fro-ing that goes on in the 
mind of the betrayed partner.

She will also think, “If I stay – and I want to stay – I have to deal with this. 
I have to put up with all of this pain. I have to work through this. And it’s 
not fair. I didn’t ask for all this pain. I didn’t do anything wrong.” That is 
what she feels at that time. So she has this ‘It’s not fair’ feeling.
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It is also common that the wife will think, “I have been so judgmental 
in the past. I have seen this happen to other couples. I never believed it 
would happen to me. I have just become another statistic. What does 
this mean about my relationship? My relationship is no more special than 
anybody else’s and I always thought it was.” And there is this grief – this 
loss of knowing that your relationship really is not any more special than 
the next person’s and that causes the wife to feel so angry. But she also 
recognizes in herself a judgment that she has had about other couples 
and a judgment that she has given to other girlfriends and other wives 
who, after infidelity, have stayed with their husbands. She realizes that she 
has thought to herself, “I’d never do that. Poor them. Aren’t they stupid 
staying with a husband who’s been cheating on them?” And now, here she 
is in exactly the same situation.

So you can see that there is this multitude of conflicting and confusing 
emotions that a betrayed partner goes through trying to deal with the 
trauma of this threat.

When the wife betrays the husband

This chapter has been about her being betrayed and him being a betrayer. 
It certainly does happen the other way around and what I have found in 
counseling sessions – and this is to give no permission to anybody – is 
that a woman seems to be more able to forgive a husband who has strayed 
than a man does a woman who has strayed. It seems to go against the 
whole grain of his manhood that a wife should have an affair or to be with 
somebody else.

Yet, I am unsure whether it is that a woman thinks, “Okay, all men do this 
from time to time,” or whether it is to do with the fact that she nurtures 
and wants her family to stay intact; that she is prepared to stay and fight 
and keep a husband with her. But a man has very painful emotions when 
he finds out that he has been betrayed.
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I will also add that a man does not tend to have the suspicion that goes 
on beforehand because a man is not so astute. He is not so observant or 
tuned in to relationship threat. And so, a woman can often get away with 
an affair more than a man can. He does not have the early suspicion.

The intensity of feeling

Let us consider again the intensity of feeling – this thought, this threat, 
this situation does not leave you. The intensity is so strong that many 
wives will ask husband to leave home after a discovery. It may not be at 
the moment of, “Pack your bags and get out,” but even after a few days, 
it might be, “I need you to leave home for a while.” If I get asked this 
question, I say, “No, that is okay. I am okay with that because leaving 
home for a few days does not mean the break up of a marriage – what it 
means is a time for things to settle.” If you are constantly in each other’s 
presence at this time that you are almost allergic to one another - and 
just being in each other’s presence creates a Stress Response – sometimes, 
being in separate locations for a few hours each day can be helpful - and 
you actually get a better sleep.

If the wife does not ask husband to leave because she perhaps does 
not want children to be disrupted or she does not want anybody else 
to know, she keeps on going as though things are normal when they 
are absolutely not normal. In this situation, it is common that she 
will later really regret not having kicked her husband out – as it were 
– even for a few days or for a week or so. This is because, later on, she 
recognizes that things going on as normal may indicate that this really 
was not a big deal to her. Or she fears that he might think that this was 
not a big deal. If it was not a big deal, doesn’t that mean he will think, 
“Oh she’s just so forgiving. She got over it. Not a problem. I can go 
out and do it again.”
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So she fears that husband might think that her recovering from 
the infidelity and not making a big deal about it actually gives him 
permission. Now, that is not the case. I have found consistently that 
husbands do know that it is a big deal. But that is the wife’s fear and 
so sometimes, the wife has to actually go through the process of saying, 
‘Please leave – I need my space. Let me think and we’ll review this over 
the next few days.’ It might only be that he leaves home for a week but, 
it is worth the expense.

So, whether the husband leaves home or not, we are still left with this 
time-frame of about ten to twelve weeks. I talk to couples about D1 
and D2.

D1 is Discovery Day and D2 is Decision Day. Your trauma occurs 
on Discovery Day and if you are asked to make a decision about this 
marriage on the day of discovery your answer would probably be, “No, 
I do not want this – too painful. I can not deal with it.” Everything that 
happened in the marriage beforehand now makes no difference – there 
is no impact on all of that history. This is the time of the pain, and that 
is why I say to couples, “Do not make a decision on D1. Make the 
decision on D2 and observe everything that happens in between. Your 
decision at D2 is going to be based on how you feel about each other 
between these two days.”

D2 does not mean, “We’re back to normal and everything is all right.” 
D2 is simply the decision of “Yes, I am prepared to re-commit and to try 
and get this relationship back on track.” That is only the beginning of the 
process of getting your relationship back on track but you actually need 
this three months of limbo time to find out.
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During those ten to twelve weeks, I say to the betrayed partner, “Just 
observe. Just observe your feelings.” If it is the wife who has been betrayed, 
I say, “Just observe, is he supportive of you. Is he willing to provide 
information to you? Is he attending to your needs or is he impatient when 
you ask questions? Is he rude? Does he lack empathy? Can he see your 
perspective? Does he care about your feelings? Does he treat you with 
respect? Does he speak to you kindly? Does he comfort you when you 
get upset or is he dismissive when you ask for reassurance? Does he get 
frustrated or put you down when you ask for reassurance? Does he do 
the, ‘Oh no, not this again – You’re bringing up this topic again?’ Is he 
able to see your perspective?” These are the questions that I ask the wife to 
just observe. Just observe how you feel because, if you feel more positive 
than negative, in these months between D1 and D2, then there is a very 
good chance your relationship will continue on fine. There is still work to 
do – remember D2 is not, “Oh, we’re back to normal and everything’s all 
right.” D2 is, “Yes, I really want to work on this relationship.”

However, if you feel really negative and dismissed and if you feel put down 
and completely disrespected, disregarded and not considered, then you 
may not make a decision at D2 that you want to try. What is interesting is 
that, even though on D1 – if a wife discovers betrayal and at that moment 
she feels threatened by her husband being with somebody else or by her 
life not ever being the same again, what actually happens in the ten to 
twelve weeks between D1 and D2 is that she also recognizes – as things 
start to settle and as she is observing all of these feelings – that she too can 
make a decision. It is not just her thinking, “Oh, will he choose me or 
not?” At the end she can think, “You know what? He’s treated me really 
badly. He’s treated me really shabbily. Not just at D1 but at all the time 
in between. And now I am at D2, and you know what? Thanks but no 
thanks. I do not want this relationship.”
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Example

So, even if the betrayer is saying, “I want to try again and I am sorry. Let’s 
work on this relationship,” she might say, “Thanks but no thanks.” I had 
a situation not so long ago where a woman had an affair and the husband 
was devastated to find out. He came first for counseling because he had 
just discovered this. He was absolutely traumatized; reviewing the whole 
relationship. It was almost as though he was reviewing the relationship for 
the first time – his life had gone on and there was work and business travel 
and children and lots of activity but this affair that he found out about 
actually made him stop and examine the relationship.

Through the process of counseling – they came together and he came several 
times on his own – he actually identified that he was quite unhappy in 
the relationship and had been for some time. He was thinking to himself, 
“She has always been a bit of a nag. She does really frustrate me. Maybe 
I do not want this relationship after all.” During the counseling process, 
she blamed him for her affair. He was saying to himself and to me, “How 
come I get the blame? Is she not responsible for her own actions?”

So it was a very interesting process of evaluation for him and, at the end of 
ten weeks, he said, “Thanks but no thanks. I do not want this relationship.” 
He said to me, “She’s blamed me. She’s shown no empathy. She hasn’t seen 
my perspective. It’s all been my fault.” And he said, “I think her having an 
affair has actually been a favor to me. It’s made me check out our relationship 
and I do not want it. Best of all – she’s given me a reason to leave.”

Is a woman more likely to have an affair if she knows that her husband 
has?

That can happen because it can become a tit-for-tat thing. It is a, “You 
have, so I will too.” However, if that happens, I find that it is not a genuine 
relationship. It is more going out and picking someone up so that she can 
hurt the husband back. It is a retaliation and, “I want you to hurt as much 
as you’ve hurt me.”
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I call this ‘the retaliation affair’ and what is interesting is that, if that does 
happen, couples will very often work through that successfully because 
they can each see that it was a retaliation and they can each see that it was, 
“Okay, well now we’re both hurt and we’re on an even footing. We’ve both 
had an experience outside of the marriage. Now, let’s start again.”

There are, of course, many betrayed partners who couldn’t even contemplate 
doing that, even as a retaliation because it just is not in their nature to 
retaliate in that way.

Is an affair a symptom of the relationship having another problem?

The answer to this is confusing because it is yes and no. If it is ‘yes’, there is 
sometimes that a relationship is deteriorating and a partner feels unloved 
and will seek attention, consideration and care from another partner. 
Initially it is probably emotional and then it evolves into an affair. However, 
there are many occasions that I have come across where a partner has had 
an affair and it actually has not got anything to do with the relationship. 
It might be a need for a bit of excitement; a bit of stimulation. It might be 
because ‘I could get away with it.’ It is extraordinary the number of times 
a man has tried to explain to his wife, “This is not about you. This is about 
me and a need that I had or wanted to explore.” 

And I also have to try and say to the wife, “This actually is not about you. 
He loves you. He had no intention of leaving you but he could get away 
with it because there was no factor saying, ‘You must not.’” 

And the wife will say, “But does that not mean he’s having his cake and 
eating it too?” 

I reply, “Yes, I suppose that is the case but that does not mean that he does 
not love you and it does not mean that he is not attracted to you and it 
does not mean he doesn’t think you are a beautiful woman. He doesn’t 
think that you are a nagging, horrible wife. He loves you and he was 
interested in somebody else as well.”
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That raises the question of – can you love two people? And the answer 
is – absolutely. You can love two people, you can love two women, 
you can love three children. In our society, particularly if you do in 
fact love, our society demands that you do make a decision and have a 
monogamous relationship.

The person who has been betrayed often thinks, 
“What did I do wrong?”

This is the initial question every time. “What did I do wrong? Didn’t I love 
enough? Didn’t I look after myself enough? Was I too horrible? Did I nag? 
Did I not make love enough?”

It is a very common response and it is because, when you go through 
trauma, your thinking becomes impaired, your stress levels go up, your 
Serotonin levels go down – Serotonin is the good-feeling chemical we 
have in our brain – and the moment your Serotonin level drops, your 
self-esteem drops. It is basically a biological equation. Then, because 
your self-esteem drops, you ask all these questions of ‘What did I do 
wrong?’ It generally takes this length of time for your self-esteem to be 
restored enough for the betrayed to say, ‘This wasn’t about me. This was 
about her.’

The betrayed partner – wife or husband - might feel that their partner 
does not love them enough to respect the marriage vows of, “I agree not 
to be unfaithful to you.” They took the opportunity to do something as 
a one-off outside the marriage. It certainly feels like that at the time and 
that is what needs to be talked about during these weeks of discussion 
that go on. When you take marriage vows, you make a commitment. 
The commitment is made publicly and that is why we have a wedding 
ceremony or we have other people present – this is a public commitment 
which is, ‘I intend to choose you as my partner for the rest of my life.’ 
That is an intention – you can not actually say whether you will or will not 
because you do not know the future – but it is an intention.
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And so, every day you actually decide to go home to that partner. A 
commitment is a decision that you follow through every day. Every day 
you decide to go home to that partner – you park your car in that drive, 
you go inside that house, you say hello to those children, you have a meal 
with that partner and you go to bed with that partner – that is a daily 
decision. You may not realize it is a daily decision but it is because nobody 
forces you to do that. Nobody holds a gun to your head and says, ‘You’ve 
got to go home to that wife.’
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Conclusion

On the day that you decide to go home and park your car in another 
driveway and have a meal with another partner and sleep in a bed with 
another partner – that is the day you are not fulfilling a committed 
decision. So, can you come back from that? That is the discussion in the 
next chapter – can you recover from infidelity?

The chapter will say, yes you can, because you can say, ‘That was a mistake. 
I made a mistake. That decision I made on that day was pretty darn stupid 
and so can I please let you know my intention to come back and continue 
to make this decision?’

The hurt is absolute and the pain and the trauma is, “You have behaved 
differently to what I expected and I thought that our marriage vows 
meant you would always be faithful to me. And so, the whole thing about 
marriage vows gets reviewed at a time of infidelity. A future gets discussed 
– what is my intention in the future?

The discovery of adultery is a particularly painful experience for 
all involved. 
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Chapter 12

Surviving Suspicion

This chapter is about recovering from betrayal; a lengthy process that 
requires letting go of suspicion. We will look at the topic of learning to 
trust after infidelity - rebuilding trust, when you have made a decision 
after betrayal to commit again to your relationship and to get on with it; 
to get back on track. 

There are three important ingredients in a close relationship and those 
three ingredients are respect and trust and intimacy. If any one of those 
ingredients is missing, your relationship will be a little bit wobbly. If any 
two are missing, it starts to feel as though things are going down hill and 
if three ingredients are missing, then basically you will feel as though you 
do not have a relationship at all, because after all, what is a relationship 
without trust, or respect, or intimacy?

When there has been the discovery of infidelity, all those three things 
go out the window and that is the reason why people have such a strong 
trauma reaction because there is this sense that, “Life as I knew it is over. 
This relationship isn’t as I thought it was. These three things don’t exist 
anymore and therefore there isn’t a relationship anymore.” That is how it 
feels on the day of discovery. It is the loss of all three and it is the threat of 
things being different now.

Restoring trust

Of those three, trust is in fact the hardest to restore. You can restore intimacy, 
you can restore emotional intimacy, you can restore sexual intimacy. You 
can restore respect because from this moment onwards, if you are treated 
well and if you treat the other person well, there will be mutual respect. It 
is to do with kindness and consideration and considering the other person’s 
perspective and their point of view and considering their feelings. 
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What is the hardest to regain is trust. Everyone knows the expression that 
trust has to be earned. Also true. But you can be as trustworthy as you like 
but your partner still may not trust you. This is because trust comes from 
within you. It is because of this difficulty of regaining trust, that there is 
often a lot of conflict and misunderstanding during a time of a restoration 
of a relationship.

Doctor Rosie King is a Sydney-based general practitioner and also a very 
well known sex therapist. She writes for some of the magazines in Australia 
and people call her Doctor Rosie. We have a book by Doctor Rosie which 
we recommend to people called, ‘Good Loving, Great Sex’. In this book, 
she talks at some length about breach of trust, about betrayal and about 
the restoration of trust. And she describes the building of trust early in a 
relationship as similar to building a sandcastle. 

Imagine a couple working together to build a sandcastle early in the 
relationship. They are doing things together, they are trusting one 
another. It is like building the sandcastle together and packing it with 
damp, firm sand. Every time you are where you say you are going to 
be and every time you do what you say you are going to do, it is like 
stacking on another bucketful of damp, firm sand. So at the end, your 
sandcastle looks terrific. It is really grand, it is really solid. This solid 
sandcastle can even put up with a bit of wind and the occasional wave 
that comes along and just washes away a few grains because it is actually 
a very strong sandcastle. 

But Doctor Rosie then describes that over the lifetime of a relationship, 
if there are some little suspicions or some small betrayals or some times 
when you feel really let down and it is not really resolved, it is a bit 
like kicking the sandcastle and smashing away bits of it. And unless the 
repair is done, the sandcastle gets weakened. It is not as strong as it was 
before and does not even look the same. It is still standing there until 
one day, a big betrayal is like the tidal wave that comes in and washes 
that sandcastle away.
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To rebuild trust, means rebuilding the sandcastle. But what you find, she 
writes, is that sometimes you feel as though you are building the sandcastle 
on your own. You are not working at it together and that is tougher. All 
your implements got washed out with the tidal wave so you no longer 
have a bucket and a spade; you have just got your hands and the sand isn’t 
firm and compact anymore. It is powdery and fluffy and keeps blowing 
away and you find you can not build this sandcastle. 

This is an analogy which is very visual and very descriptive because 
sometimes you feel as though you are trying to build a sandcastle with a 
teaspoon. And what this analogy describes is that trust does not just damage 
a relationship. It actually damages the ability to trust in a relationship – it 
is two things. With betrayal comes the loss of trust and the loss of ability 
to trust.

The question is often asked of me, “Should I tell, or should I not tell?” 
To tell or not to tell, that is the question. In the previous chapter we said 
that there are two feelings that can go with infidelity. One is the feeling of 
betrayal – that is when there is an act of. And the other one is deception 
– when you have been lied to. So, it is very common in a case of infidelity 
that there are both. Betrayal is not the same as deception. They are two 
different feelings, they are two different causes, they are two different 
offences and there are different consequences as well. 

Deception

If a man has lied to his wife about infidelity or about being with another 
woman and then she subsequently finds out, he has more work to do 
because he does not have to help her just recover from the betrayal, he has 
to help her recover from the feeling of being deceived as well. His lies are 
in fact worse than the betrayal itself. And that comes as a real surprise to 
many people. “How come the lies are worse, I thought the act of betrayal 
was the worst?”
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The reason why the lies are worse is because the lies infiltrate past, present 
and future. What happens when you have lied is that your partner is likely 
to think, “If you’ve lied to me in the past and I’ve believed you because 
you’ve been so convincing, then what other things have you lied to me 
about that I don’t know.” She will also think, “If you’ve lied to me and I 
have believed you, then how many other things are you going to tell me 
in the future that I will also believe, but they won’t be true?” There is a 
feeling of, “Nothing is as I thought it was. Nothing is as it seems,” and 
it goes right across the relationship, past, present and future. And that is 
what is so scary.

It suddenly feels like the relationship is a sham because it feels like, “This 
is what I thought it was and this is the person I thought I was married 
to and now nothing is as it seems.” That is the unsettling bit. That is the 
bit that causes a person to be traumatized. A woman in particular – we 
know because of her female brain – is more tuned in to relationships. 
Her identity is based on the relationship she has with her man, whereas 
the man’s identity is based on his ability to provide and protect. So when 
a woman feels that her relationship is falling apart, she also feels that her 
whole identity is falling apart. That is the reason why the betrayed woman 
has so much trouble resurrecting self-esteem and making a decision to 
keep going.

The wife will ask many questions and will drive her partner to distraction. 
She will ask about who he has been with, where he has been, what time 
he is coming home, who he is talking to on the phone, who he has 
spoken to during the day. Husband will feel extremely checked up on, 
scrutinized and cornered. He will have all of these feelings. Often, when 
he knows that he needs to respond to her questions, he actually does not 
want to tell. He does not want to tell everything and in counseling he 
will explain, “I don’t want to hurt her feelings, so I don’t really want to 
tell her all the details.”
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In this case, I will say, “Well, I believe you that you don’t want to hurt her 
feelings but you’ve already hurt her feelings. Her feelings are as hurt as 
they possibly could be and now she’s trying to seek information to put the 
pieces of the puzzle together. And if you don’t tell her the answers and she 
finds out afterwards, to her it’s going to feel like a lie and that increases the 
feeling of being deceived.”

I also mention that, “If you don’t tell the whole story, it’s not just that 
you’re trying not to hurt her feelings, it’s also that you’re trying to avoid 
the consequences of what might happen if she knew the whole story. 
So, you’re trying to minimize the consequences. There is still a risk in 
telling all but there is also a risk in not telling all. The risk is, is that you 
continue to perpetuate the deception. And your partner will be very 
astute to that.”

It may also be, if a husband does not tell all the details, that he genuinely 
may not remember. 

Example

During counseling, a gentleman once said to me, “I don’t remember all 
the details because I never intended telling my wife all the things I did 
with my girlfriend. So why on earth would I remember all the details?” 
Now, if he says that to wife; to a wife that makes no sense at all because if 
the wife was in the same position, she would remember every detail. She 
would go over and over it in her mind. She would remember every detail 
and dwell on it. So, when husband says, “I don’t remember”, or, “I don’t 
know”, to her that sounds like he is withholding something, and to her 
that sounds like a lie.
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Lie of omission

If the husband does not tell the entire story, we call that a lie of omission. 
And a lie of omission feels like, “You’re withholding something. There’s 
something you’re not telling me.” That in fact constitutes a lie. But 
it can be disguised because a person can say, “Well, I didn’t actually 
lie to you. I didn’t tell you an untruth. There was just some stuff I 
didn’t tell you.” But similarly, it constitutes a lie because it still feels 
as though you are being deceived and when you are trying to restore 
a relationship and restore trust, lying or omitting to tell – same as a 
lie - can be a real problem.

Rebuilding the relationship

Now, in the work of rebuilding a relationship, two people have to do the 
work. Even though initially one feels the victim and one feels dreadful, two 
people have to do the work. Both the husband and the wife have to make 
very deliberate and very conscious decisions to work on this relationship. 
The previous chapter mentioned D1 and D2. The decision at D2 is, “Yes, 
I will commit to this relationship.” If two people are saying that, then 
starts the work. This next section will consider the work.

Let us say again that it is the wife who has been betrayed. She wants to 
trust. She really, genuinely wants to trust. She does not want to feel this 
pain of not trusting. It was much easier for her before when she trusted 
100%. It will be true that she cannot trust if there has been deception. She 
will be filled with doubt and she will have suspicion and her brain will be 
constantly on alert; on guard for inconsistencies. She will have suspicious 
thoughts all of the time, whether her husband is there or not there, she 
will have suspicious thoughts. She will be seeking reassurance and she will 
want to still keep checking things in order to check that she can trust. That 
is just the way it is.
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Her husband may not understand that because her husband will interpret 
those doubts, those suspicions, those negative thoughts as, “Oh, you don’t 
trust me.” If he has recommitted and said, “Yes, we’re going to work on 
this relationship,” he will be saying to her, “You can trust me. Just trust 
me.” That, to the woman who has been betrayed and deceived is laughable. 
Like, “What do you mean, just trust you? I’m going through the biggest 
time of mistrust that I’ve ever been through.” 

It does not happen that fast and that is the reason why the betrayed wife 
must make a decision to trust. It is her job to make a conscious and a 
deliberate decision to trust every time. Every time there is a suspicious jab, 
every time she has a suspicious thought or a doubt or a negative thought, 
she has to make her brain think, “I can trust. We’ve made a commitment. 
We’re working on this. I am going to decide to trust him, even though that 
suspicious jab has already happened.”

She has to remind herself at those times of the positive things that have 
happened in the relationship since the recommitment, and she has to 
replace in her mind, fear with reality. She has to be able to say to herself, 
“He has done this and he has done that, and he has reassured me of this 
and he has told me about that, and we’ve done this together and we’ve had 
that intimacy. I’m going to trust him.” This is a real conflict between what 
your body feels and what your head thinks because it is only when you 
make a decision to trust, and that is reinforced by a partner’s actions, that 
the suspicions drop and the feelings of trust can come back. If you wait 
to feel trusting without this work, it will never happen because feelings of 
trust never just come back. 

The biology

There is a biological component to this in terms of deciding to trust. If 
you have read previous chapters, you will know that the brain consists of 
two main parts. The Cortex does the thinking and deep within the brain, 
about the size of a small fist, is the Limbic System that does the feeling. 
Every stimuli, every sense that comes in from the outside, passes initially 
through the Limbic System which then appraises our environment for 
danger. This Limbic System contains the Amygdala - our fear centre. It is 
responsible for our preservation instinct.
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Imagine the zebra. If the zebra hears a noise, the fear centre triggers off 
a Stress Response and the Sympathetic Nervous System of the body 
produces Adrenalin and the zebra runs. We know that startled response 
and we know that that is the preservation instinct. That happens at micro-
second speed. It is the fastest mechanism in the body because there has 
been an appraisal of threat. At the same time, the Amygdala is sending a 
message to the Cortex to think, “Is this situation dangerous? No, or Yes?” 
This has happened in case it is ‘Yes’. Your body gets ready for a Stress 
Response in case there is a threat.

When the zebra recognizes, “No, there is no threat. That noise is only a 
deer in the grass,” it activates the brakes; the brakes in the body. This is 
the Parasympathetic Nervous System and this stops the flow of Adrenalin 
and restores the body to calm. So the zebra, when it realizes that it is only 
a deer in the grass, can slow down again and stop. But for another little 
while, perhaps fifteen or twenty minutes, that Adrenalin in the body keeps 
the zebra on high alert. He remains hyper-vigilant for danger, just in case 
the threat returns.

If however, the zebra recognizes, “Yes there is danger, yes there is a lion 
in the grass,” there will be more messages to the Sympathetic Nervous 
System to continue to produce Adrenalin with which the zebra keeps on 
running and keeps fleeing from the lion.

In the human response, these things are happening all of the time. For 
example, we can walk around the corner, bump into someone, and go, 
“Oh, sorry,” and then restore to calm when we recognize there is no 
danger. If however, we know we are running late for a meeting and our 
brain is thinking, “Yes there’s a problem, I’m running late for the meeting,” 
your body will produce more and more Adrenalin. This is the worked 
up feeling and you will continue to get worked up until you get to the 
meeting (by which time you are feeling very worked up). We call that 
anxious, or embarrassed. After you have been at the meeting for an hour, 
the Adrenalin drains away and you get back to normal. So, these are the 
biological responses that are occurring. 
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Now, when there has been the threat of your relationship and life as you 
knew it, and when your brain knows that it was indeed true, this is the 
awareness, the picture in the brain that causes your body to produce 
Adrenalin. This is what upsets your equilibrium. It is this Adrenalin that 
causes our trauma responses and the more you think about it as a threat, 
the more your body is going to produce Adrenalin and the more upset or 
angry you are going to be.

When I am working with a couple and explaining to a betrayed person that 
he or she must make a decision to trust, it is about saying to themselves, 
using the thinking part of your brain, “No, there is no threat. No, there 
is no danger.” But, what happens is that this response from the Limbic 
System occurs first. 

Example

Imagine the betrayed wife who is working on the relationship with husband. 
She rings her husband at work and the hand phone rings a few times and 
then shuts off. She will immediately have an Adrenalin Response. That 
comes from the limbic level – the Limbic System appraises there is some 
sort of danger. Is it irrational? Yes. But, it is there anyway; particularly as 
the threat has been a real threat. 

At this point, she has to make a choice of either going the ‘yes’ circuit or the 
‘no’ circuit. If she is not careful, her brain is going to race with threatening 
thoughts. She is going to say to herself, “He doesn’t want to talk to me. 
He’s just cut me off. I bet he’s talking to the old girlfriend on the other 
phone. I bet he doesn’t really want to work on the relationship.”  All of 
those thoughts will race and the more she thinks them, the more Adrenalin 
she is going to produce. Eventually, this real chemical in her body is going 
to cause her to think that those thoughts she is having are real. They are 
not real. They are anxiety. But the more your body experiences the real 
feeling, the more it reinforces the picture in your head. 
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Responsibilities of the betrayed and betrayer

So, the wife has got a job to do. She has to go, “No, there’s no threat. 
Everything’s okay. He didn’t answer the phone because it’s not with him 
– it’s on his desk. Or perhaps he’s in a conference with his boss. Perhaps 
he’s down at the café bar getting a cup of coffee. Everything is fine. He’ll 
come back and he’ll notice a missed call and he’ll ring me back.” She has 
to do that again and again, every time, in order to restore herself to calm. 
That is her work –continuing with the decision to trust.

The husband’s responsibility is to provide the positive reality to 
reinforce her decision to trust. He has to provide an abundance of 
reassurance so that while she is doing the job of deciding to trust, it 
matches what he is doing. He has to provide reassurance again and 
again. It has to be over and over because her suspicions do not just fade 
away in twenty four hours. He has to tell her where he is, what time he 
is going to be back, who he is with and what he is doing all day every 
day at the beginning. It does not go on forever but at the beginning, 
it is all day every day.

He has to volunteer this information. He has to tell her without being 
asked, what he is going to be doing, who he is going to be seeing, when 
he is going to be back. If she has to ask, he is not doing his job properly. 
If she has to ask, it means to her, “There is something you’re not telling 
me.” And at the beginning, that feels like another lie. He has to deal with 
her anxieties warmly and give reassurance feely. He has to understand her 
need for security at this time and give it again and again. He has to deal 
with her suspicions in a loving manner and share his feelings openly and 
warmly. Because, if he expresses frustration, what immediately happens is 
that all the work of rebuilding trust gets blown away. It is a bit like piles 
of paper in a hurricane that get blown away and you have got to start the 
process of rebuilding trust all over again. Remember the sandcastle? It is 
like building the sandcastle with powdery sand and it puffs away and you 
have to start all over again.
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Ironically, and it does seem to be a paradox that the more transparent 
that he is, the more open he is, then the less she will ask. If he gives 
information freely, she starts to feel more trusting and then has a need to 
ask fewer questions. Initially, he must also forgo activities that may cause 
her to feel overwhelmed with anxiety. And that means he may have to 
forgo a business trip, a late night meeting or a night out with the boys. 
Again, that will not be forever, but initially, these are the tasks that he has 
to do to provide the positive reality to help reassure her when she is doing 
the work of deciding to trust.

Most of all, he must have empathy. Empathy is the task of putting yourself 
into somebody else’s shoes and thinking, “How must they feel? How must 
she feel?” Now, that is not just his job. That is also her job during this 
work of restoring trust. She also has to have empathy about how he feels, 
but certainly, he has to have empathy for the way she feels.

He must be patient. This is hard, but he must be patient plus, plus. Patient, 
patient, patient, because any sign of frustration or being cross or being 
annoyed, feels to the wife like, “This means you’re cross that I asked this 
question. That means there must be something that you’ve got to hide.” 
This is a very difficult time for couples. 

The husband will sometimes say, “I am so sick of you questioning me. I 
get so upset when you ask questions.” To her she thinks, “You’re upset that 
I’m asking questions?” And you can almost hear that sarcastic, “What are 
you talking about? Don’t you have any idea about how upset I am? About 
this huge deed that you have done?” Her belief is, “I have a right to ask 
and you have a responsibility to tell.”

His perspective is that once he has recommitted to the relationship, he wants 
the guilt and the blame and the sadness to go away as quickly as possible. He 
will have feelings of shame and guilt but it is over for him now and he has 
recommitted and he does want this wife to trust him again, and “Let’s move 
on. Let’s get back on track.” But she actually can not cooperate that fast. 
It is just not that possible. It is not that easy for her. She will ask questions 
long after the allotted recovery time that the betrayer has given, has passed. 
She will continue to ask questions and to seek reassurance and to gather 
information and this is where he has to be patient. 
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He may say, “Oh for goodness sake, you’re not bringing that up again are 
you, it’s already been two months.” What he does not know is that every 
single day for two months, this is all she has been able to think about. Two 
months, two years, makes no difference. It is not that the trauma reactions 
are going to go on for two years, but she does not forget and at this early 
stage – a mere two months – she will still want reassurance. 

From his perspective – and this is what wives have to understand at a time 
like this – he has changed. He has no intention of straying any further. He 
already feels guilty and ashamed, he does not want to be reminded of it. 
He has had a wake-up call as to what he might lose because of his choices 
and his mistakes. He just does not want the topic to be continually raised 
because it reminds him of all these negative feelings. In fact, he seldom 
thinks of it anymore because he is happily living his present-tense, which 
is his new ‘back again in the relationship’ present-tense. 

But it is just not that easy for the one who has been betrayed. The lies and 
the betrayal still haunt her. It is almost as though she got on the timeline 
later. He was on the timeline a lot earlier and is now off the timeline 
of betrayal and she is still on it. She will still have these Limbic System 
responses again and again for the most absurd things. She still has to do 
the work of restoring herself to calm, weeks and indeed months later. She 
will bring up questions to which he often gets defensive, often because she 
is seeking either reassurance or simple information. 

Example

A wife might say, “So, what time are you going to be home tonight?” He will 
feel defensive because he will think, “Oh, she’s checking up on me again. 
I haven’t got any freedom”, but all she wants to know is how to regulate 
her expectations. “If you’re not going to be home early, I might go and do 
something with my girlfriend, or I might go and visit my mother.” And 
so, how else is she meant to ask the question? She is seeking information 
often because men tend not to volunteer that sort of stuff. So, it must be 
reiterated that men must learn to volunteer this information, particularly 
after betrayal, so that the wife does not have to ask that question.
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If the husband says, “Hi honey, I’m not coming home until ten o’clock 
because I’ve got a late meeting, or I’m going out with a client.” Fine. And 
the earlier he does that, the better – just to moderate her expectations. It 
may also be that she is seeking reassurance. So, two months down the track 
of getting back on track and this relationship is going along swimmingly, 
if she says to him, “Do you think about that other woman sometimes? Do 
you ever think about her at all? ” The husband will get all defensive because 
he presumes she is bringing up the topic of the affair that was already over 
two months ago. He thinks she wants to remind him what a bad person 
he was, or wants to punish him with all these negative emotions being 
re-lived, or maybe she is picking a fight about it again. This is not so. All 
she wants is the reassurance from him, “No, I don’t really think about her 
anymore. I’m back in my relationship with you and it’s you that I love.” 
That’s really all she wants to hear.

However, if he gets frustrated or defensive, she then interprets it as, “Oh 
yes, he does still think about her and he doesn’t want me to ask and that 
means we’ve got to start this all over again.” It is at a time like this when 
the wife again must decide to trust. She also has to make a decision not 
to ask all those questions all of the time because as we ask the men to 
volunteer information so I ask the wife not to always ask, “when will you 
be home?” She also has to realize that if she does not ask those questions, 
she will not get the defensiveness from her husband. So, two people have 
to do the work. 

So, instead of asking the question, she has to learn to reassure herself and 
say, “Yes he is back on track. He tells me where he’s going, he tells me 
what he’s doing, we’re now communicating much better, we’ve had this 
intimacy, he tells me he loves me, I believe him.”

It is also possible that after the affair, the infidelity has been perhaps a long term 
one and recent and he has recommitted to wife, it may be that the husband 
goes through some grief. He has given up a relationship that was valuable to 
him. Whether it was wrong or right does not really matter. He is still going to 
experience some grief. So he may be sad and he may be a bit forlorn. 
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Wife is not going to necessarily want to know that and wife is not 
necessarily going to be particularly compassionate about that because she 
will insist that there be no further contact. But, a wife must none-the-
less understand that the husband is a human-being who is having normal 
human emotions and reactions to something that is a loss for him. She has 
to accept that he is not going to be happy, cheery, jolly and jumping along 
happily, despite the recommitment to the relationship. This is because the 
recommitment is a decision; a decision to work on it. It does not mean, 
“We’re back on track.” It is typical that it takes a year to two years to 
actually feel settled again in a marriage after infidelity.

Is it really possible to recover from adultery?

Many people ask at the beginning, “Is it really possible to recover from 
adultery?” I say resoundingly, “Yes. It really, absolutely is.” Because the 
feelings that you have following a betrayal, are just that – feelings. And 
we do recover from painful feelings because no bad feelings last forever. 
If something is resolved, what it means is that you can think about the 
painful incident and your body no longer surges pain. That means the 
issue is resolved. 

You will never forget, but again, look at it biologically. If time has passed 
and you can think about infidelity and it is no longer a threat, your 
body stays calm and therefore it does not surge Adrenalin. It will only 
surge Adrenalin if the incident is still perceived in your brain as a threat. 
So, people do not forgive and forget. People resolve and remember. 
But you know, that is not bad. It is okay to remember because it is a 
shared experience. It is something you have worked through and you 
have learned about each other along the way. It is a reminder of how to 
moderate your behavior if another similar situation comes along another 
time. So, remembering is okay.
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Resolving the pain of infidelity can in fact go a bit faster if the betrayed 
partner also acknowledges some responsibility. Initially, it will all be 
about, “How can you do this to me?” And he will say, “It’s not about 
you dear, it’s all about me. I was the bad person who went off and had 
the affair.” But there is an opportunity here to look at the relationship 
and for the wife also to examine her own MO, as they say – Modus 
Operendi. She can examine her own way of behaving and her own style 
of responding emotionally to things. This is a time where there can be 
some improvement. There is bound to be something in this marriage 
that is not a hundred percent perfect. It is very rare for a husband to say, 
“I was one hundred percent happy in my relationship and I went off and 
had an affair anyway.”

And so, if we think about it realistically, it is difficult for him to take all 
the blame. He will be helped if she says, “There are some things I can do 
differently. There are some things in this relationship that perhaps you’re 
unhappy with too and if we have a fresh start after D2, then there are 
some things that perhaps you would like me to do differently. More of an 
incentive really for you to want to be in a relationship with me rather than 
with somebody else.” 

Sadly however, even if the recommitment has been made and trust has 
been restored and the marriage is going okay and the topic is not being 
brought up anymore, the pure 100% trust that was initially present in a 
relationship never returns. Infidelity creates a contamination in a marriage 
that means that that one hundred percent trust can never be back. It can 
get to nearly a hundred percent, but the reason is that after infidelity, the 
brain recognizes there has been a threat and there may be another threat. 
And so typically, this body response of fear kicks off often and has to be 
settled down by the betrayed partner forever afterwards.
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A betrayed wife can learn to do that and they learn to do it very successfully. 
She can learn to do it as fast as she would recover from seeing a cockroach 
– I call it the cockroach response. It is the initial shock and then it is gone. 
But that is the sort of feeling that a wife may grieve because she never had 
that before in a relationship when there was pure trust. She never had to 
be suspicious. So, even though she chooses not to check or to snoop and 
she chooses to believe every time, the fact that she has to make a choice 
to trust is a reminder to her that she still has that initial Limbic System 
response - that Cockroach Response – and that is a sadness to her, but it 
is okay.

The sofa story

This is a story that I tell couples in counseling when they discuss the grief 
of this pain; this contamination. I tell them about the story of the stain 
on a sofa.

“There was once an accident and coffee got spilt on your sofa cover. There 
now remains a slight stain even after several washes. Even if no one else 
notices it, you know it is there and you are conscious of its existence 
whenever you see the sofa. You hope that no-one else sees it or judges 
you for it. The stain was not even your fault. The sofa is still comfy and it 
is far too good to throw away, even though there is a stain. In fact, it is a 
sofa that you love. And you love to use it often. Sometimes, if the stain is 
covered by a cushion, you do not even think about it. But when you do 
see it, you remember that it was once perfect and now it is not and for a 
moment you are disappointed. But, you relax on the good old sofa anyway 
and you are glad that it is still yours.”

That is how I describe the contamination of infidelity. The sofa still works. 
The marriage still works. It is comfy, it is great. You enjoy it, you experience 
it together, but the stain lingers on. But that is okay.
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Long after the infidelity has been dealt with and when the marriage is 
absolutely back on track and the topic does not get brought up anymore, 
particularly if the wife never brings it up anymore (because she is doing 
her job of restoring to calm and she never brings it up in a blaming way 
or even to discuss), what helps is if he acknowledges, just every now and 
again, that he has not forgotten. It helps that he acknowledges that he 
appreciates the fact that she does not talk about it.

In counseling, sometimes a wife will say to me, “I don’t think he even 
thinks of it. And he thinks I’ve completely got over it, and I haven’t, 
because even though it was two years ago, twelve years ago, I still think 
about it from time to time. But I don’t want to bring up the topic anymore 
because when I made the decision to trust…” This is so important. When 
you make the decision to trust, you give up the right to retaliate and the 
right to bring up the topic any more. So a wife will say to me, “I gave up 
that right to bring up the topic and I don’t want to bring up the topic, but 
you know, I’m doing my bit still, and it would be so helpful if he just said 
to me sometimes, ‘I know that you think about that from time to time.  
So do I from time to time and I know that I hurt you all those years ago 
and thank you for never talking about it. I really appreciate that.”

That is the reward the wife needs. She knows you are back on track. She knows 
the marriage is fine, but every now and again, that is a little reward for her. She 
needs to know that he has not forgotten and that her work is noticed.

What happens if the partner will not give up their marital affair?

If a husband finds out about an affair and he is devastated and he urges 
her to give up the affair but she will not, then he has to make a decision. 
You can not spend energy controlling or trying to manage what you can 
not control; you can only manage your own behavior and what you can 
control. So, he can make a decision if he wishes to stay in the relationship 
to allow his wife to experience the other relationship – the affair – knowing 
that he knows about it and maybe it will fizzle out and maybe she will 
return to him. That can happen because her relationship with a lover is 
going to be very different once husband finds out.
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If he is prepared to give it time and is okay – that is all it will be, is okay 
– about staying in the relationship to assess what happens, he may, in the 
end be very glad that he waited. This is the whole thing about time. If he 
chooses to say, “I can’t deal with this, you can go off and be with him and 
I’m leaving,” then that still is his decision and he may be happy about that 
or he may regret later on that he did not hang around and wait.

So, again, there is no right or wrong answer. My advice is, stay with the 
pain and wait for the trauma feelings to settle down and give the situation 
a chance to be different.

Deciding to split

Sometimes at D2, the decision is to split and it is not to restore the 
relationship or to work at it. Sometimes, couples do decide to split. Or it 
can be that at D2, they decide to work on their relationship and then later 
on, there is a D3 and they say, “This isn’t working. I can’t do this. It’s too 
hard.” Up until now, we have only considered the relationship that gets 
restored and gets back on track. But there are times when a relationship 
does not get back on track and couples do split. In counseling, I help 
couples to split as well.

What I say to couples then is, “You still need to be able to resolve this issue 
and get rid of the pain of this issue – even if you don’t stay together – so 
that your emotional health is restored. Even if there are no children, if you 
split and there is still this pain about infidelity, it lingers with you and it 
stays in your body.” Even though the couple may be far apart or on other 
sides of the world, if you do not get rid of the pain and reduce the feeling 
of threat, then you can take that fear into the next relationship. How 
many times do I see that in counseling? “I was cheated by my boyfriend, 
therefore I think my husband’s going to do it.” So, you have to be able to 
manage this pain if you are a betrayed partner. 
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If you are a married couple with children and you decide to split, it is 
even more important to resolve because otherwise, there is going to be 
bitterness and the bitterness is going to be displayed and the children are 
going to be affected by that. Children can cope with separated parents 
if they do not have to take sides. If children feel as though they have 
permission to have a relationship with both parents, then they can cope 
with separation. Their problem is if mum is saying bitter things about dad, 
dad is saying disgusting things about mum and the kids feel as though 
they are not allowed to have a relationship with the other parent. They 
withdraw and clam up and shut down and they are not even allowed to 
tell dad about the fun time they had with mum because that will make 
dad upset. That is the problem.

What couples need to do, even if they are going to split, is to work through 
some of the pain and to recognize the reason why they are splitting. They 
have to look at the whole relationship and the impact of infidelity and 
be absolutely certain that they understand the emotions and the painful 
emotions that they are basing their decision to split on. This is because 
they need to learn to communicate even better as separated parents than 
as together parents – the children deserve that. So, I still like to talk to 
couples, whatever their decision at D2 or D3, to work through the pain 
of infidelity.

Regardless of who has been betrayed and who is the betrayer, I say to both 
husband and wife, “During this period of time, do a lot of observing. 
Observe mainly your feelings when your partner is behaving normally. 
Observe what they do – don’t control what they do. Let your partner 
behave normally and check out, “How do I feel? Do I feel special? Do I feel 
cared about? Do I feel respected? Do I feel valued? Do I feel empathized 
with? Do I feel understood? Or do I feel put down and disgusted and let 
down and dismissed?” 

Because, to go back into a relationship, you do not want to be controlling 
your partner and saying, “You have to do this and you have to do that, just 
so I feel better.” You want your partner to be actually behaving in a certain 
way; normally, naturally, so that it is effortless for them and you to feel 
good about it. That is the best sort of relationship. It is when you become 
controlling that you are actually trying to change your partner’s behavior 
so that you feel better.
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I say to couples, “Don’t control. Just observe and spend your energy 
focusing on what you can control and not on what you can’t control.” So, 
if a betrayed wife has fear that the husband might go off and see girlfriend 
again, or might do it again, I say, “Don’t have anxiety about ‘what if?’ or 
‘maybe’. Spend your energy being focused on what you can control, not on 
what you can’t control. And if he does it again and you find out about it, 
then you make a decision what to do then. But don’t allow your life to be 
so drained with the anxiety of the ‘what ifs?’ just in case he does it again.” 
This can put some control and some reality back into the situation.

Summary

But, in summary, can people recover from adultery and infidelity? Again, 
a resounding yes. If you are in fact reading this chapter because you have 
experienced betrayal, or you have friends or parents who have experienced 
betrayal and you do not know how to help; this information will give you 
some insights into what people experience during this time. It is a painful 
time for them and a trauma time for them. Some people will want to talk 
about them and some will want to be absolutely private about it. And 
there is no right or wrong. 

Many people choose to be absolutely private about this in their marriages 
and that is absolutely fine because their belief is, “If I tell no-one and we 
can resolve it, then we don’t have to undo the story and tell anybody else.” 
Some people are very private and they just do not want this pain to be 
shared with anybody else. Others will talk about it a lot. Again, there is 
no right or wrong.

But, if you have friends, family or even children who are going through 
this pain; be aware and be empathetic. Put yourself into their shoes and 
understand feelings – they have to process their own feelings, but by 
understanding, you can help. 
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RESOURCES

Like some extra help?

Now that you’ve discovered my stress-busting success system for surviving 
life dramas, you may be asking yourself, “What next?”

I’ve created an opportunity for you to be trained “live” in these techniques 
so that you can build momentum in surving life dramas.

I want you to succeed. I want you to manage your life dramas and get rid 
of negative emotion; what I call ‘emotional constipation’. I want you to be 
living in present moment awareness, dealing with your life dramas as they 
happen so that you can improve your emotional well-being.

So this is your invitation to invest in my ‘Surviving Life Dramas’ Single 
or Combo Packs.

This menu of specially tailored 12 one-hour DVD seminars (the audio is 
included) is designed to provide you with an optimal learning situation. 
Each DVD and audio file can be listened to in your own time and at your 
own pace, in the privacy of your own home, in the car, or on your mp3 
player. Having my DVDs and audio CDs with transcripts on hand to 
watch, listen to, and read over and over again will increase your chances of 
driving home my stress-busting success system.

Plus, my DVD and audio CD secrets will inspire and empower you to 
help family members, friends, and colleagues, enabling them to survive 
life dramas.

Invest in my Surviving Life Dramas DVD, CD, and transcript series by 
copying the links on the following pages into your internet browser.
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Should you need to contact me directly please lodge a 
support ticket at my help desk at: 

http://www.goslingsupport.com 

and I’ll answer you within 2-3 days.

Warmly,

Karen Gosling
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http://www.survivinglifedramas.com

http://www.survivingpersonalstress.com

http://www.survivingemotionalstyle.com

http://www.survivingsensitivity.com

http://www.survivingindifference.com

http://www.survivingemotionalpain.com
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http://www.survivinghostility.com

http://www.survivinggenderdifference.com

http://www.survivingmiscommunication.com

http://www.survivingyourdepression.com

http://www.survivinglowselfesteem.com

http://www.survivingunfaithfulness.com

http://www.survivingsuspicion.com




