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Chapter 1. Getting close
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“Relationship enrichment”
September 2002
Such a tragedy when I see a couple for relationship counselling and it’s too late. The spark has
gone out of the relationship and they have fallen out of love. Sometimes one partner has
wanted to get professional help to sort out the problems. They may have been asking for this for
months or even years. The other partner hasn’t wanted to. They have been too busy or they
don’t see the need. By the time the couple do get professional help, it’s too late to undo the
damage.
All people in a relationship need to communicate. Nearly all couples need to improve their
communication. We all know that, but sometimes things get put aside because of pressure of
work. Often when conflicts are not resolved and issues are swept under the carpet,
resentments build up. Most of us can think of someone we know who has been holding on to
resentment for years and years.
If these niggling resentments are not dealt with, they may accumulate into a deep “well of
bitterness”. Getting help to resolve these problems can sometimes avoid the pain of a
relationship split up.
I have been talking about couples who find themselves in crisis. But there is another situation
that we don’t often hear about. That is when a relationship is going reasonably well, but things
have been getting stale. Counselling can help put the zing back into the relationship. This is
called “Relationship Enrichment”.
Here are some suggestions for things to work on:
• Spending quality time together. Planning to have a weekend away; this time without the
children.
• Finding new and interesting ways to make love.
• Doing something different at least once a month. For example, going for a ride on a City Cat,
going for a walk in the park on a Sunday. The list goes on.
The only criterion is that the activity is enjoyable and different.
It is so easy to get lost in our day to day activities. We forget to “smell the roses”. I find that my
unanswered emails build up. My list of jobs seems to increase rather than decrease. This is
true for most of us. But if we don’t pay attention to the quality of life issues, then time just races
by.
Sometimes counselling can help to clear some of the cobwebs away and give a relationship a
new lease of life. Small investment for a big return.
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“Intimacy”
August 2010
When we talk about intimacy, we are often just referring to sex. But intimacy means much more
than sex. Wikipedia describes intimacy as a close interpersonal relationship with “enduring
behavioral interdependence, repeated interactions, emotional attachment, and needing
fulfillment”. It goes on to say “Intimacy generally refers to the feeling of being in a close personal
association and belonging together.”
We have evolved as a social primate with a powerful need to belong and be close. However,
when relationships begin to fail, intimacy is one of the first things to suffer. Brett and Helen had
been married for just two years. The had been “head over heals” in love when the first met.
They would spend endless hours together. You could not prize them apart. Even though they
worked at different jobs, they stayed in contact with text messages and phone calls.
During their first year, cracks in the relationship began to arise. Issues were not properly dealt
with because of their fear of conflict. There were more and more misunderstandings. The
honeymoon was definitely over. This was the time to fix the problems. But, as time went by they
became more resentful of each other. Trust started to break down, and of course intimacy
suffered as a consequence.
The seeds of the problem were sown because they hadn't defined who they were at the
beginning of the relationship. They avoided any issues where their needs clashed. As they
started to voice their needs, this was sometimes interpreted as being selfish and inconsiderate.
They began to become more distant, and love making wasn't what it used to be.
After two years they came to see me. They both wanted to go back to the beginning when love
conquered all. This was impossible, because the love that powered the honeymoon period was
blind. It was time to develop a new intimacy. A post honeymoon intimacy.
I encouraged them to talk about who they were and what they wanted. When it came to the
areas of conflict, I encouraged them to use empathy. Empathy is the art of understanding where
their partner was coming from.
They began the pattern of resolving conflict. As this progressed, trust began to build. They were
able to rediscover their love for each other. This time the love wasn't blind, and they lost their
overwhelming fear of conflict.
As their relationship blossomed, they replace their blind dependency on each other with a
healthy intimacy based on trust not fear.
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Chapter 2. Different partners
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“Serial monogamy”
November 1999
I watched ABC TV’s “Late Line” the other night. The subject of the program was “Serial
Monogamy”. An interesting program on how we deal with relationship break up and forming
new relationships. 40% of Australian marriages will break up. Most of these people involved
will go on to form new relationships.
When people get married, every one expects it to last for life. Nearly always it is a big shock
when a marriage doesn’t work out. Most of the people that I have counselled coming out of a
broken relationship feel disappointed and betrayed that the person they originally married isn’t
the same person that they separated from.
Some people feel bitter and disillusioned and resolve not to get involved in another relationship.
I don’t see it like that. Everything changes. Unless couples in a relationship learn how to
change together, then they will probably drift apart. When people change in different directions,
their belief systems move further and further apart.
When this happens, you can wake up one morning and look at your partner and they seem like
a total stranger to you.
The challenge for most of us coming out of a broken relationship, is to learn as much as
possible. If we learn our lessons well, we are less likely to make the same mistakes in the
future.
If you find yourself just blaming the other person, you never learn about your own patterns. If
you just blame yourself, the chances are that you are getting a distorted view of the causes of
what went wrong. A dysfunction relationship has two sides. Look at what you have to change
in yourself.
You may feel too hurt and angry to want to get involved in another relationship. But the chances
are that you will form another relationship at some time in the future. It is worth knowing this
fact so that you can prepare the ground to help you not get involved with the same sort of
person again. History has a habit of repeating itself when it comes to matters of the heart.
One of my clients asked me the other day, “Do you know of any functional relationships?” Yes, I
do. I know of several. In every case, the couple grow together and works to resolve their
differences. Matters are not swept under the carpet. This doesn’t mean that every problem is
discussed endlessly, but it does mean that important matters are not swept under the carpet.
This is a time of great change. I believe that we can enjoy functional relationships if we learn to
change together.
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Chapter 3. Having an affair
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“Having an affair? (Part 1 – discovery)”
October 2009
Over the next three issues, I would like to tell you how the wounds can be healed after there
has been an affair in a relationship. Todd and Amy first came to see me two years ago with their
marriage in big trouble. They had been married for 8 years and they had two daughters.
Amy had been suspicious of Todd for about six months. He had been behaving strangely. They
had not been intimate for many months and he spent many evenings working late. Sometimes
he would arrive home as late as midnight.
She confronted him about having an affair. He became very angry with Amy for even suggesting
that he had been unfaithful. Despite Todd’s assurances, Amy had a nagging feeling that all was
not well. She decided to check his e-mail account and his telephone records. Amy found several
e-mails and text messages of a very intimate nature with a woman called Mary.
Amy confronted Todd again with evidence that he couldn’t deny. Reluctantly he agreed that he
had been having an affair. He reassured Amy that it didn’t mean anything and that it was all
over. He promised Amy that he would stop communicating with Mary. Amy kept a check on
emails and text messages over the next few weeks and found that Todd and Mary were still
communicating.
This time she told Todd that, if they didn’t get counselling, she would leave and take the children
with her. When they came to see me their marriage was in serious trouble. Amy didn’t trust
anything that Todd said.
I asked each of them if they wanted to rebuild their relationship. The answer was clearly yes. I
made it clear that there was a long and difficult road ahead.
Most of the first session was taken up with just gathering background information. In order for
me to help Todd and Amy, I had to understand how their system worked and how it had gone
wrong. This was not easy. Todd was very defensive and was reluctant to share. Amy was
understandably angry and wanted to vent that anger on Todd.
The first thing to establish was how they should talk to each. I do not allow couples to fight or
argue during the therapy session. This behaviour is destructive and nothing is achieved by this.
My aim was to try and get some agreement on a joint reality. In order to get this, they had to be
able to listen to each other.
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“Having an affair? (Part 2 – arriving at the truth)”
November 2009
You will remember in part 1, Amy discovered that Todd had had an affair with Mary. Todd had
agreed to come to therapy under the threat of Amy leaving him.
They both said that they wanted the marriage to work. They wanted to become close and
trusting just like they had been when they first met. But to establish trust, they would have to
agree on what went wrong. They would each have to take responsibility for the parts that they
played in the wheel falling off.
In arriving at a joint reality, we needed to know how often Todd saw Mary and what was the level
of emotional/sexual involvement. Particularly important was the issue of how Todd’s needs were
met by Mary. However, it was not required that Todd share any of the intimate bedroom details.
It was very difficult for Amy to be part of this process. I encouraged Amy to put aside her anger
and sense of betrayal, and see what she could learn from Todd’s sharing. Amy struggled with
this. I explained how important it was to get a joint reality for the healing to take place.
I taught Amy how to use empathy as she listened to Todd. Empathy is the ability to truly
understand the other’s person’s reality, and to walk in their shoes. This was not an easy ask for
Amy, but she was able to do it.
Todd explained that the affair had not been planned. He had felt sorry for Mary after the death of
her husband. He started out just being a supportive friend. One thing let to another and they
found themselves in bed together. In other words, it started out as a friendship, then became an
emotional affair and finally a sexual affair.
As Amy listened to Todd’s explanations, she was able to make sense of how the affair had
happened. There were many things that Todd said that she didn’t agree with. These differences
were cleared up as the therapy progressed.
It was also important that Todd took responsibility for what had happened. In order to do this,
Todd had to have empathy for Amy’s feelings. This he found difficult to do. At the time he had
the affair, he had rationalized that no one would be hurt. Eventually, he came to understand the
extent of the hurt that he had caused to Amy. This recognition made it easier for Amy to begin
the process of letting go of her anger and resentment.
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“Having an affair? (Part 3 - rebuilding)”
December 2009
You will remember in part 2, that Amy and Todd were trying to rebuild their marriage after Todd’s
affair with Mary.
The issue that Amy struggled with most, was accepting that she also played any part in what
went wrong. She had believed that their marriage was happy. As we talked more, it became
clear that the marriage had been struggling even before the affair. There were problems with
intimacy and with communication. Conflict resolution didn’t work. Amy tended to get angry, and
Todd tended to retreat. Nothing was resolved.
Todd’s affair with Mary arose partly from the emotional vacuum in his marriage. Todd’s
emotional needs were not being met. Todd explored what these needs were. This exploration
was not to justify Todd’s actions, but rather to make sense of them.
Todd had felt understood by Mary. By contrast, he felt misunderstood and always criticized by
Amy. Todd also felt useful and wanted when he was with Mary. He felt that he was really helping
someone.
When it came to the sexual intimacy with Mary, this was new and exciting. It had been stale and
mechanical with Amy. There were also other areas where Mary fulfilled Todd’s needs. It was
painful for Amy to hear these things, but it gave her information about the changes that they
could make to rekindle trust and intimacy.
The therapy spotlight then shifted to Amy. Amy shared what she had been missing in the
marriage. She was able to admit that all had not been as happy as she had believed. She was
able to explore what she wanted from Todd. She wanted him to be more involved in family
matters, to share his feelings, to be more affectionate without always leading to sex, and to be
more prepared to talk things through rather than retreating.
Todd listened and understood. The rebuilding process had begun. I offered them practical
exercises in two areas. The first was the rebuilding of trust and intimacy. The second was
effective conflict resolution.
It took many sessions to develop these skills. The biggest challenge for Todd was to share his
feelings. The biggest challenge for Mary was to let go of her anger and resentment. They both
headed towards a position of acceptance and forgiveness.
They learned that love is not enough to make a relationship work well. It also requires ongoing
maintenance. They were both able to understand that the best insurance against an affair is to
keep sharing feelings and resolving differences as they arise.
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Chapter 4. Communication
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“Husband who doesn’t communicate”
June 1998
My husband and I have been married for 25 years. Most of the time has been happy, but things
have not been so good recently. Our children are all adults now and have left home. When I try
to talk to my husband, I feel that he doesn’t really listen to me. When I tell him that he doesn’t
listen, he can repeat what I have just said, but I know that he doesn’t really take it in. When I
say to him that we have problems, he says that we don’t and that everything’s fine. I have
pleaded with him and got angry with him, but it doesn’t make any difference.
He doesn’t seem to want to spend time with me. When we are alone, the TV is always on. He
is a sports fanatic. We never talk with the TV off. I have been feeling lonely lately. I am not
happy and I can’t seem to be able to get that through to him. If I try to talk to him about these
things, he just says that I worry too much. What should I do?
Mrs A
Dear Mrs A.
When I read your letter, the situation reminded me of the book by John Gray, “Men are from
Mars and Women are from Venus”. It seems to me that you husband has “retreated into his
cave”. It is very hard to communicate with a person who does not want to talk about problems
and doesn’t even admit that there are any. It is likely that he is thinking to himself about you,
something like:- “She makes mountains out of molehills.” “She’ll get over it.” “She is going
through menopause and that’s why she is so moody”.
Somehow you have to get him to take you seriously. Just pleading with him or getting angry
with him doesn’t seem to work with men in this situation. He just retreats further into his cave
and thinks that you are putting unreasonable pressure on him. I suggest that you change the
way that you talk to him. I suggest that you try some sort of shock tactics. The tactics will
depend on the man and the situation.
One way is to say to him “we do have problems and I am very upset about it. If we don’t get
some professional help, then I am going to sleep in another room and stop cooking you meals.”
It sounds drastic, but sometimes it takes drastic methods to get through to a person in denial. It
important that when you deliver this sort of ultimatum, then you must be prepared to carry it
through, otherwise he will take you even less seriously.
There is always some risk attached to “upping the anti” like this, and there is not always a good
outcome, but usually it is worth the risk to save a marriage that is dying of boredom.
If this doesn’t work to get him to joint counselling, then you can go to a therapist yourself to get
more help about how to set boundaries. Also get support form friends to have the courage to
see it through.
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“How to negotiate”
May 2003
Old habits die hard. Rod looked back with some regret on his failed marriage from a couple of
years ago. He and Julie had been arguing for about 2 years before they broke up. Rod
reflected that the arguments always seemed to be the same – going around in circles and never
getting anywhere.
They did go to see a marriage guidance counsellor. The counsellor said that they were not
listening to each other. They didn’t go back to counselling after that. Neither were ready to
make any significant changes at that stage.
Rod and Julie did love each other when they first got married. Their problem was in their style of
communication. They didn’t know how to negotiate.
There are three tricks to negotiation:
• State clearly and simply what you want. Be sure to have worked it out for yourself first.
• Listen carefully and patiently to what the other person wants. You may need to ask for
clarification if you are not sure.
• Be prepared to compromise and meet halfway.
Both Rod and Julie each took on the role of the “injured victim”. Both felt indignant that the other
did not seem to want to understand their point of view. Both took the moral high ground and
therefore did not want to compromise. Neither stated clearly what they wanted from the
marriage.
If you have grown up in a family who do not practice these three principles, then you will have
had no effective model for resolving conflict. However, even if this is the case, you can still
learn these skills as an adult.
I think that nearly everyone has times in their life when they feel hurt and indignant by what their
partner has done. When this happens, it is very important for us to stand back from the situation
and look at what we are doing.
My own experience is that most of these occasions are due to a misunderstanding. “Life is a
sitcom”. When my partner and I follow the three principles above, things are sorted out quickly.
Rod has learned a lot in the last two years. He now follows the three principles in his new
relationship. Old habits occasionally rise from the grave, but most of the time he gets it right. I
have lost touch with Julie. I hope that she has also learned the same lessons.
It’s worth the effort. And of course, it provides a good role model for our children when they
witness effective negotiation.
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“I hear what I want to hear”
May 2006
“My psychologist Peter is an idiot” exclaimed Rod. “I will never go back after what he said”.
“What did he say” enquired his wife Alice? “He said I was dysfunctional and I would never
amount to anything in life”.
Rod was so angry with Peter that he never did go back. To this day he is still angry. If he had
gone back, he would have learned that he hadn’t heard what Peter had actually said. When we
get defensive, we tend to hear what we want to hear and disregard the rest.
What Peter actually said to Rod was “If you don’t fix that piece of dysfunctional behaviour, you
won’t be able to progress”. Peter’s comment was kind and supportive. But Rod heard it as
critical and judgemental. Rod heard Peter labelling him as a looser.
At the end of the session, Peter asked Rod if everything was OK. Rod said “Yes fine – no
problems”. He chose not to share his anger with Peter, so he gave Peter no opportunity to clear
up the misunderstanding.
Rod mishearing Peter was not new for Rod. It was a pattern in his life. When someone told
Rod something that he didn’t want to hear, he would take it as an attack. In his mind, he would
change the content around slightly to fit the criticism model.
He told his wife that his boss had abused him by calling him “lazy and incompetent.” His boss
had not been abusive. All Peter’s boss said was “You made a mistake with this order and if you
had taken more care, it would not have happened”.
Peter played the victim to his wife Alice and she supportive his victim role. She had learned not
to challenge Rod when he was in victim role. Rod will remain stuck in his life until he takes
responsibility for listening to what people really say rather than what he wants to hear.
Not every story has a happy ending!
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Chapter 5. Empathy
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“Empathy”
May 1999
So often the word empathy comes up when I talk with my clients. There is much
misunderstanding about what it means, so I thought I would share with you what I think it
means. The Macquarie dictionary give the definition of empathy as “Mentally entering into the
feeling or spirit of a person or thing, appreciative perception or understanding.”
Simply put, empathy is the art of putting yourself in someone else’s shoes. Jack and Mary are
married. When Jack is being empathic (also termed empathetic) with Mary, he is able to hear
and understand her point of view even though he may not necessarily agree with it. This is an
important point. It’s like debating. In debating, you may be required to argue a point of view
opposite to the one you believe in, yet still have your own belief system.
Empathy is about listening. It is about putting your own agenda aside long enough to really
hear what the other person is saying. Often, it is a very difficult thing to do if you are upset. But
it is the most important tool in conflict resolution.
Let me illustrate by example. Mary is upset because Jack is working long hours and not
spending enough time with the family. One night Mary starts to tell him this. As soon as she
begins Jack gets defensive and cuts her off mid sentence. “If I didn’t work these long hours,
how do you think we are going to pay the bills. Money doesn’t grow on trees you know”.
Mary feels hurt and frustrated because her concerns are not heard. Both Jack and Mary have
legitimate points to make, but without empathy, the situation just degenerates to an argument.
If Jack could be empathic, he would put his defences aside and listen to what Mary has to say.
She just wants him to spend more time with the family. And fair enough to. Once Jack really
hears what Mary is saying and acknowledges that he has heard, then it is Mary’s turn to be
empathic.
She can say, “I know you work very long hours and I really appreciate that, but maybe we can
do some restructuring so you can spend more time with the family.” The empathic listening is
the key to conflict resolution.
It’s not easy, and it the task is too difficult, it may be necessary to go to a skilled counsellor to
facilitate the empathy process.
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“It’s more than understanding”
January 2002
If you are reading this, you have survived the silly season. The Christmas holiday period can be
a stressful time for some families where cracks in a relationship start to show.
After thirteen years of marriage, Jane and Peter came to see me for counselling as they had
been experiencing big problems in communicating. Jane complained that Peter didn’t
understand how she was feeling. She said that “He always has to analyse everything so
logically that sometime he misses the point altogether”.
Peter said “I really do try and understand her, but sometimes what she says just doesn't make
sense”. Peter and Jane were looking at their issues from very different points of view. Peter
tried to understand his wife, but he looked at her world from his own point of view.
Peter needed something more than just understanding. He needed empathy. Empathy is the
ability to see things form the other person’s point of view. It’s like being on a debating team
where you have to debate the opposite case to the one that you believe in. You have to be able
to put yourself in the shoes of the other person. In order for Peter to communicate effectively
with Jane, he needed to develop his empathy skills.
Empathy is not easy when there is conflict, because it feels like you are giving up your case.
But, when empathy works well, it can lead to conflict resolution. When Peter really started to
listen to what Jane was saying, he was able to ask her questions to show her that he did
understand what it was like from her point of view.
One of the tests for empathy is role reversal. When I was working with Jane and Peter, I asked
them to swap seats and act as if they were the other person. This meant that Peter had to
behave as if her were Jane and visa versa. I this exercise, you have to put aside your own
point of view completely and just represent the case for the other person.
Role reversal is the ultimate test of empathy. I am happy to report that, with some practice,
Peter was able to become much more empathic, once he understood what was required of him.
Even though Jane had good empathy skills, she learnt to develop her skills even further.
Sometimes, understanding is not enough.
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“Empathy the healer”
January 2008
I wrote about empathy way back in 1999 and it’s time to touch base with this really important
skill. It surprises me how few people really know what empathy is, let alone how to use it.
Empathy is the ability to walk in the other person’s shoes, and to understand how someone else
is thinking and feeling. You don’t have to agree with someone to be empathic with them.
Russell and Jane had been married for 14 years. Jane had an argument with a shop assistant
at her local dress shop. She waited for Russell to get home from work so she could share with
him.
She started shared with him how rudely she had been treated. Russell started to tell her how
she should have handled herself. It wasn’t what Jane wanted to hear. She didn’t want Russell
to fix it, she just wanted him to listen.
Russell was a well meaning man and couldn’t understand why Jane didn’t want his helpful
suggestions. Jane wanted understanding support from Russell not solutions. Jane was quite
capable of finding her own solutions.
When they came to see me for counseling, I explained to Russell that there were two easy
steps for him to take. The first is just active listening. He might say “I understand that must
have been difficult for you” or “I’m sorry that you were treated so rudely”. At this stage Russell
could also ask questions such as; “Why did she say that?” This demonstrates to Jane that he
really is trying to understand.
The second step is to ask if she would like him to share his thoughts about what he might do in
a situation such as this. If she says yes, then he is free to problem solve. If she says no, then
the problem solving is left to another time.
Empathy is not “rocket science”, it is just the ability to put your own ego aside to take the time to
understand where the other person is coming from. It is much more challenging to be empathic
when the person is upset or angry with you. Still it is possible. Empathy is the great fight
stopper.
Most people get upset if they feel they are not being listened to or understood. Sometimes an
argument can be stopped in it’s tracks by saying, “let me repeat back what I think you are
saying and see if I’ve got it right”.
More empathy – fewer misunderstandings!
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“The empathy gene”
Number of words = 415
For September 2011
Dear Dick
I wrote about empathy back in 2008 and it’s worth taking another look. Empathy is the “glue that
holds a relationship together”. It is the ability to walk in the other person’s shoes, and to
understand how someone else is thinking and feeling. You don’t have to agree with someone to
be empathic with them.
New research has suggested some people are genetically predisposed to be better than others
at empathy. One study found evidence that suggests there is a gene that controls feelings of
empathy. Researchers in the USA also discovered that highly sociable strains of mice showed
empathy to other mice's suffering, while less sociable strains remained oblivious. This difference
was evident in the genetic profile of the two strains of mice.
These studies have implications for future research into the treatment of autism and other
similar disorders.
However, even if you are not a naturally empathic person, you can still learn the skill of
empathy. The principles are simple. The practice is more difficult. The principle is similar to
being on a debating team where you have to argue a case that you don’t believe in. If your
debating team had to argue the case that all 10 year old children should be made to try
cigarette smoking, then you would have to argue this case with passion. You would put your
own values aside for the debate. Not easy!
In a domestic situation, where we are in conflict with a loved one, it is not easy for you to listen
to their case, understand it, and put your own agenda aside. But, if you can master this skill, you
have one of the most powerful tools for conflict resolution.
Example: Jane said to her husband John, “I’m upset because you put me down in front of our
friends last night”. John’s automatic response was defensive. “You are always so sensitive.
Can’t you take a joke?” Jane just walked away full of resentment.
If John had used empathy, the result would have been quite different. John could have
answered “Help me understand why what I said was so hurtful”. Jane would have then
explained. John could have replied “I can understand that you would have felt put down by that
comment”. All John had to demonstrate was that he understood where Jane was coming from.
Once that empathic connection is made, conflict resolution can proceed.
Even if you don’t have the “empathy gene”, you can still learn to improve you empathy skills.
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Chapter 6. Criticism
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“Handling criticism Part 1”
Number of words = 412
For May 2011
Dear Dick
We all know that there is constructive and destructive criticism. It’s important to be able to tell
the difference. We should be able to take on board constructive criticism and defend against
destructive criticism. If we are too defensive, we can’t learn from critical feedback. If we are
overly accepting of criticism, we may take on other people’s baggage and end up feeling bad
about ourselves.
Criticism comes from either other people, or it can come from our own Inner Critic. I will explain
about our Inner Critic in next month’s “Dear Dick”. Let me deal with the external criticism first.
When somebody gives us constructive feedback, it should be useful for us. But before we take
on board anyone’s comments, we should ask:
1. Is their intention to be helpful or to put us down?
2. Is their criticism well informed?
3. Are they being clear in what they are saying?
4. Do they also give compliments as well as criticism?
If we are sure their intention is good and they are well informed, we need to ask ourselves, am I
in the right frame of mind to accept criticism? If you are not in the right mood, make sure that
you let them know that. Come back for their feedback at a later date. We may have to overcome
our defensive response, otherwise it can get in the road of benefiting from constructive
feedback.
If we are the one giving the criticism to someone else, we will need to package it properly. For
example, if we start off by saying “The trouble with you is .…”, the receiver is likely to get
defensive. There is an art to giving critical feedback. Here are some guidelines:
1. Check out that the other person wants the critical feedback.
2. Don’t give critical feedback in anger.
3. Examine your own motives for giving the feedback. Are you wanting to help?
4. Present your feedback in a kind, caring and diplomatic way.
5. Make sure your communication is clear and brief. Use the KISS (keep it simple) principal.
In other words, don’t over elaborate.
6. Be sure that they understand what you are saying and they are not getting defensive.
The art of giving and receiving criticism is not easy to practice, but it is very important as a tool
for self improvement. If we can learn to look at constructive criticism as a gift, then the giver of
this gift should feel appreciated.
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“Handling criticism Part 2”
Number of words = 417
For June 2011
Dear Dick
In last month’s “Dear Dick”, I talked about handling criticism from other people. But what about
the critic that lives inside us? Everybody has an Inner Critic. Our inner critic can be too passive.
If so, we may not evaluate our actions carefully enough. We might be reckless or impulsive.
On the other hand, if our Inner Critic is overactive, we can then lose our confidence to do any
activity. In my experience, I have found that people who procrastinate tend to have an
overactive Inner Critic. They are afraid of getting things wrong because their Inner Critic sets
such high standards.
Obviously, the role of our Inner Critic is to criticise what we do. By criticising us, it is trying to
look after us. However, when the Inner Critic is overactive, it keeps telling us that we can’t get
anything right. It destroys our self belief and motivation.
So where does Inner Critic come from? It is set up in childhood. Sometimes in very early
childhood. It is usually learnt from our father, but sometimes it comes from our mother or some
other important person in our early life.
You can change the way your Inner Critic operates. The first thing to do, is to listen carefully to
what it is saying. This is hard to do because the Inner Critic will often operate in secret.
Jack came to see me because he was always late handing in his university assignments. He
would put off doing the assignment until the very last moment. Then he would stay up late at
night trying to complete it. This was very stressful for Jack.
I asked Jack to listen very carefully to what his Inner Critic said about his assignment. He
reported that the Inner Critic kept saying that his work was not good enough. No matter how
hard he tried, it was never good enough. We did some Voice Dialogue therapy and some
Energy Tapping to help change what the Inner Critic said.
Jack was able to change the inner dialogue. He learned to be happy doing a job which was
“good enough” given the time and resources available. His assignment no longer had to be
perfect. What a relief for Jack. He was able to finishes his assignments several days before they
were due so that he had time to review them at his leisure.
The paradox is that he produced higher quality assignments because he was less rushed and,
as a result he got higher marks.
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“Loneliness”
February 2003
So many things to do, so many people to meet. Why should I feel lonely? Well, lots of people
do. Loneliness is a state of mind where you don’t get enough of the right sort of social contact.
Let me give you two cases. Alan is a TAFE student. He is 19 years old and he lives with his
parents. He gets on ok with his parents and has some friends from college. He looks happy
enough. But he’s not.
At night he feels isolated and inadequate. He would like to ring up one of his friends, but
doesn’t want to bother them. He longs to have a girl friend, but that doesn’t seem to be
happening. He feels intensely lonely, and doesn’t feel that he can share it with anyone.
He tried to share his feelings with his father once. His father just gave him advice. He said
“you’ve got to get out more and meet people.” “Just get out, get a life and all will be fine”. The
topic was never raised again.
Alan was shy. Seriously shy. The first thing that he wanted was someone who would listen and
understand. The second thing that he wanted was some strategies for boosting his self
confidence.
Fortunately for Alan, he saw a counsellor at TAFE and got the help that he needed. After a
couple of months he started a steady relationship with a girl. Nowadays, he only feels lonely on
occasions. I love happy endings.
Maria is married with three young children. Everyone thinks she’s happy. She is always bright
and cheerful and optimistic. Maria has a secret. She feels lonely and empty. She has no one
who she can share this with. She is so busy helping other people that she forgets to help
herself.
The more lonely she feels, the more she fills her life with busy things. Maria doesn’t seek any
professional help because she is too scared to admit to herself that she needs help. I hope that
one day Maria will realize that she has a strong need to feel really close to people. She is in
denial about this need at the moment.
If Maria recognizes this need, and gets some help, her life will change for the better.
Loneliness is probably more common than most of us realize. Loneliness is not only felt by the
old lady who lives on her own, but also by people in families like Maria and Alan.
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“Don’t talk to me about sex”
May 2005
“Once you’re over 50, sex is no longer important. Older people can’t be expected to perform
like they used to 30 years ago. It’s just not natural”. For so many years Joan had explained
this to Ernest. He just didn’t get it.
Ernest wanted them to go for counselling. He thought that having sex about twice a year
suggested that there was a problem. Joan was reluctant because of her belief that once you
are “over the hill”, sex is left behind on the other side.
Ernie got busy on the net. He did some research. He found out that sex can be frequent and
enjoyable for couples well into their old age. He found that when the sexual drive diminishes
with age it might indicate a problem. The problem could be physical or psychological or both.
Armed with this information, he approached Joan again. He said that they were missing out on
something special. She reluctantly agreed for them to see a psychologist. The first session
was about gathering background information and understanding what beliefs ran the sex show.
By about the third session, Joan was beginning to understand where her beliefs about sex had
come from. She had learned most of her attitudes from her mother and these belief systems
sat hidden away at a subconscious level.
One of these beliefs was that “sex was mainly for having babies.” After menopause, sex was
pretty pointless. The therapist was able to explain that in humans (like some other primates)
sex is a way of strengthening the pair bond. Also that it is normal to enjoy a good sex life after
menopause.
Another belief that Joan learned was that it’s men who want sex, and women just go along with
it to keep their man happy. The therapist was able to point out that the sex drive in men and
women is on a par.
The improvement of Joan and Ernie’s sex life was slow and steady. Joan had to feel safe and
be sure that she wasn’t being pressured. Joan had to learn about the things that turned her on
sexually and sensually. Some of the things that turned her on were new to her. She had never
known about them.
It ended up being an exciting journey of discovery for both of them. Ernie had to make changes
to. He had to learn the wonderful art of for-play.
This is a good news story. Joan and Ernie’s marriage is now powering on.
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“Sexual problems”
April 2008
Sexual issues and problems are always a bit difficult to discuss in print. However, it is important
that people with sexual problems know that there is help available. It is also important to
remove the barriers of shame and embarrassment when talking about this topic.
Sexual problems are either psychological or physical in origin. Of course, there are a whole
range of problems that are a mixture of both physical and psychological.
Let me tell you about Rod. (Please note that Rod is a made up person based on several
cases.) Rod was a man in his late thirties. He was married to Joy. Rod suffered from
premature ejaculation. It was frustrating for both him and Joy. Rod didn’t want to discuss this
problem with anyone. After all, this was about his manhood.
Under pressure from Joy, Rod did agree to see his GP. The GP went through all the regular
health checks for any physical problems. Rod came through with a clean bill of health. The GP
explained to Rod that his problem was associated with anxiety and that many men suffer from
this at some stage in their lives. The GP referred Rod to see me.
Rod told me that his problem had been occurring for six months. He was working in a very
stressful job for a boss he didn’t get on with. He was under a lot of pressure to keep a high
level of performance at work.
Some of the stresses at work carried over into his home. Rod and Joy were arguing a lot. It
was not surprising that when Rod and Joy went to make love, Rod also felt under pressure to
perform. There was a direct relationship between Rod’s performance anxiety and his premature
ejaculation problem.
Rod told me that when he was making love, he tried to distract his mind to other things. The first
thing that I suggested was for him not to do this. I suggested that he concentrate on the what
he was doing and focus on relaxation and taking the performance pressure off himself. The
second way I helped him was to teach him how to reduce this performance pressure. We did
some EFT tapping on this issue with a good result.
Rod experienced an enormous sense of relief and felt the pressure on him had eased
considerably. The problem disappeared after a week or so. Rod then went on to make
changes in the way he coped at work.
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“Unreal expectations”
July 2006
We have to have expectations or we couldn’t survive. We expect to find food in the fridge etc
etc. There are thousands of expectations which guide our life every day. Problems arise when
we have unrealistic expectations.
I provide relationship therapy. Couples come to see me nearly always because they are
experiencing conflict. One of the most common expectations they have is that I will act as an
arbitrator in resolving their conflicts. They will usually pitch their case to me in order to show
themselves in the best possible light in the hope that I will side with them.
I saw John and Mary several year ago. Mary resented John because he didn’t show her
affection and he stayed at work for long hours. John resented Mary for being critical of him all
the time and nagging. Sound familiar?
They came to me strongly advocating their respective cases with little insight into their own
contribution. There was an unwillingness to let go of the moral high ground. They were both in
victim mode. Their expectation was that I would see how badly their partner treated them.
My job was to reeducate John and Mary into taking responsibility for their own role in their
conflicts. This meant each had to look inside themselves at their subconscious issues that were
contributing to the conflict.
As we progressed, Mary recognised that she was angry and frustrated about not getting
recognition and affection from John. John recognised that he avoided the relationship because
of what he perceived as endless criticism and the sense that he could never win.
This is a happy ending story. John and Mary began to understand what was driving their strong
feelings at a subconscious level. They admitted to their fears and the buttons that were being
pushed. They started to treat each other with more respect. They learned to communicate non
defensively.
It’s an ongoing journey, but they have continued to improve their relationship.
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“Early intervention”
February 2008
Jack and Lucy left it too late. I am always saddened when a couple comes to see me after
things have been going wrong for a long period of time. In the case of Jack and Lucy they had
been fighting for years and they were sick of fighting and sick of each other.
It was all so unnecessary. They didn’t have to fight. They had each learned to fight when they
were young and they had never learned an alternative. Jack and Lucy met eight years ago.
They fell in love with great passion. They were so made for each other and so much in love.
That was part of the problem. Because they were so much in love, their expectations of the
other person were very high. As we all know, being in love makes the other person appear
more wonderful than they really are. However, all good honeymoons come to an end. So it
was with Jack and Lucy. They started to notice each other’s faults. In fact, after a while some
habits became extremely irritating.
That was the time for early intervention. If they had seen a skilled counselor, things would have
turned out very differently. Now I don’t advocate that couples seek counselling every time
something goes wrong. I advocate they seek counselling if things KEEP going wrong.
Let me illustrate with an example. Lucy said “I hate it the way you cut your nails in the living
room – you’re such a grot”. Jack responded with “that’s what you always do – find fault with
everything I do”. Lucy retorted; “You never listen to me – you are so ignorant”. Jack stormed off
shouting “I’m just sick of being nagged all the time – it’s like I can’t do anything right in your
eyes”.
Oh so familiar and oh so unnecessary. There was an alternative. With some guidance, things
could have gone very differently. Lucy could have said “It upsets me when you cut your nails in
the living room”. Jack could have chosen not to see this as a personal attack. He could have
understood that it was something that genuinely irritated Lucy. He could have responded with
understanding and said “I know it irritates you, but the living room is the best lighting in the
house”.
They could have both worked on a solution to the issue. If someone had taught them the skills
of no defensive communication, empathy and negotiation, Jack and Lucy would still be together
today.
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“Bombing”
May 2008
"That's the trouble with you Simon, you never listen to anything I say - you always get your own
way." Julie was upset and was not aware that she had just triple bombed Simon.
A bomb is designed to put the other person off the track. A bomb is usually a very unfair
statement that has a big impact on the person. Julie didn't deliberately bomb Simon. It was a
long established sub conscious habit. There were three bombs in what Julie said. See if you
can spot all three (answer given at the end).
Bombing is dishonest and has no place in a functional relationship. Here is an example of what
not to do and how to fix it. This time Simon did the bombing. Julie wanted to have lunch with
her friends. It was Simon's day off and he wanted to spend it with Julie. An argument broke
out. Julie said, "come on be fair, I didn't have a problem letting you go to the work party last
night". Simon didn't have a leg to stand on so he decided to bomb Julie. "You don't care about
my feelings and you never have".
It sounded OK and it worked. Julie took the bomb and started to justify how she really did care
about Simon. His bomb had successfully distracted Julie from the issue of fair play. The
argument escalated and Julie's original point was never returned to.
Here's how it could have been changed for the better. Once Julie had said about her not
objecting to Simon's party, he could have responded. "I know it would be fair for you to have
lunch with your friends, but I would really love to spend some time with you. I have been
looking forward to it".
Julie then had the option of dealing with Simon's feelings and they could have worked out a
compromise without there having to be an argument.
A couple can do something to fix this problem. They would first have to identify what a bomb is
and when it happens. Then they can reach an agreement that if one person identifies a bomb,
the other person should have a really honest look at what they just said.
If you are dealing with a person who bombs and wont own up to it, just ignore the bomb and
keep returning to the topic that you brought up. This is sometimes called the "broken record
technique".
Julie's three bombs were the absolute and unfair words; "never", "anything" and "always".
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“The guru trap”
April 2009
Most of us like to have heroes. That’s a normal part of human behaviour. When admiration turns
to hero worship, there are risks attached. Take the case of David. He was only 17 when he
joined his local church. He was searching for direction and he thought he had found it in a youth
leaders called John.
John had an ego the size of a house. He loved to have a group of devoted followers. David
joined this group. In David eyes, John could do no wrong.
This went on for two years. During this time David benefited from the relationship. John gave
David stability, direction and certainty. However, as David continued to change and grow, he
started to question some of the teachings of his guru.
This did not go down well with John. John did not like his teachings to be questioned. David and
John had a major falling out. It happened over something minor, but it reflected David’s need to
move on.
What happened then is not unusual. In David eyes, John fell from hero to villain. David felt
betrayed by John. But John hadn’t betrayed him. John was just doing what some gurus do. The
problem was that David’s expectations of John were far greater than John could deliver.
David had put John on a pedestal where he didn’t belong. Because of John’s need to be
admired, he encouraged this to happen. John fell from grace because of David’s high
expectations of him.
The lesson for David was that all gurus have flaws. It’s okay to admire somebody, but if you put
them up on a pedestal, you can become blind to their faults and you don’t anticipate their fall
from grace.
In January this year my wife and I stayed at an Ashram in Southern India to get some
rejuvenation therapy. The therapy was good, but the Guru who ran the ashram had become an
“emperor”. He demanded total loyalty from his followers. There were many followers prepared
to devote their lives to this man.
I acknowledge that he was a man with a lot of knowledge. However, he did not command my
respect because he had lost the ability to accept critical feedback. Someone who loses this
ability stops learning. They also lose their ability to be humble.
It suits some people to follow a guru. Good luck to them – I wish them well. But I will limit myself
to admiring certain people, and not to workshop at their feet.
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