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CHAPTER 1

Why People Misunderstand
One Another
Perhaps you opened this book because you want to understand

your partner better. Perhaps you are looking for a way to

connect with your child, your parents, a friend, or a

colleague—or with yourself.

In close relationships, we often assume that a good intention will

automatically be understood as intended. Yet a surprisingly wide

gap can open between what we mean to communicate and what

the other person experiences.

This chapter invites you to look at that gap without searching for

someone to blame. It shows how experience, expectations,

emotions, and the mind’s quick interpretations enter our

conversations—and how assumptions can be turned into

genuine questions.



The first step toward understanding is rarely a perfect sentence.

More often, it is a willingness to accept that the other person’s

story may differ from the one we have just created.

When Two Good Intentions Point in
Different Directions
Klára closed the apartment door a little more quietly than usual.

She left her handbag on the entryway floor, took off her shoes,

and simply stood there for a moment. A day that was supposed to

be ordinary had changed with a single phone call. Her manager

had told her that senior leadership had canceled the project she

had been working on for several months. No one had blamed

her, yet she felt as if the floor had shifted beneath her.

Tomáš was sitting in the living room with his laptop on his knees.

The moment he saw her, he knew something was wrong. Klára

did not smile, did not make her usual comment about the trip

home, and went straight to the kitchen. Tomáš closed his

computer. He wanted to ask what had happened, but stopped

himself.
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He remembered the times when he had come home after a

difficult day. Questions had exhausted him then. He needed to

catch his breath, sort through his thoughts, and only then talk.

When someone gave him space, he experienced it as

consideration. So he did what he believed was kind: he left Klára

alone.

In the kitchen, Klára filled the kettle and waited to see whether

he would follow her. She heard Tomáš put his computer aside, so

she knew he had noticed her mood. She waited for one simple

question: “What happened?” She would not have had to explain

everything right away. She only needed to feel that she was not

alone in it.

Tomáš did not come.

When he appeared in the kitchen doorway a few minutes later,

he asked whether she wanted pasta for dinner or would rather

order something. Klára shrugged.

Why People Misunderstand One Another
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“I don’t care.”

Tomáš heard irritation in her voice. He told himself he had been

right: she wanted to be left alone. He ordered food, put away the

dishes, and asked no more questions. Klára read his silence

differently: he could see that she was upset, but he did not want

to deal with it.

That evening they sat beside each other. There was no argument

between them that could be named precisely. No insult, no raised

voice. Just two people who cared about each other and were both

trying to be considerate. Yet each of them felt alone.

At last Klára said, “You haven’t asked me once what’s wrong.”

Tomáš looked up. “I thought you wanted to be alone.”

“Why did you think that?”
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“Because that’s what I need. I didn’t want to pressure you.”

For the first time that evening, they looked at the same situation

together. Klára saw that Tomáš’s silence might not have meant

indifference. Tomáš understood that the space that would have

helped him could have left her feeling abandoned. None of this

changed the fact that his response had hurt her. But it changed

the meaning she attached to that hurt.

There is no villain in this story. That is precisely why it feels so

true to everyday life. Many misunderstandings do not arise

because one person wants to hurt another. They arise when each

person follows their own map without realizing that the other is

holding a different one.

Pause

Perhaps you have offered someone exactly what would have

helped you in the same situation—advice, silence, a hug, a

question, humor, or a practical solution. And perhaps you were

surprised when they did not experience it as a gesture of

closeness.

Why People Misunderstand One Another
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Take a moment to return to one such occasion. What did you

mean to communicate through your behavior? What might the

other person have read into it?

Can you also remember a time when you expected someone

close to you to know what you needed without being told? Did

you say it, or did you hope they would find the right answer

without being given a clue?

These questions are not meant to reveal who made a mistake.

They point to something more important: between one person’s

intention and another person’s experience lies a space in which

meaning can easily change.

Understanding is not an automatic result of closeness. It is the

ongoing process by which two people check whether they are

giving the same words and actions different meanings.
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Between an Event and Its Meaning
We often feel that we are reacting directly to what happened. In

reality, we are usually also reacting to our explanation of the

event. The phone stays silent, and we tell ourselves that the other

person has forgotten us. A colleague replies briefly, and we hear

disrespect. A teenager closes the door, and a parent may feel

rejected. The event itself is often simple. The story our mind

builds around it may be anything but.

Several rapid steps occur between what happened and our

response. We notice something. We assign it meaning. Emotion

and tension arise in the body. Only then do we say something, do

something, or choose not to act. The entire process can take a

fraction of a second, so its parts blend together. We then

experience our interpretation of the situation as reality itself.

Consider the sentence, “I don’t feel like talking today.” It could

mean fatigue, a need to process difficult news, fear of conflict, or

genuine lack of interest. Without further conversation, we do not

know which explanation is true. Yet we often choose

one—usually the one that best fits our current state of mind and

our earlier experiences.

Why People Misunderstand One Another
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This is not a sign of poor character or low intelligence. The

human mind needs to create connections. If we examined every

situation from the beginning and without any assumptions, an

ordinary day would overwhelm us. The problem is not that we

create meanings. The problem begins when we forget that, for

now, they are only possible interpretations.

Each of Us Sees Only Part of the Picture

Two people can be present for the same conversation and later

describe it differently. One remembers the sentence that struck

them. The other remembers the tone in which their partner

responded. One focused on the content, the other on a facial

expression. Both may be telling the truth, yet their accounts do

not match.

Attention is not a camera that records everything around us

without taking sides. It is more like a beam of light that

illuminates only part of a scene. Where that light falls is

influenced by our needs, fears, expectations, and fatigue.

Someone who fears not being taken seriously will quickly notice

an interruption or an unanswered message. Someone sensitive

12



to criticism will catch a hint of reproach but may miss the

appreciation that came before it.

Different perceptions therefore do not necessarily mean that one

person is lying and the other is right. Often, each person is simply

holding a different piece of reality. Understanding begins with

the willingness to accept that our piece is not the whole picture.

The Invisible Rules We Carry

Over the course of our lives, we form ideas about how people

behave when they love someone, when they are angry, when

they need help, or when they apologize. Some of these rules were

stated openly. Most of them were learned by observation.

In one family, problems were discussed immediately and loudly.

In another, it was safer to wait until emotions had settled. In

some homes, affection was expressed through touch and words;

in others, through care, reliability, and work. One person learned

that asking for help was natural. Another learned that it was

better not to burden anyone.

Why People Misunderstand One Another
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These rules may seem self-evident for a long time because they

worked in the environment we came from. But we enter

relationships with people who learned from different examples.

One person expects dissatisfaction to be expressed directly.

Another believes a sensitive person should pick it up from a hint.

One needs quick reconciliation after conflict. Another first needs

time alone. Each may interpret the other’s behavior according to

their own rule and feel entirely justified.

Experience shapes us not only through what we remember, but

also through expectations we no longer recognize as

expectations; they simply feel like the normal way the world

works. Once we name these invisible rules, we can begin to

negotiate them. As long as they remain hidden, we often argue

about whose version of “obvious” is correct.
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The Same Words, Different Personal Dictionaries

Misunderstanding can hide even in words we assume are clear.

“Soon” may mean within a few minutes to one person and

sometime today to another. “I need some space” may be a

request for half an hour alone, or a vague wish for a difficult

subject to disappear. When someone says, “Be here for me,” one

person imagines a conversation, another physical closeness, and

a third practical help.

In close relationships, we use a shared language but draw our

meanings from personal experience. The more obvious a word

seems to us, the less need we feel to explain it. We may then

argue about whether an agreement was kept when each of us

imagined something different from the start.

It helps to ask for a concrete translation: “When you say you

need more support, what would that look like over the next few

days?” or “What does it mean to you when we say we’ll come

back to this later?” This is not quibbling over words. It gives a

vague expectation a form that two people can understand,

accept, decline, or adjust together.

Why People Misunderstand One Another
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Emotions Are Not Proof, but They Are an Important
Message

When something hurts us, a compelling feeling may arise: If I

mattered to him, he wouldn’t have done that. Emotion gives this

thought its force. What we feel is real. The conclusion we draw

from that feeling, however, may not be the only possible

explanation.

Emotions quickly alert us that something significant is

happening for us. Fear may point to danger or uncertainty.

Anger is often connected to a crossed boundary, powerlessness,

or injustice. Sadness accompanies loss. Shame touches our image

of ourselves and our place among others. These signals deserve

attention. But they are not reliable tools for reading someone

else’s intentions.

The stronger the emotion, the more our attention narrows. The

body prepares to protect us, not to make fine distinctions. In a

tense conversation, we can easily hear an attack when the other

person is merely speaking awkwardly, without hostility. It

becomes harder to recall times when the relationship worked,
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while memories that match our present mood seem more

convincing.

That is why good communication phrases are sometimes not

enough. When the body is on alert, even a reasonable sentence

can sound like a rehearsed technique. Understanding often

requires lowering the tension first: slowing down, pausing the

conversation for a while, feeling our feet on the ground, drinking

some water, or agreeing on when to return to the subject. A

pause is not an escape if it has a clear end.

Intention and Impact Are Two Different Truths

In the opening story, Tomáš had a kind intention. Klára still

experienced his silence as loneliness. If Tomáš insisted only on

his intention—“But I was trying to help”—her experience would

remain unheard. If Klára treated her experience as definitive

proof that he did not care, she would not see what had actually

led him to remain silent.

In a mature conversation, both truths can stand side by side: I did

not mean to hurt you and it still hurt you. Acknowledging the

Why People Misunderstand One Another
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impact is not an admission of harmful intent. It is a recognition

that our behavior entered another person’s world and had an

effect there.

Likewise, explaining an intention does not have to be an excuse.

It can add context that allows the other person to understand the

situation in a new way. The order matters. If someone is

describing their pain and we immediately explain why they are

wrong, they will probably hear defensiveness, not context. First,

the impact usually needs to be understood. Only then can both

people explore the intention and look for a better way forward.

What Psychology Tells Us About
Misunderstanding
Psychology does not offer a single sentence that explains every

misunderstanding. It does, however, help us recognize recurring

ways in which the human mind processes ambiguous situations.

Understanding them does not make us completely immune to

them, but it gives us a better chance of noticing them before they

fill in the whole story for us.
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The Mind Predicts and Fills in the Gaps

Perception is not simply the intake of information. The brain

continually estimates what is probably happening and compares

new input with what it already knows. This is how we quickly

understand incomplete sentences, recognize a familiar face in a

crowd, or anticipate what will happen in an ordinary situation.

The same ability operates in relationships. When we do not know

the reason for silence, a delay, or a brief reply, the mind fills in

the missing part. It draws on the past. If we have experienced

rejection in similar moments, rejection may become our first

explanation today. If we learned that people under pressure

need space, we are more likely to see fatigue than disinterest.

The first interpretation is often fast and convincing, but not

necessarily accurate. A useful question, then, is not only “What is

happening?” but also “What has my mind just filled in?”

Why People Misunderstand One Another
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In Ourselves We See Circumstances; in Others,
Character

When we are late, we know about the traffic jam, the urgent

phone call, and our effort to arrive as quickly as possible. When

someone else is late, what we see most clearly is the delay. It is

easy to conclude that they are unreliable or that we do not

matter to them.

With our own behavior, we have access to circumstances and

intentions. With another person’s behavior, we mainly see the

outward expression. This imbalance tempts us to give ourselves

context while assigning the other person a character flaw. In

conflict, the difference grows larger. We explain our own raised

voice as powerlessness and theirs as aggression; our silence as

protection and theirs as punishment.

This does not mean that we must search for mitigating

circumstances behind every inappropriate behavior. It only

means that before making a judgment about a person, it is worth

learning something about the situation.
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We Look for Confirmation of What We Fear

Once we reach a conclusion, our attention more readily catches

what supports it. A person convinced that their partner does not

listen will notice every glance at a phone. Moments of full

attention register less because they do not fit the story. A

manager who expects an employee to make mistakes will review

that person’s work differently from the work of someone they

trust.

This creates a closed loop. Expectations influence what we

notice. What we notice strengthens the original belief. We begin

to behave accordingly—perhaps more coldly or

aggressively—and the other person responds to our change. We

then interpret that response as further proof that we were right.

The loop can be interrupted by asking, “What would not fit my

current explanation?” This is not about forcing ourselves to look

for positives. It is an honest check on whether we have

overlooked information that complicates the story.

Why People Misunderstand One Another
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Uncertainty Gives Threat a Louder Voice

In an ambiguous situation, human attention tends to be more

sensitive to possible threat than to a neutral explanation. From

an evolutionary perspective, overlooking danger may have been

more costly than erring several times on the side of caution. In

relationships today, however, the same sensitivity may lead us to

interpret an unanswered message as rejection, a brief email as

hostility, and a tired expression as dissatisfaction with us.

This tendency grows stronger when we are exhausted, hurt, or

insecure in a relationship. It is no coincidence that we may read

the same sentence more calmly in the morning than late at night

after a difficult day. Sometimes the problem lies not only in the

content of a conversation, but also in the moment when we have

it.
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Memory Preserves Meaning, Not a Perfect Record

During conflict, people often argue about the exact wording of a

sentence spoken long ago. Each is convinced that they remember

it correctly. But memory is not an archive from which we

retrieve an unchanged recording each time. When we recall the

past, we reconstruct it from stored fragments and our present

understanding. Over time, we may remember with great

confidence mainly how we experienced the situation.

This does not mean that memories have no value. They show the

meaning an event came to hold. Yet an argument over every

word can distract us from a more important question: “What

stayed with you from that moment?” If we accept that two

memories can carry different impressions of the same event, we

do not have to defeat one of them for the conversation to

continue.

Why People Misunderstand One Another
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We Can Infer What Another Person Is Thinking, but We
Cannot Read Their Mind

In relationships, we rely on our ability to infer what others think

and feel. Without it, we could not cooperate or act with

consideration. The longer we know someone, the more confident

we become in our inferences. But closeness can create an illusion

of accuracy.

The sentence “I know what you meant” sometimes closes a

conversation at the very moment it should begin. We may know

another person deeply and still be wrong in a particular

moment. Their life continues to develop, circumstances change,

and sometimes they do not fully understand themselves either.

Curiosity is not a sign of weak closeness. On the contrary, it

protects a relationship from the belief that there is nothing left to

discover.

When we are unsure of another person’s intention, we have two

choices: fill the gap with our own fear, or create space in which

the other person can name it for themselves.
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Four Relationships, Four Different
Translations
The principles of understanding do not change depending on

whether we are speaking with a partner, a child, a friend, or a

colleague. What changes is the context, the degree of closeness,

the responsibility involved, and the way a misunderstanding can

be repaired. The following situations show how a small shift in

interpretation can change an entire conversation.

A Couple: Advice No One Asked For

Kamil was telling Dana about a conflict at work. He was

disappointed and needed to sort out what had happened. Dana

listened carefully and soon suggested three specific steps: write

to his manager, prepare his arguments, and request a meeting.

She wanted to help. But Kamil fell silent and replied that he

“obviously knew all that already.”

Dana experienced his response as a rejection of her support.

Kamil heard her advice as a message that he was not capable of

handling the situation. Each responded to a meaning the other

had not intended.

Why People Misunderstand One Another
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A useful conversation began only with the question that could

have been asked at the start: “Would you rather I just listen right

now, or should we look for a solution together?” The question

does not rule out spontaneity or closeness. It simply helps align

the form of support with what the person needs at that moment.

Instead of withdrawing in irritation, Kamil could also have said,

“I appreciate that you want to help. Right now I just need to talk

for a while; I’d be glad to come back to solutions afterward.”

Responsibility for understanding does not rest only with the

listener. The other person often needs a clear map.

Family: A Teenager’s Closed Door

Fifteen-year-old Eliška had begun shutting herself in her room

after school. Her mother noticed the change and started asking

what was going on. The more she asked, the shorter her

daughter’s replies became. Her mother saw the silence as a loss

of trust and worried that she had neglected something. Eliška

experienced the questions as pressure because she did not yet

know how to describe the difficulties she was having with her

friends.
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A parent is responsible for taking an interest in a child’s safety;

respecting privacy therefore does not mean ignoring warning

signs. But the way that concern is expressed can determine

whether the child hears support or an interrogation.

Instead of asking a series of questions, her mother tried saying,

“I’ve noticed that you’ve been coming home quiet these past few

days. You don’t have to explain it to me right away. I just want

you to know that I’m here, and that we can come back to it

tonight or tomorrow.” At the same time, she clearly added that if

Eliška was not safe, she needed to know.

Her daughter was not given unlimited space without a parent’s

presence. She was given time and a predictable offer of

connection. Her mother, in turn, did not have to present her fear

as proof that her daughter no longer trusted her. She separated

observation from interpretation.

Why People Misunderstand One Another
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Friendship: A Message with No Reply

Erik asked his longtime friend Hana whether they could meet

over the weekend. Several days passed without a reply. Erik

remembered that he had also suggested their last get-together.

Gradually, he concluded that he was now the only one

maintaining the friendship. When Hana finally got in touch and

apologized, explaining that caring for her ill father had been

demanding, Erik responded coldly. He wanted to show that her

silence had hurt him; Hana heard in his tone a lack of

understanding for her situation.

Erik did not have to deny his pain simply because Hana had a

serious reason. But he could separate the fact from the story:

“When you didn’t reply for several days, I started wondering

whether you still wanted us to spend time together. Now I

understand that you were dealing with something difficult. Next

time, if you can, please send me even a brief ‘I’ll get back to you

later.’”

Such a statement leaves room for both realities: Hana was

overwhelmed by a family situation, and Erik cared enough about

the relationship to experience the uncertainty painfully.
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Understanding here does not mean deciding whose reason

matters more. It means finding a way to reduce unnecessary

uncertainty next time.

At Work: Brevity That Sounded Like Criticism

A team leader emailed Irena: “Revise the presentation. We need

a clearer conclusion.” Irena had put a great deal of work into the

project and read the message after ten o’clock at night. She took

its brevity as dissatisfaction with all of her work. She began

reworking the presentation from the first slide and arrived

exhausted the next morning.

The team leader, meanwhile, had been rushing between

meetings. He meant the final two slides and considered the

earlier part strong. But because he did not provide that context,

he left a wide space for interpretation. Irena did not verify the

scope of the requested change because she feared that asking

would confirm her uncertainty.

At work, we may not have the kind of closeness that makes it

easy to speak openly about being hurt. That makes specificity all

Why People Misunderstand One Another
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the more important. Irena could have replied, “I understand that

the conclusion needs to be sharper. Does the revision concern

the final two slides, or would you like me to change the structure

of the earlier section as well?” The team leader could have

learned to add one sentence of context: “The first section works

well; please revise the final two slides so that the

recommendation is clear.”

Clarity is not cold. In working relationships, it is often one of the

most practical forms of respect.

What You Can Do in Your Very Next
Conversation
Misunderstandings cannot be prevented entirely. But we can

shorten the time we spend living inside an untested

interpretation and improve the way we return to each other

after a misunderstanding. The following steps are not a script to

recite word for word. They are guideposts for moments when a

conversation begins to drift apart.
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1. Separate the Observation from the Story

First, try to describe what a camera or microphone could have

captured, without judging the motive. Instead of “You ignored

me,” you might say, “While I was talking about the meeting, you

looked at your phone twice and didn’t answer my last question.”

Instead of “You always dismiss everything,” try, “When I

suggested a change, you said we didn’t have time for it right

now.”

A description is not a magic formula, and it can still sound

aggressive if delivered like an accusation. Its purpose is to create

a shared starting point. The less we load it with assumptions

about intention, the easier it is for the other person to add their

experience.

A short internal sentence can help: “This is what I know; this is

how I’m interpreting it right now.” The distinction alone often

reduces the certainty with which we are ready to judge.

Why People Misunderstand One Another
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2. Describe the Impact Without Passing Judgment on the
Person

People usually become defensive when they hear a definition of

their character: “You’re inconsiderate,” “You’re too sensitive,”

“You’re unreliable.” There may be legitimate pain behind such a

statement, but the other person first has to defend their sense of

who they are before they can hear that pain.

It is more useful to describe the impact: “When the plan changed

and I didn’t find out until that evening, I felt overlooked and

uncertain.” This does not deny the possibility that the other

person acted irresponsibly. It simply begins with an experience

that can be discussed more precisely.

The words “I feel” are not enough on their own. “I feel that you

don’t care about me” is still a conclusion about another person’s

mind. A more precise version might be: “I feel sad and uncertain;

I’m starting to fear that I’m not important to you.” The fear is our

experience. Whether the other person truly does not care is a

question to be tested.
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3. Ask About Meaning, Not for a Defense

The question “Why did you do that?” may be sincere, but in a

tense moment it can sound like a demand that the other person

defend themselves. Gentler and more precise questions include:

“What was happening for you in that moment?” “How did you

understand what I said?” “What did you need when you left?” or

“What did you mean to communicate through your silence?”

How a question is asked matters as much as its wording. If we

already know which answer is “right,” the other person will not

feel our curiosity. A genuine question allows for the possibility

that we will hear something unexpected.

We do not have to accept every explanation as an excuse. We can

understand the reason for a behavior while still holding a

boundary. The sentence “I understand that you were under

pressure, and it is still not okay for you to shout at me” combines

context with accountability.
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4. Check What You Heard

When tension is high, we often prepare our response before the

other person has finished speaking. A brief summary interrupts

that automatic pattern: “If I understand you, you weren’t angry

about the delay itself. What hurt was that I didn’t let you know. Is

that right?”

Checking is not the same as agreeing. We can understand a view

accurately without sharing it. But a summary lets the other

person know whether their message reached us in the form they

intended.

Sometimes changing a single word is enough. Someone says, “It

wasn’t anger, exactly; it was more a sense of helplessness.” That

correction may open a completely different part of the

conversation. It is better, then, to offer a working summary

rather than a final interpretation.
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5. Say What Kind of Support You Need

People close to us should not have to pass a test by guessing our

needs without a clue. If we can, we can help them with a

concrete sentence: “I need you to listen for ten minutes.” “I want

to hear your opinion, but first I need to calm down.” “Please hold

me; we can look for solutions later.” “I need half an hour alone,

and then I’ll come to you.”

We do not always know exactly what we need. That, too, can be

communicated: “I don’t know yet what would help. Please stay

with me for a little while.” Specificity is not a demand for

immediate compliance. It is information that two people can

negotiate.

A question from the listener can be equally helpful: “Would it

help most if I stayed with you, asked a few questions, or worked

on a solution with you?” Three options are often easier than the

broad “What do you need?” especially when someone is upset.
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6. Choose a Time When You Can Hear Each Other

Some conversations fail not because of the subject, but because

of timing. When one person is in a hurry and the other is

exhausted, even a well-intentioned opening can end in

defensiveness. Postponing a conversation is sometimes wise. But

a vague “not now” can create more uncertainty.

It is safer to pair the pause with a return: “I’m too upset right

now, and I’m starting to say things I don’t want to say. I need

forty minutes. Can we continue at eight?” Such an agreement

protects both people: one from becoming overwhelmed, the

other from feeling that the issue vanished when the other person

walked away.

The pause should be used to settle ourselves, not to prepare a

more persuasive indictment. Movement, slow breathing, silence,

or writing down what truly matters can help. The goal is not to

return without emotion, but with a greater capacity to perceive

the other person as well.
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7. Use Fewer Words That Close the Door

Words such as “always,” “never,” “everyone,” and “no one” come

readily when we are in pain. Usually, however, they shift the

conversation from the specific problem to an argument about

exceptions. Instead of addressing a late arrival, the conversation

becomes a debate over whether the person is late every single

time.

A more precise time frame reduces defensiveness: “This has

happened three times in the past two weeks.” It is similarly

useful to replace mind reading with a question. Instead of “You

don’t care,” we can say, “When you don’t respond, I read it as a

lack of interest. What’s happening for you?”

Precision does not diminish the seriousness of a problem. It gives

the problem a shape we can work with.
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8. Return to a Conversation That Went Wrong

Understanding does not come only from getting everything right

the first time. Relationships are often strengthened by the ability

to repair. We can return to the conversation by saying,

“Yesterday I was so quick to explain my intention that I missed

how it affected you. I want to try again.”

A good repair includes acknowledging a specific impact, taking

responsibility for our part, and proposing a change. It does not

require self-humiliation or accepting all the blame. In a conflict,

both people may carry responsibility, each for something

different.

Sometimes the other person is not ready to accept a repair. That

can be painful, but even a sincere apology does not entitle us to

immediate forgiveness. We can offer a return; we cannot force

its outcome.
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9. Accept That Understanding May Not Lead to Agreement

Understanding why a partner needs more time together does not

mean automatically agreeing to every request. Understanding a

parent’s concerns does not mean giving up adult independence.

Understanding and agreement are two different things.

This distinction brings relief. Once we no longer have to

persuade the other person to see the world in exactly the same

way, we can focus on whether we can grasp their view

accurately while expressing our own honestly. Sometimes the

result will be agreement. At other times, it will be a boundary, a

compromise, or respectful disagreement.

In some relationships, communication alone is not enough.

When there is violence, threats, systematic humiliation,

manipulation, or fear for one’s safety, it is not the injured

person’s task to find a more perfect sentence. In such a situation,

protection, clear boundaries, and professional or other trusted

support matter more. Understanding must never be confused

with an obligation to endure harm.
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Practical Exercise: Mapping a
Misunderstanding
This exercise is intended for a situation that still creates tension

in you but feels safe enough to reflect on by yourself. Do not

choose the most painful event of your life. A recent

misunderstanding in which greater clarity might help with a

future conversation is a better place to begin.

Set aside about fifteen to twenty minutes. Write briefly and

specifically. The aim is not to build a defense or a case against the

other person. It is to separate the layers that became fused in

your immediate reaction.

Step 1: What Would a Camera Have Captured?

Describe the situation without words that define character or

intention. State what each person said or did and, if relevant,

when it happened.

Example: I sent a message with a question on Monday afternoon.

No reply had come by Wednesday evening.
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Step 2: What Story Did I Create?

Complete the sentence, “When that happened, I interpreted it to

mean that…” Write down the first explanation that appeared,

even if you now doubt it.

Then ask yourself: What does this interpretation say about the

other person? And what does it say about me or our

relationship?

Step 3: What Did I Feel, and What Mattered to Me?

Name one to three emotions. Try to avoid expressions that are

actually judgments, such as “I felt manipulated.” A more precise

description might be, “I felt anger, uncertainty, and

helplessness.”

Then ask: What did the emotion touch on—a need for reliability,

respect, closeness, autonomy, safety, recognition, rest, or

something else?

Why People Misunderstand One Another

41



Step 4: What Other Interpretations Are Possible?

Write down at least three alternatives. They do not have to be

positive, and you do not have to believe them. Their purpose is

simply to broaden your perspective.

•  Another explanation might be…

•  Another possibility is…

•  I also do not yet know whether…

For each possibility, notice whether a fact supports it or whether,

like the first story, it is an assumption. The aim is not to replace

an unpleasant story with a pleasant one, but to reintroduce

uncertainty where information is genuinely missing.

Step 5: What Might the Other Person Have Been
Experiencing?

Try to form a working hypothesis about their circumstances,

emotions, or needs. Begin with the word “Maybe” and keep it

tentative. If you find yourself writing a definite claim about their

intention, turn it back into a question.
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Maybe they were overwhelmed. Maybe they understood my words

as criticism. Maybe they avoided the subject. I do not know which

possibility is true until I ask.

Step 6: Prepare One Statement and One Genuine Question

The statement can combine the observation, your experience,

and the meaning you began to create:

“When I didn’t receive a reply for two days, I felt uncertain and

started telling myself that you didn’t want to stay in touch.”

The question should open space for the other person’s

experience:

“What was happening for you during those days?”

Finally, if the time is right, add a specific request for the future:
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“If you can’t reply, a brief message saying you’ll get back to me

later would help. Would that be possible for you?”

Questions for Self-Reflection

•  Which part of the situation did I initially consider a fact, even
though it was an interpretation?

•  What earlier experience did this situation bring to mind?

•  What changes in me when I allow for more than one
explanation?

•  What do I need to communicate so the other person does not
have to guess?

•  What can I ask with genuine curiosity?

•  What am I prepared to do differently, even if the other person
has not yet changed their part?

•  Is this relationship and this conversation safe for me? If not,
what support or boundary do I need?

After completing the exercise, you do not have to begin the

conversation immediately. First, notice whether your prepared

statement describes your experience or contains a hidden

accusation, and whether your question genuinely leaves room

for an answer you did not expect. If it does, you have created a

good foundation. The outcome will not be entirely in your hands,
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but the way you enter the conversation will be clearer and more

honest.

Key Takeaways from This Chapter

•  Two people may respond differently to the same event because
they give it different meanings.

•  Intention and impact can both be true: a good intention does
not rule out a painful impact.

•  Emotions carry important information about our experience,
but they are not reliable proof of another person’s intention.

•  We can question an assumption by separating observation
from interpretation and starting to ask questions.

•  Understanding grows when we check what we heard and
communicate specifically what we need.

•  A pause with a clear agreement to return, along with the ability
to repair, can protect a relationship better than trying to get
everything right the first time.

•  Understanding does not mean agreeing, excusing harm, or
abandoning our own boundaries.

A Final Thought from the Author

Misunderstanding begins when we mistake our interpretation
for the whole story. Understanding begins with the courage to let
the other person finish telling their part.
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CHAPTER 2

Emotions Are Not the
Enemy
Perhaps you have said something you later regretted. Or perhaps

you fell silent, walked away, or pretended everything was fine

even though you were hurting inside. In moments like these, we

often promise ourselves that next time we will stay calmer. But

resolve alone is not enough if we do not understand what

happened within us.

The Evening That Was Not About the Mug
Lucie came home later than usual. She had spent the entire day

moving from one meeting to the next, had barely had time to eat,

and on the way home had called her mother, who was waiting

for medical test results. As she unlocked the apartment door, she

wanted only one thing: to sit down for a while and not have to

deal with anything.

Marek was standing in the kitchen. He was cleaning up after

dinner, and a mug Lucie had left there that morning was still on



the counter. It was hardly a disaster. Just a small object in the

wrong place. Marek picked it up and said with a weary sigh,

“Could you clean up after yourself once in a while?”

You can probably guess what happened next.

Lucie did not hear a request to put away the mug. In an instant,

tension flooded her body. What she heard was: “Once again,

you’re not good enough. You do everything wrong. I don’t even

know what you accomplish all day.” She dropped her bag on the

floor a little harder than she meant to and replied, “Seriously? I

come home after a day like this, and the first thing you do is

criticize me over a mug?”

Marek, in turn, did not hear anything about a difficult day. He

heard an attack on his efforts. He had spent the entire afternoon

grocery shopping, cooking, and cleaning the kitchen. Inside, a

voice said, “No one sees what you do. And somehow you’ll still be

the bad guy.” His response came out sharper: “Of course. No one

can ever say anything to you. Your problems are always more

important than everyone else’s.”

Emotions Are Not the Enemy

47



Within seconds, the conversation had moved away from the mug

and from what each of them truly needed. Lucie needed

acceptance, a moment of safety, and someone to show concern.

Marek needed appreciation, cooperation, and a sense that the

household did not rest on him alone. Neither of them voiced that

need. Fatigue, hurt, and defensiveness spoke for them.

Lucie went to the bedroom and closed the door. Marek remained

in the kitchen. Both felt that the other was insensitive. Both

began assembling evidence in their minds to justify their anger.

And both were, in fact, lonelier than they had been five minutes

earlier.

Half an hour later, Lucie came back. Not because she was no

longer upset, but because the silence had begun to feel heavier

than the conversation. She sat down at the table and said, “I don’t

want to fight. When you mentioned the mug, I felt completely

incompetent. I know you may not have meant it that way. I was

worried about my mom today, and I was already at my limit.”
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Marek was quiet for a moment. Then he sat down across from

her. “I didn’t know she was waiting for test results,” he said. “And

when you blew up, I felt as if everything I do around here is

taken for granted. I was angry, but I think mostly I felt

overlooked.”

In the end, they spent about ten seconds on the mug. What

mattered more was what they managed to name beneath it.

This story is not about analyzing every sentence or learning to

speak perfectly. It is about something simpler. When we fail to

recognize our own emotion, we can easily mistake it for the truth

about another person. Tension presents itself as proof that

someone is hurting us. Fear becomes certainty that they will

leave. Shame becomes a conviction that they are humiliating us.

And anger becomes permission to strike with words.

When Lucie and Marek were able to say, “I was afraid” and “I felt

overlooked,” their conflict did not magically disappear. But

something important happened: they stopped fighting each other
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and began looking at what was happening between them and

within them.

Pause

Before we continue, try to remember a recent situation in which
you reacted more strongly than you wanted to. It did not have to be
a major argument. Perhaps you answered someone coldly,
withdrew, raised your voice, or spent hours thinking about a single
sentence.

•  What actually happened, if you describe the situation without
judgment?

•  What was your first visible reaction?

•  What was happening in your body?

•  Beneath the anger, was there also fear, helplessness, shame,
sadness, or disappointment?

•  What did you need in that moment but not say out loud?

You do not need to find the perfect answer. The point is to notice
that an inner process takes place between an event and our
behavior. That is where the possibility of understanding ourselves
begins.
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What Emotions Are
Emotions are rapid inner responses to what is happening around

us and within us. They connect the body, attention, thoughts,

memories, and readiness to act. When we perceive danger, the

body may tense and prepare to defend itself. When we

experience a loss, we slow down and turn toward what mattered

to us. When we encounter acceptance, we relax and feel a desire

to move closer.

Emotions, then, are not merely thoughts in the mind. They have a

physical form. They alter our breathing, heart rate, facial

expression, tone of voice, and what we notice. Sometimes we feel

tightness in our chest before we can say that we are afraid. At

other times, we notice a clenched jaw and only later understand

that anger has been building inside us.

Emotions are not an exact record of reality. They provide

relevant information about our experience and how we have

evaluated a situation, but they are not automatic proof of

another person’s intention or of objective reality. Two people can

receive the same news and experience it entirely differently. An

invitation to speak in public might bring one person joy and
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another anxiety. One person may understand a partner’s silence

as calm, another as rejection.

This is an important distinction. When you feel afraid, the fear is

real. But what you fear may not necessarily happen. When you

feel wronged, your experience is real. But it may not be certain

that the other person intended to hurt you. Respecting an

emotion does not mean unreservedly accepting every conclusion

that forms around it.

Emotions are also not morally good or bad. Some are pleasant;

others are painful. Each has a trigger and draws our attention to

something we have judged important. Fear may alert us to a

possible threat, anger to a crossed boundary or obstacle, sadness

to a loss, shame to a threat to acceptance or self-worth, and joy to

an experience we want to share or repeat. These are possible

meanings, not a fixed dictionary that applies to every person and

every situation.

We do not have to take this message literally. Anger does not

mean we have the right to punish. Jealousy does not mean we
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may control another person. Fear does not mean we must always

run away. Emotion brings information and energy; the decision

about how to act remains ours.

Why Emotions Arise
Our emotional system helps us orient ourselves quickly. Life

often does not wait for us to think everything through in detail.

When a ball comes flying toward us, we duck before we form a

complex thought. When we hear irritation in the voice of

someone close to us, our body goes on alert before we register

every word. Speed is an advantage, but it also means that the

first alarm may not always be accurate.

Our reactions do not come only from the present moment.

Experience shapes them. A person who was often criticized in

the past may be more sensitive to a remark that someone else

would easily brush aside. Someone who has had to rely mainly

on themselves may perceive an offer of help as an intrusion on

their independence. And someone who once lost a close

relationship without warning may be especially alert to signs of

distance.
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This does not mean we are forever trapped in the past. It means

that our inner system learns. It tries to predict what might

happen and protect us. Sometimes it protects us appropriately.

At other times, it sounds an old alarm in a new situation.

Emotions are also connected to our needs, values, and

boundaries. If fairness matters to us, injustice is likely to provoke

a stronger response. If we need closeness, a loved one’s

prolonged silence may hurt. If we value reliability, a broken

promise affects us not only as a change of plans but also as a

question of trust.

The fact that an emotion is connected to a need does not mean

others must fulfill our every wish. A need for safety is legitimate;

a demand to check a partner’s phone may not be. A need for

respect is understandable; shouting at a colleague is neither the

only nor an appropriate way to defend it. When we separate the

deeper need from our first idea about how to meet it, more

possibilities emerge.
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Our physical state also affects the intensity of our emotions.

Fatigue, hunger, pain, prolonged stress, or illness reduce the

capacity we have for a calm response. They are not excuses for

hurtful behavior, but they are an important part of the

explanation. Someone at the end of their strength may hear a

major threat in a minor remark. Sometimes, then, the first aid a

relationship needs begins not with a conversation but with food,

sleep, a short pause, or relief from overload.

Emotions and Reactions Are Not the Same
An emotion arises. To some extent, we choose our reaction, even

if it does not feel like a choice in an intense moment.

We cannot order ourselves not to be hurt by something. But we

can learn what to do when the hurt comes. We do not have to be

ashamed of anger. Yet we are responsible for whether we turn

that anger into a clear boundary or into humiliation. We do not

have to deny jealousy. We can decide whether to talk about our

insecurity or begin interrogating and controlling the other

person.
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Sometimes there is a wide space between emotion and reaction.

At other times, it is only the briefest moment: one exhale, a

loosening of the shoulders, the sentence “I need a minute.”

Practice expands that space—not by suppressing emotion, but by

noticing it sooner.

Imagine anger as a warning light on a dashboard. The light

deserves attention. It would be foolish to cover it so it would not

bother us. But it would be equally foolish to destroy the whole

car because of it. We need to learn what it is signaling and

choose an appropriate step.

In practice, the sequence might look like this:

•  Something happens: a partner does not arrive at the agreed
time.

•  We interpret the situation: “I’m not important to him.”

•  The body and emotions respond: tension, fear, anger.

•  An impulse appears: blame, withdraw, punish with silence.

•  A choice becomes possible: check what happened and describe
the impact without attacking.
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The first four steps can happen very quickly. Even so, we can

learn to notice them. If we later say, “I felt uncertain and angry

because I didn’t know what was happening,” we are giving the

other person important information. If we say, “You don’t care

about anything,” we present our interpretation as their true

intention. The first sentence opens a conversation. The second

often closes it.

Taking responsibility for our reaction does not mean we have to

tolerate everything. Quite the opposite. A person who

understands their anger can express a boundary more firmly

and clearly: “When you speak to me this way, I’m going to end

the conversation. I’ll be glad to return to it when we can both

speak without insults.” This is not suppressing emotion. It is

translating emotion into an action that protects dignity.
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Common Myths About Emotions
Myth 1: Negative Emotions Are Bad

We often use the word “negative” for emotions that feel

unpleasant. It is easy, then, to assume that we should not have

them. But discomfort is not the same as harm. Pain alerts us that

something needs care. In much the same way, fear, sadness, or

anger may alert us to a threat, a loss, or a crossed boundary.

The problem is usually not the emotion itself but how we handle

it. Sadness ignored for too long may isolate us. Unprocessed

anger may turn into hardness or outbursts. Fear that is

constantly fed may narrow our lives. The answer, however, is

not to declare these emotions forbidden. We need to recognize

them early, understand them in context, and look for a safe

response.
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Myth 2: Strong People Do Not Show Emotion

Some of us learned that strength means needing nothing, never

crying, and never letting anyone see that we are hurt. This form

of strength may help us survive a difficult situation in the short

term. But if it becomes our only way of living, it costs us

closeness. Others see our defenses but have no chance to know

the person beneath them.

True inner strength may look less dramatic: admitting “That

affected me” without blaming the other person; asking for time

instead of disappearing; asking for help; staying present with the

tears of someone close to us without rushing to fix them.

Vulnerability without boundaries can be dangerous, but

vulnerability paired with discernment is an important part of

trust.
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Myth 3: Expressing an Emotion Means We Have to “Let It
Out”

Expressing an emotion does not mean unloading it on whoever

happens to be nearby. Shouting may bring brief relief, but it can

also reinforce the habit of responding with shouting and leave

fear behind in a relationship. Honesty is not permission to be

inconsiderate.

We can express an emotion by naming it, describing the

situation, and saying what we need. “I’m really angry, and I need

a moment so I don’t say something hurtful” is an honest

expression. “You’re exactly like your father, and it’s impossible to

live with you” is an attack, even if it arose from genuine anger.

Myth 4: We Have to Suppress Emotions to Act Rationally

Suppression and regulation are not the same. Suppression says,

“I must not feel this.” Regulation says, “I feel this, and I need to

handle it safely.” A suppressed emotion often does not disappear.

It may return as irritability, physical tension, coldness, fatigue, or

a disproportionate reaction to something small.
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Rational action does not require the absence of emotion. It

requires the ability to include emotion among the information

we consider without allowing it to be the only voice at the table.

Myth 5: If I Feel It, It Must Be True

An emotion is evidence of our experience, not automatic proof of

another person’s intention. If I feel rejected, it is important to

take that feeling seriously. At the same time, it is worth checking

whether the other person is truly rejecting me or whether they

are tired, overwhelmed, or in need of some time alone.

Relationships suffer when we confuse “I feel” with “I know.” The

sentence “I’m afraid you’re growing distant from me” allows

room for a response. The sentence “You don’t care about me at

all anymore” delivers a verdict. The difference is not cosmetic. It

changes the other person’s position from defendant to partner in

the conversation.
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Myth 6: An Emotion That Is Handled Well Disappears
Quickly

Some emotions pass quickly. Others return in waves. Grief after

a loss, fear after a difficult experience, or disappointment after

trust has been damaged cannot be resolved with a single

well-chosen sentence. Regulation does not mean that we no

longer feel anything. It means an emotion can be present without

making every decision for us.

Psychology Without Complicated Language
The Body Is Often Faster Than the Explanation

When we detect a possible threat, the nervous system prepares

the body to respond. Attention narrows, muscles tense, and

breathing changes. Yet in an argument between partners, there

may be no physical danger. What feels threatened may be our

dignity, our sense of security in the relationship, our feeling of

being accepted, or our ability to stay in control.

In this state, listening becomes more difficult. The brain favors

what confirms the threat. A neutral expression may seem cold, a

question may sound like an interrogation, and a pause may feel

like contempt. That is why trying to resolve a complex conflict
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while both people are overwhelmed is often futile. A short break

is not an escape if it includes reassurance and a return: “I’m too

upset right now. I need twenty minutes, and then I’ll come back

to this.”

First Meaning, Then Emotion

We often respond not only to an event but to what it means to us.

When a friend does not answer a message, our mind may offer

several interpretations: they are busy; they are angry; they do

not care about me; something happened to them. Each

interpretation gives rise to a different emotion.

Our first interpretation is often influenced by experience and

our current state. We do not need to wage war on it. We only

need to label it as a possibility, not a certainty. A simple sentence

can help: “The story I’m telling myself right now is…” This

creates a small distance between fact and assumption.
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Attention Can Intensify an Emotion or Calm It

When we return to the same hurt again and again, adding new

accusations in our minds, the body may keep sounding the

alarm. This does not mean we should push difficult things away.

It means that how we pay attention to them affects their

intensity.

Helpful attention is specific and curious: What exactly affected

me? What am I telling myself it means? What do I need to check?

Unhelpful rumination goes in circles: How could he do this to

me? Why does this always happen to me? What is wrong with

him? The first approach can lead to understanding and action.

The second often keeps the body on alert without offering a

solution.

Naming Creates Distance

When we can name what we feel more precisely, the experience

becomes easier to grasp. “I feel awful” gives us little orientation.

“I’m disappointed, uncertain, and angry at the same time”

already suggests that more than one thing is happening within

us.
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Precision does not mean psychological perfection. It is enough to

distinguish a few basic states and notice their shades. Anger may

take the form of irritation, frustration, outrage, or helplessness.

Fear may feel like uncertainty, worry, nervousness, or panic.

Sadness may be regret, loneliness, disappointment, or grief. The

more precisely we name an emotion, the less we need it to

express itself indirectly.

Another Emotion May Lie Beneath the First

Anger is often more visible than hurt. For many people, it is

easier to say, “This makes me mad” than “I’m afraid I don’t

matter to you.” At other times, fatigue hides beneath irritation,

shame beneath criticism, and fear of rejection beneath cold

distance.

This does not mean anger is always only a mask. Anger can be a

direct and appropriate response to injustice. Still, it is worth

asking whether there is something else in the inner picture. If

there is, that deeper emotion often points the way toward a

conversation.
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Sometimes Calm Is Created Between People

We do not regulate emotions only on our own. From childhood,

we also learn to calm ourselves through relationship: a tone of

voice, a facial expression, someone’s presence, and the feeling

that they take us seriously. Even in adulthood, the sentence “I’m

here; we don’t have to solve this right now” can change the

course of a difficult moment.

This does not mean that a partner, friend, or colleague is

responsible for our inner state. It means that safe connection

helps the nervous system leave its defensive state. In

relationships, then, not only the content of our words matters,

but also how we say them.

Acceptance Is Not Resignation

Accepting an emotion means acknowledging, “This is here right

now.” It does not mean approving everything our mind suggests

or remaining in a situation that harms us. Acceptance preserves

the energy we would otherwise spend on an inner struggle such

as “I must not be sad” or “I shouldn’t be jealous.”
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Paradoxically, change often becomes possible only when we stop

pretending that nothing is happening. Only then can we explore

the cause, check reality, and decide what we need to do.

Emotions in Everyday Relationships
Partnership: When a Question Sounds Like Control

Václav comes home from work later than expected, and Nela

asks, “Where have you been?” Her voice is tense because she was

worried and had not heard from him. Václav hears control in the

question. He feels irritated and replies, “I don’t have to report my

every move to you.” Nela hears indifference in his answer, and

her fear turns to anger.

If they could both notice the inner process a few seconds earlier,

the conversation might unfold differently. Nela: “When I didn’t

hear from you, I was worried, and then I got angry. I need to

know you’re okay.” Václav: “When I heard that question, I felt

controlled. But I understand that you were worried. I’ll text you

next time.” This is not a magic formula. The point is that each of

them described their experience without turning it into an

accusation.
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Family: A Child Who Is “Misbehaving”

Six-year-old Šimon begins screaming as it is time to leave

preschool, saying that he will not put on his jacket. His parent is

tired, in a hurry, and embarrassed because everyone is

watching. It is easy to interpret the situation as disobedience that

must be stopped quickly. But Šimon may be overwhelmed by the

transition, the noise, and fatigue. His behavior needs a boundary,

but his emotion needs help.

The parent might say, “I can see that you don’t want to leave and

that you’re very angry. But we are going to put on your jacket. Do

you want to put it on here or by the door?” Accepting the

emotion does not mean removing the rule. The child receives

two messages at once: there is room for what you feel, and not

every behavior is acceptable.

The same principle applies in the other direction. A parent may

feel angry. They do not have to deny it. But they need to keep the

child from carrying the weight of their overload. Sometimes it is

enough to say later, “I yelled, and that wasn’t okay. I was

stressed, but it wasn’t your fault.” Repairing the relationship
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teaches a child responsibility better than pretending to be

infallible.

Friendship: The Silence That Took On a Meaning

Eliška sent a friend a message about something important to her.

Two days passed without a reply. Eliška felt disappointed and

ashamed. She told herself that she was probably too demanding

and decided not to reach out again. Meanwhile, her friend was

caring for a sick child and had saved the message “for a time

when she could give it a proper response.”

When they finally connected, both were surprised. One had

experienced the silence as rejection; the other had meant to give

the message her full attention later. If Eliška had treated her

feeling as certainty, she might have allowed the friendship to

cool without a single conversation. Instead, she said, “When I

didn’t hear from you, I began to worry that I had overwhelmed

you. Can you tell me what was happening?”
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At Work: Feedback and Old Shame

A manager tells a colleague, “The presentation was missing

supporting information for two of the figures. We need to add it.”

The colleague nods but tightens inside. He grew up in an

environment where a mistake meant ridicule. Although the

manager is speaking matter-of-factly, his body reacts as though

his worth were under threat. He barely takes in the rest of the

conversation.

Later, he can name his reaction: “The feedback triggered shame

in me. The fact is that supporting information was missing for

two figures. It is not a verdict on all of my work.” If the

relationship allows for openness, he can also ask for

clarification: “I want to fix it. It would help me to know whether

the overall direction of the presentation is on track.” He is not

challenging the request. He is bringing the situation back from

an undefined threat to a specific task.

70



In Practice

One woman described how her partner’s silence during conflict
drove her to despair. The more silent he became, the louder she
spoke. The louder she became, the more he withdrew. She was
fighting for connection. He was protecting himself from feeling
overwhelmed. From the outside, it looked as though one person
was attacking while the other punished her with silence. Inside,
both were frightened.

Change did not begin when one of them admitted defeat. They
agreed on a concrete bridge between their needs. When her
partner needed to pause the conversation, he would say, “I’m not
leaving you. I can’t focus right now. I’ll come back in thirty
minutes.” She learned not to experience the pause as the end of the
relationship. He learned to return at the agreed time.

Their emotions did not disappear. What changed was how they
carried them. In place of the old cycle of attack and withdrawal,
they created a small experience of reliability. This is often what
practical work with emotions looks like: not a grand revelation, but
a repeated, predictable step that gives a relationship more safety.

Pause

Think of someone with whom your conflicts tend to repeat the
same pattern. Who usually pushes for a quick resolution, and who
withdraws? What emotion is visible on the surface for each of you?
And what might be hidden beneath it?

Try asking yourself three questions:

•  What am I trying to protect myself from in that moment?
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•  What am I really trying to achieve, even if I am going about it
awkwardly?

•  How could I express my intention directly, without attacking or
disappearing?

Sometimes changing the question changes our perspective. Instead
of asking, “Why are they doing this again?” we can ask, “What is
being triggered between us right now?”

What You Can Do Today

1. Begin with the Body

We often notice an emotion in the body before we can put it into

words. Three times during the day, slow down for a few seconds

and notice your breathing, jaw, shoulders, chest, and abdomen.

Do not judge; simply note what is there: tight, heavy, restless,

relaxed. In this way, you are creating an early warning system.

2. Name the Emotion in a Simple Sentence

Say to yourself, “Right now, I feel…” If you are not sure, offer

yourself two possibilities: “Is this more like disappointment or

fear?” Precision develops through practice. The goal is not the

right answer on a test, but better orientation.
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3. Separate the Fact from the Story

The fact might be: “He hasn’t replied in six hours.” The story: “He

doesn’t care about me.” Both sentences have a place in our

experience, but they are not the same kind of statement. Try the

phrasing: “What I know… and what I’m assuming…” This often

reduces the certainty with which we are ready to accuse the

other person.

4. Ask About the Need

Beneath the emotion, look for what matters to you. Do you need

information, respect, calm, appreciation, closeness, a boundary,

help, or time? A need is not a demand for the world to adjust

immediately. It is a direction that can guide you toward a

reasonable step.
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5. Choose the Smallest Safe Response

In a strong emotion, you do not have to resolve the entire

relationship. Sometimes it is enough to say, “I want to talk about

this, but I need ten minutes.” At other times: “Could you please

explain what you meant?” Or: “This crosses a boundary for me,

and I’m leaving now.” A small, conscious step is usually more

helpful than a major decision made while the alarm is sounding.

6. Return and Repair What Went Wrong

Even with the best intentions, we sometimes explode, fall silent,

or cause hurt. Repair is an important skill. An apology does not

have to deny our emotion or boundary: “I had a right to be

angry, but I didn’t have a right to insult you. I’m sorry. I want to

say it again differently.” A sentence like this restores both

responsibility and connection.

At least three times today, ask yourself one question: “What am I
feeling right now?” Do not try to change the emotion immediately.
Simply name it and, for the length of one slow exhale, allow it to be
present. You are practicing the moment that may one day
determine the course of an important conversation.
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Practical Exercise: Mapping One Emotion
Choose one specific situation from the past few days. It should

not be entirely insignificant, but neither should it be so painful

that simply remembering it overwhelms you. If it involves

trauma, violence, or a serious threat, work with a safer situation

instead and consider seeking professional support for the more

difficult issue.

Set aside fifteen to twenty minutes for this exercise. Write briefly

and specifically. This is not a literary exercise or an attempt to

find someone to blame.

Step 1: Describe the Situation as a Camera Would

Write what happened using only observable facts. What did each

person say or do? Where and when did it happen? Leave out

words such as “deliberately,” “arrogantly,” or “ignored me

again,” because they already contain an interpretation.

Example: “At the meeting, I finished presenting the proposal. The

manager looked at his notes and said, ‘This isn’t ready for the
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client yet.’ Then he began talking about the next item on the

agenda.”

Step 2: Capture the Story That Formed

Complete the sentence, “In that moment, I told myself that…”

Write without censoring yourself. What appears might be: “They

don’t value me,” “I failed,” “They’ll never change,” or “I’ll be left

to handle everything alone.” This story is nothing to be ashamed

of. It is the mind’s first attempt to explain the situation.

Then add the question: “What are two other possible

explanations?” They do not have to be optimistic. Their purpose

is simply to broaden the picture. The manager may have had a

specific concern, may have been in a hurry, or may have

assumed that he would return to the proposal later.
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Step 3: Find the Physical Signals

Return in your memory to the moment before your reaction.

What was happening in your body? Did you hold your breath?

Did your throat tighten? Did your heart speed up? Did you feel

heat in your face, pressure in your stomach, or an urge to leave?

These signals are useful because they often repeat. Next time,

you may recognize them sooner.

Step 4: Name the Layers of Emotion

Write down the first obvious emotion. Then ask, “Was there

anything else beneath it?” There may be disappointment beneath

anger, fear beneath indifference, or shame beneath intense

defensiveness. Do not search at all costs for a hidden truth.

Simply allow more than one feeling to exist side by side.

You can use a scale from zero to ten. How strong was the

emotion at the time of the event? How strong is it now? The

number is not a diagnosis. It helps you track change.
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Step 5: Discover What Mattered

Complete the sentence, “This emotion may have been showing

me that I need or care about…” It might be respect, security,

acceptance, fairness, rest, clarity, a boundary, or the opportunity

to be heard.

State the need in a way that does not depend on one person or

one solution. “I need respect” opens more than one path. “I need

my manager to apologize to me immediately in front of the

entire team” is a specific strategy that may be neither available

nor helpful.

Step 6: Examine Your Reaction

What did you do? Did your reaction help protect what mattered

to you? What was its short-term effect, and what impact did it

have on the relationship? Be honest with yourself, but not cruel.

The point is not to condemn yourself for reacting automatically.

The point is to see the automatic pattern.

78



If, for example, you fell silent, it may have helped you escape

shame in the short term. In the long term, however, the other

person had no chance to understand what happened. If you

attacked, you may have felt stronger for a moment, but you also

increased the other person’s defensiveness.

Step 7: Write a More Conscious Response

Create one or two sentences that combine the fact, emotion, and

need. For example: “When I heard that the proposal wasn’t

ready, I felt uncertain and ashamed. I need to know specifically

what I should add. Can we take ten minutes to go over it?”

The sentence does not have to be perfect or gentle at all costs. If a

boundary was crossed, it can be firm: “When you called me

incompetent in front of the others, I felt angry and humiliated. I

do not accept being spoken to that way. I will discuss the

problem, but not with personal insults.”
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Step 8: Choose One Small Next Step

Do you need a conversation, an apology, rest, more information,

a clear boundary, or simply a change in how you respond next

time? Choose one specific, appropriate step. Not everything has

to be resolved today.

Questions for Self-Reflection

•  Which emotions do I recognize easily, and which do I usually
hide beneath anger, humor, or silence?

•  What physical signals alert me that I am nearing my limit?

•  What do I most often assume about other people’s intentions
during conflict?

•  How do I respond when I feel shame or rejection?

•  Can I ask for a pause and truly return to the conversation?

•  Which need appears most often in my recurring conflicts?

•  What would responsibility without self-blame look like?

You can return to this exercise. Over time, you may notice a

recurring pattern: the same story, physical signal, or defensive

response. That is not a reason to lose hope. A pattern we can

recognize is no longer entirely invisible. And we can work with

what is no longer invisible.
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When a Pause and a Conversation Are Not
Enough
Some emotions are so intense, persistent, or exhausting that

ordinary approaches are not enough. If anxiety, sadness, angry

outbursts, or numbness restrict you over time or disrupt your

sleep, work, or relationships, it is wise to seek professional help.

Likewise, in situations involving violence, manipulation, or

repeated humiliation, the goal is not to learn to “regulate better”

so you can endure more. Safety and support are the priority.

Asking for help is not a failure to work on yourself. It is part of

that work. Some inner reactions arose in relationships and are

also best healed within a safe relationship—with someone close

to us, a support group, or a professional.

Key Takeaways from This Chapter

•  Emotions are neither the enemy nor a weakness. They provide
information about what matters to us.

•  An emotion is real, but its first interpretation of a situation may
not be the only truth.

•  Feeling anger, fear, or jealousy is not the same as acting on it.
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•  Physical signals often allow us to notice an emotion before it
takes control.

•  Accepting an emotion does not mean accepting hurtful
behavior or abandoning our boundaries.

•  In relationships, it helps to speak about our own experience
and check the other person’s intention.

•  When we fail to manage a reaction, we can return, take
responsibility, and repair the relationship.

A Final Thought from the Author

Maturity does not begin when we stop feeling. It begins when we
listen to our emotions without handing them the wheel.
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CHAPTER 3

Learning to Understand
Yourself
Perhaps it sounds obvious. After all, we live with ourselves every

day. We know our own history, our opinions, our strengths, and

the things we struggle with. Yet knowing facts about ourselves is

not the same as understanding what happens within us when

someone rejects, overlooks, corrects, or disappoints us—or

comes closer than feels comfortable.

It is in moments like these that we discover we can be both the

person closest to ourselves and a great unknown. We react and

only later wonder why. We say something even though we did

not mean to say it. We remain silent even though we long to be

heard. We give in despite feeling disagreement inside. Or we

begin to fight when what we really need is safety.

Understanding yourself does not mean having an explanation for

everything. It means gradually recognizing what is happening

within you, what matters to you, and how you want to act when



life does not unfold as you hoped. It is a quiet skill that changes

how we speak, listen, set boundaries, and receive closeness.

A Story That Began with One Ordinary
Sentence
Anna and Michal had been together for eight years. Their

relationship was not free of conflict, but they both considered it a

good one. They could laugh together, divide responsibilities, and

plan the renovation of their apartment, and they were able to

put most everyday disagreements behind them. Yet one situation

kept repeating between them, and neither of them understood it.

Anna managed the family finances. She liked knowing where

things stood and handled them carefully. One evening, she

showed Michal a new budget. She explained how much they

could set aside, how much the renovation would cost, and where

they might save money. Michal listened and then said:

“That makes sense. I was just wondering whether we might

divide the reserve a little differently.”
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It was a calm sentence. There was no ridicule or reproach in it.

Yet Anna froze.

“Then do it yourself,” she replied. “You always think I do

everything wrong anyway.”

Michal did not know what had happened. He tried to explain that

he was not criticizing her work; he only wanted to discuss one

possibility. The more he explained, the more Anna heard the

defense of someone who did not want to understand her. Finally,

she closed the computer and went to the bedroom. Michal

remained at the table, feeling both helpless and angry.

The next day, Anna was calmer. She knew Michal had said

nothing wrong. Even so, she was left with the conviction that he

had questioned her competence. She felt oversensitive and, at

the same time, compelled to defend her reaction. In her mind,

she kept repeating, “If he appreciated what I do, he wouldn’t

have to interfere right away.”
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A few weeks later, the same pattern repeated at work. Her

manager praised Anna’s presentation and suggested revising two

slides. Anna smiled, nodded, and made the changes. Inside,

however, she felt tense all day. By evening, she was exhausted

and responded to the children more sharply than usual.

This time, she noticed something she had overlooked before. Just

before the anger came a brief, almost imperceptible sentence:

“Once again, you didn’t do it well enough.” It was not something

her manager or Michal had said. It was her own voice.

When she paused with that thought, other situations began to

connect. At school, she had been praised mainly for flawless

results. When she brought home the highest grade, she received

recognition. When she made a mistake, her father asked why she

had not been more careful. He was not cruel, and Anna did not

feel she had had an unhappy childhood. She had simply

internalized a rule that helped her for a long time: if I do

everything right, I will be safe and have worth.
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That rule made her a conscientious student and a reliable

colleague. At the same time, it meant that she sometimes heard

even a minor suggestion as a verdict. Michal had been talking

about the budget. But in that moment, Anna was fighting a much

older sentence: “You are not good enough.”

One evening, she returned to the conversation.

“I think I understand a little better why I blew up,” she said.

“When you suggested a change, I didn’t hear a suggestion. I

heard that I had failed. I know that isn’t what you said. But

something in me reacted very quickly.”

Michal was silent for a moment. “What do you need from me at a

time like that?”

Anna did not know the answer right away. Finally, she said,

“Maybe first I need to hear that you see how much work I put

into it. And I need to learn to ask what exactly you mean instead

of becoming defensive immediately.”

Learning to Understand Yourself

87



That conversation did not make all their conflicts disappear.

Anna did not become someone who could never be hurt again.

But something essential changed: instead of looking for someone

to blame, they began looking for meaning. And for the first time,

Anna did not begin with the question “What is wrong with

Michal?” but with “What just happened inside me?”

That was not a sign of weakness. It was the beginning of greater

freedom.

Pause

Think of a recent situation in which your reaction was stronger
than the event itself seemed to warrant. It did not have to be an
argument. Perhaps you withdrew, became defensive, agreed
against your will, or replayed a single remark for a long time.

What did the other person actually say or do?

What meaning did you give it at first?

What sentence ran through your mind?

What did you feel in your body?

What were you afraid of in that moment, or what were you longing
for?

You do not have to solve anything. Simply try to distinguish the
event from what it set in motion within you. That distinction alone
is often an important beginning.
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What It Means to Understand Yourself
Understanding yourself is not the same as constantly monitoring

yourself. Nor does it mean being able to describe every emotion

precisely or identify the cause of every decision. The human

inner world is not an equation with one correct answer. We are

influenced by our temperament, our experiences, our physical

state, our relationships, our environment, and what is happening

today.

Self-understanding is more like the ability to stay in contact with

yourself: to notice what is happening within you and not

automatically leap from a trigger to a reaction. It means

gradually learning to distinguish several layers that blend into

one rapid response in everyday life.

The first layer is the event: your partner arrived late, your child

snapped at you, a friend did not reply, or your manager changed

your assignment. The second layer is your interpretation: I do

not matter to him; my child does not respect me; my friend is

avoiding me; my manager does not trust me. The third layer

consists of emotions and physical reactions: disappointment,

shame, fear, tension in the shoulders, a tight stomach. Beneath
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them is often a need or value: closeness, respect, certainty,

influence, fairness. Only then comes the action: I attack,

withdraw, start persuading, comply, or ask a question.

When we do not distinguish these layers, it can feel as if our

reaction is the only possible response to reality. “He made me

angry.” “She forced me to give in.” “I had no other choice.” In

fact, many small steps took place between the event and our

behavior. Most were quick and unconscious, but they do not all

have to remain invisible.

Self-understanding does not say, “Everything is your fault.” It

says, “You cannot control everything that happens to you, but

you can come to understand more clearly what happens within

you afterward.” That is an essential difference. The first

statement burdens a person with blame. The second restores the

possibility of choice.

Four Questions for Inner Orientation

In a difficult moment, you can turn to four simple questions:
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•  What just happened?

•  What story am I telling myself about it?

•  What am I feeling, and what do I need?

•  How do I want to act so that I do not betray either myself or the
relationship?

Sometimes you will answer them within seconds. At other times,

not until the next day. The goal is not to respond perfectly in

every situation. The goal is to gradually shorten the distance

between what you experience and what you understand.

Self-understanding also includes a willingness to hold more than

one truth at a time. You can be legitimately hurt and, at the same

time, react in a way that hurts the other person. You can have a

good intention and still cause pain. You can love someone and

also need distance. You can be strong and still not know what to

do.

Maturity does not arise when we declare one part of ourselves

right and silence the rest. It arises when we can bear our inner

contradictions long enough that we do not have to act only on the

loudest voice.
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A QUESTION THAT CAN CHANGE YOUR PERSPECTIVE

What if the person you have criticized most often lately is also the
person whose fears and needs you have listened to the
least—yourself?

Self-Reflection Without Self-Blame
Many people avoid self-reflection not because they do not want

to grow, but because they associate it with judgment. To look at

themselves means compiling a list of failures. If they admit a

mistake, they fear they will confirm their own inadequacy. So

they either search for explanations entirely outside themselves

or turn all their harshness inward.

Neither extreme leads to understanding. When everything is

someone else’s fault, we lose influence over our lives. When

everything is our fault, we lose fairness toward ourselves.

Healthy self-reflection is more like a light than a courtroom. Its

task is not to condemn, but to reveal. It asks: What did I do? What

led me to it? What impact did it have? What would I like to try

differently next time? It does not ask: How could I be so
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hopeless? What is wrong with me now? Why can’t I ever do

anything right?

The difference is visible in language, too. The sentence “I raised

my voice, and my daughter withdrew” describes behavior and its

impact. The sentence “I’m a terrible father” passes judgment on

the whole person. The first sentence opens the possibility of

apology and change. The second often leads to shame,

defensiveness, or resignation.

This does not mean minimizing responsibility. Kindness toward

yourself is not a free pass. Quite the opposite. Someone who does

not have to protect themselves from an inner attack is more

likely to admit a mistake without evasion. They can say, “I did

not handle this well. I’m sorry. I want to understand why I

reacted that way and make it right.”
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Responsibility Has Three Steps

The first is to acknowledge reality without embellishment. The

second is to understand the context without using it as an excuse.

The third is to choose a next step: an apology, a correction, a

boundary, a conversation, or a change in habit.

Imagine someone who regularly walks away from conflict

without explanation. They may realize that, in their family of

origin, leaving was the only way to escape shouting. This

understanding makes sense of the reaction. It does not mean,

however, that their partner must tolerate days of silence without

limit. Adult responsibility might sound like this: “When it

becomes too much for me, I need a break. But I will tell you when

I will return to the conversation.”

The past explains, but it does not have to decide. And a mistake

in the present says something about a particular moment, not

about a person’s entire worth.
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TRY CHANGING THE QUESTION

Instead of “What is wrong with me?” try asking:

What within me was trying to find safety?

What was I protecting myself from?

What impact did my protection have on the other person?

How might I express the same need more openly next time?

Questions like these do not diminish responsibility. They help us
bear it.

Inner Dialogue and Its Influence on
Relationships
Everyone carries on a conversation that others cannot hear. We

comment on our behavior, guess what other people think of us,

remind ourselves of mistakes, and predict what might happen.

This inner dialogue often unfolds automatically. Yet it has a

powerful influence on how we enter real conversations.

If you tell yourself before a meeting, “He won’t listen to me

anyway,” you arrive already prepared for rejection. You are

more likely to overlook the other person’s effort and quicker to

notice every interruption. If you keep telling yourself, “I have to

prove that I’m right,” listening turns into waiting for an
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opportunity to counterattack. And if you carry the sentence “I

must not disappoint anyone,” you may agree even when

resistance is growing inside you.

The inner voice does not arise in a vacuum. We can often

recognize in it phrases we once heard, the atmosphere of the

environment in which we grew up, or conclusions we drew

during difficult periods. One person carries the rule “Above all,

don’t cause trouble,” while another carries “Trust no one,” “You

have to handle everything yourself,” or “If you let up, you will

lose your worth.”

These rules may once have been useful. A child who could read a

parent’s mood well was able to prevent conflict. A young person

who relied only on themselves may have survived an

environment in which support was unavailable. Adult life,

however, makes different demands. A strategy that once

protected us can later stand in the way of closeness.

Someone who lives by “Don’t be a burden” does not tell their

partner they need support and then feels alone. Someone who
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lives by “Keep everything under control” finds it hard to

delegate, and the colleagues around them lose initiative.

Someone who lives by “Never show weakness” offers solutions

when others need compassion, while never allowing anyone to

support them.

Harshness Is Not the Same as Honesty

Some people fear that if they spoke to themselves more kindly,

they would lose their discipline. They see their inner critic as the

engine without which they would come to a halt. In the short

term, fear of failure really can produce results. Over time,

however, it often leads to tension, exhaustion, and sensitivity to

any feedback.

A supportive inner dialogue does not say, “Everything is fine; you

don’t have to change anything.” It says, “This situation is hard.

Something went wrong. Let’s see what you can do now.” It is

specific, truthful, and focused on the next step.

Imagine two inner comments after an uncomfortable

conversation. The first says, “You messed it up again. You never
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know how to have a normal conversation.” The second says,

“You were overwhelmed and became defensive. It hurt the other

person. Once you calm down, you can go back, apologize, and say

what you needed.” The second voice is no softer about the

consequences. It is more accurate and more useful.

The way we speak to ourselves eventually appears in our

relationships as well. Someone who does not allow themselves to

make mistakes has difficulty tolerating mistakes in others.

Someone who treats their own needs as a burden may become

irritated when another person expresses theirs openly. Someone

who is constantly defending themselves inside hears accusations

even in a neutral question.

Inner dialogue is therefore not a trivial private matter. It is a

quiet coauthor of our relationships.

Needs, Values, and Personal Boundaries
Understanding yourself means learning to distinguish three

things that are often confused: needs, values, and boundaries.
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Needs are the conditions that support our lives and psychological

balance. They include safety, rest, belonging, respect, autonomy,

meaning, predictability, and the opportunity to be heard. They

are not evidence of weakness. They are part of being human.

A need, however, is not the same as a demand placed on a

particular person. You may need closeness, but that does not

mean your partner must be available every minute. You may

need recognition, but your colleagues are not obligated to

validate every decision you make. There is usually more than

one path to meeting a need. The better we know the need, the

less trapped we are in a single strategy.

Values are directions by which we want to live. They are not

goals that we accomplish once and check off a list. Honesty,

family, creativity, fairness, kindness, and reliability are realized

through many small decisions. A value answers the question,

“What kind of person do I want to be in this situation?”

Sometimes values come into tension. You want to be honest and

considerate at the same time. You want to be reliable, and you
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also need rest. You want to protect your family while respecting

the adulthood of its members. Self-understanding is not about

finding a rule with no exceptions. It helps us consciously decide

which value should have more room in a given moment—and

how not to forget the other one.

Boundaries express the conditions under which we can remain

in a relationship while staying in contact with ourselves. They

are neither walls nor punishments. They provide information

about what we will accept, what we will not accept, and what we

will do if a particular situation repeats.

A healthy boundary usually describes our own behavior. “If you

shout at me, I will pause the conversation and return to it when

we are both calmer.” An attempt at control describes what the

other person must not feel or do: “You are not allowed to be

angry with me.” A boundary cannot guarantee the other person’s

response. But it can clarify our responsibility.
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Why We Sometimes Do Not Recognize Our Own Needs

Some people have learned to notice other people’s needs before

their own. They quickly recognize who is tired, disappointed, or

dissatisfied, but cannot answer the question “What do you

need?” Perhaps they were praised for being accommodating.

Perhaps it was not safe in their environment to want something

different from everyone else. Perhaps they came to associate

their own needs with selfishness.

A suppressed need does not disappear. It often returns as fatigue,

irritability, unspoken expectations, or a sense that others are

taking advantage of us. We may say “It’s fine” for a long time and

then explode over something small. The explosion did not begin

with that small thing; it was the last straw after needs had been

accumulating without being discussed.

Recognizing a need does not mean automatically insisting on it. It

means including it in the decision. Sometimes you will

consciously prioritize a child, a partner, or an important task.

The difference lies in whether you are choosing or losing

yourself.
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Pause

Where in your life do you say “yes” even though your body, mood,
or long-term exhaustion is saying “no”?

What are you afraid would happen if you voiced your need?

What value are you trying to protect?

Is there a boundary that would protect both you and the
relationship?

What would one calm sentence without blame sound like?

Recurring Patterns of Behavior
Most people know situations that return in different forms

throughout their lives. Again, they choose a partner beside

whom they feel invisible. Again, they take on too many tasks at

work and then feel unappreciated. Again, they avoid an

uncomfortable conversation until the tension grows into conflict.

Again, they try to rescue someone who has not asked for help.

Repetition does not mean we consciously choose pain. We often

return to what is familiar because it feels more predictable than

something new. The nervous system and the mind learn from

repeated experiences. They create shortcuts: when this happens,

expect that and do this. Because of them, we do not have to
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reinvent how to brush our teeth every morning. The same

principle, however, operates in relationships.

A pattern usually has a simple framework: a trigger, an

interpretation, an emotion, a protective reaction, short-term

relief, and a long-term cost.

A partner falls silent. The other person interprets it as rejection.

They feel fear and shame. They begin pressing for an immediate

explanation. In the short term, they feel they are doing

something for the relationship. Under pressure, however, their

partner withdraws even further. This confirms the original fear:

“When I move closer, you will abandon me.”

Or a colleague asks for help. A person tells themselves, “If I say

no, they will think I’m unreliable.” They agree even though they

do not have the capacity. In the short term, they avoid an

uncomfortable sense of guilt. Over time, they become

overloaded, irritable, and convinced that others are taking

advantage of their willingness.
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Patterns persist precisely because they offer immediate

protection. An attack briefly covers vulnerability. Withdrawal

reduces tension. Compliance prevents possible rejection. Control

creates a sense of certainty. The cost appears later—in loneliness,

exhaustion, mistrust, or repeated conflict.

A Pattern Is Not Your Identity

When people recognize a pattern, they can fall into another trap:

“That’s just who I am.” They turn an observation into destiny. A

more accurate sentence would be, “This is how I learned to react

when I feel threatened.” A learned reaction can be deep and

persistent, but it is not the whole personality.

Change does not begin with a prohibition. If you simply

command yourself, “I must not withdraw” or “I must not be so

sensitive,” you add more pressure to the original sense of threat.

It is more useful to catch the pattern one step earlier: to notice

the tension in your body, a familiar sentence in your mind, or the

urge to do something immediately. The sooner you recognize the

pattern, the more room there is for a different response.
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Sometimes the new response will be very small. Instead of

leaving without a word, you say, “I’m overwhelmed and need

twenty minutes. I’ll come back.” Instead of agreeing

automatically, you reply, “I’ll look at what I can manage and let

you know this afternoon.” Instead of defending yourself, you ask,

“Can you tell me specifically what you would need to be

different?”

A small change repeated in many situations gradually creates a

new path.

Psychological Principles in Plain Language
We already know the basic model: an event does not determine

our behavior on its own. We give it meaning, the body reacts,

and under pressure our room for choice narrows. Self-reflection

therefore does not begin with the question “What is wrong with

me?” but with more precise questions: “What did I interpret,

what did I notice, and what was I protecting in that moment?”

Our attention is also more likely to pick up what matches our

expectations. It is therefore useful to look for exceptions and
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unknowns as well—not to question our experience, but to avoid

treating our first interpretation as the only reality. By repeatedly

noticing and responding differently, we gradually expand our

capacity to choose.

Four Relationships, Four Ways of Looking
Within
Partnership: When a Request Sounds Like a Reproach

Pavel comes home late, and his partner says, “Next time, I’d like

you to let me know.” Pavel immediately starts explaining the

traffic and reminds her how many times he has waited for her.

On the surface, he is discussing fairness. Inside, however, he

hears: “You are unreliable.”

If he does not recognize his inner translation, he fights an

accusation his partner never made. If he catches it, he can

respond differently: “I noticed that I immediately heard that as

criticism. But I understand that you didn’t know what was

happening. I’ll text you next time.” Self-understanding does not

take away his right to explain the circumstances. It helps him

respond to the actual request first.
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Family: When Help Stops Being Helpful

Marie regularly calls her adult son, reminds him of deadlines,

and offers solutions to his problems. When he tells her he can

manage on his own, she feels rejected. She tells herself that she is

only trying to be a good mother.

When she pauses more deeply, she also notices a fear: if he does

not need me, he will grow distant from me. In her behavior, the

value of caring has become tied to the need to be needed. This

realization is no reason for shame. It can help her change the

question from “How can I help him?” to “Does he want my help

right now, or does he need my trust instead?” Their relationship

is not diminished when she lets her son retain responsibility for

his own life. It can take on a new form.

Friendship: When Silence Tells Its Own Story

Dita writes to a close friend and receives no reply for two days. A

thought quickly appears in her mind: “I’m not important to her

anymore.” She decides not to write again and answers the next

message coldly. Her friend, who has been caring for a sick child,

senses the distance and does not know why.
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Dita’s emotion is real, even if her interpretation may not be

accurate. She can tell herself, “Waiting awakens uncertainty in

me. But I don’t yet know what is happening.” She then has more

options: wait, send a brief caring message, or later say openly

that long silences are difficult for her. She does not need to

punish herself for being sensitive or punish her friend for a story

that has not yet been verified.

Work: When Reliability Conceals the Fear of Saying No

Roman is someone others can count on. He accepts additional

tasks, corrects his colleagues’ work, and replies in the evenings.

Gradually, however, he becomes exhausted and cynical. He feels

that no one respects his boundaries.

When he looks more closely, he realizes that he has usually

never voiced those boundaries. Behind his willingness is not only

responsibility, but also a fear: “If I say no, I will stop being

important.” The next step does not have to be radical. He can

begin with the sentence, “I can take on this task, but then I need

to move the deadline for Project A. Which takes priority?” He is

not refusing to cooperate. He is ceasing to pretend that his

capacity is unlimited.
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In all four situations, the relationship problem touches

something within the person. This does not mean that other

people’s behavior is always acceptable. It means that clearer

contact with ourselves helps us recognize what we are really up

against: the present situation, an old expectation, or both.

In Practice

A man we will call Daniel found himself in conflict with colleagues
in much the same way every time. When someone questioned his
proposal, he began speaking faster, adding arguments, and trying
to persuade the other person. The more he pressed, the more the
others withdrew. Daniel saw this as proof that they were not giving
him room.

While reviewing one particular meeting, he noticed a moment he
usually skipped over. A colleague said, “I’m not sure we can get this
done in time.” In his mind, Daniel translated that into: “Your plan is
unrealistic, and you are incompetent.” He felt shame and a sense of
threat. His arguing was not only an attempt to explain the plan; it
was an effort to restore his own sense of worth as quickly as
possible.

Daniel began practicing a brief pause and one question: “What
exactly about the deadline seems risky to you?” He did not always
feel calm. At times, the old defense remained very strong within
him. Even so, the dynamics of the meetings changed. His colleagues
began speaking more specifically, and Daniel discovered that
disagreement did not have to mean humiliation.
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The most important thing was not the communication technique. It
was the realization: “When I feel questioned, I try to fight for my
worth with more and more arguments.” Only then could the
technique work.

This example is not a universal guide. Sometimes we need to

defend a proposal firmly. Sometimes “feedback” really does

conceal a power play or disrespect. Self-understanding is not

meant to make us passive. It is meant to help us distinguish when

we are acting from our values and when we are being driven by

an alarm that has not yet checked the present.

What You Can Do Today
Big changes often begin very quietly. You do not need to set aside

two hours in the evening and analyze your entire life. Choose

one of the following steps and try it during the day.

1. Name the Inner Translation

When something affects you, complete the sentence: “When …

happened, I interpreted it as …” This separates the event from its

meaning. You are not saying that your interpretation is wrong.

You are simply reminding yourself that it is an interpretation

that can be checked.
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2. Notice the First Physical Signal

Notice where tension appears first. In your shoulders? Your

stomach? Your voice? The body can act as an early warning that

a familiar reaction is approaching. You do not have to calm it

immediately. It is enough to tell yourself, “Something important

has been activated within me.”

3. Give Yourself Time Before an Automatic “Yes”

If you tend to agree too quickly, use a bridging sentence: “I’ll look

into it and get back to you.” A few minutes or hours will allow

you to find out whether you have the capacity and whether

saying yes aligns with your values.

4. Replace Judgment with Description

When you catch yourself saying, “I’m incompetent,” “I’m

terrible,” or “I ruined everything again,” describe the specific

event. What exactly went wrong? What impact did it have? What

can be repaired? Specificity reduces shame and increases

responsibility.
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5. Check One Belief with a Question

Instead of assuming, “They definitely think that …,” ask. For

example: “When you said you wanted to change it, did you mean

that my whole proposal bothers you, or just this part?” A good

question can sometimes save hours of inner struggle.

6. Voice One Need Without Blame

Use a simple structure: “When … happens, I feel … and I need …

Could we …?” This is not a magic formula. What matters is the

willingness to speak about yourself and leave room for the other

person to respond.

7. Return After a Mistake

If you reacted in a way you regret, do not wait for the perfect

apology. You can say, “Yesterday I became defensive and didn’t

listen to you. I’m sorry. I’d like to try to understand it again.” The

ability to return is often more important to relationships than

getting everything right.
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A Small Step for Today

Today, in one difficult moment, ask yourself just this question:

“What within me is trying to be protected right now?”

You do not have to change or defend the answer. Just listen to it for
a moment.

In Chapter 1, we mapped a misunderstanding, and in Chapter 2,

a single emotion. From this point on, we will refer to the shared

logic of these exercises by the neutral name Understanding Map.

It is not another formula that must be completed perfectly, but a

guide for moments when fact, interpretation, and reaction

quickly blend together.

Understanding Map: what happened  how I interpreted it  what I
feel  what matters to me or what I need  how I react  what I
need to learn from the other person  the next step or boundary.
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Practical Exercise: Understanding
Map—One Inner Reaction
This exercise will help you examine one specific situation from

the external event through to a new possibility for action. Choose

an event that was unpleasant but is not so intense right now that

it would overwhelm you. Do not begin with the hardest

experience of your life. Self-understanding is best learned in

everyday situations.

Take a sheet of paper and divide it into seven sections. Write

briefly and specifically. If you do not know an answer, that is all

right. You can list several possibilities or leave the space blank.

Step 1: What Would a Camera Have Recorded?

Describe only observable facts, without judgments or

assumptions. Instead of “He ignored me,” write, “While I was

talking, he looked at his phone three times and did not answer

my question.” Instead of “She humiliated me,” write the exact

words that were spoken.

114



Questions:

•  Who said or did what?

•  When and where did it happen?

•  What could an uninvolved observer confirm?

Step 2: What Meaning Did I Give It?

Write down the first explanation that ran through your mind. Do

not correct it. It might sound like: “I don’t matter,” “She doesn’t

trust me,” “He wants to control me,” “I failed,” or “I’ll have to

deal with everything alone.”

Then ask yourself:

•  What did I treat as certain even though I had not verified it?

•  What two other explanations might be possible?

•  What would I think if I felt safer?
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Step 3: What Was Happening in My Body and Emotions?

Record the physical signals and name the emotions as precisely

as you can. Beneath anger may lie helplessness, fear, shame, or

disappointment. Beneath indifference may lie fatigue or fear of

rejection.

•  Where in my body did I feel the reaction?

•  How strong was it on a scale from zero to ten?

•  Which emotion was visible on the outside, and which may have
been beneath it?

Step 4: What Mattered to Me?

Look for a need or a value, not a demand for a particular

behavior from the other person. “I need him to call me

immediately” is a strategy. Beneath it may be a need for

certainty, connection, or respect.

•  What was I longing for in that moment?

•  What was I afraid of losing?

•  Which of my values was I trying to protect?
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Step 5: How Did I Protect Myself?

Describe your reaction without condemning it. Did you attack,

withdraw, start explaining, make jokes, agree, take control, or

cut off contact?

•  How did this reaction help me in the short term?

•  What did it cost me and the relationship?

•  Does it remind me of another recurring situation?

Step 6: What Do I Need to Learn from the Other
Person—and What Belongs to Me?

First separate what you already know from what you need to

verify. You can form a hypothesis about the other person’s inner

world, but certainty comes from asking. At the same time,

separate responsibility: your emotions and actions belong to you;

the other person’s words and actions belong to them. You can

acknowledge your part without taking all the blame, and you can

name the hurt without giving up responsibility for your reaction.

•  What do I genuinely need to ask the other person?

•  What can I take responsibility for?
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•  What do I need to name as the impact of the other person’s
behavior?

•  Is an apology, a boundary, a request, or a combination of these
steps needed?

Step 7: What Would a Slightly Freer Response Look Like?

Do not search for the ideal reaction. Look for a response that is

ten percent more conscious. It might be a pause, a question, a

clear “no,” an admission of uncertainty, or a return to the

conversation.

Complete three sentences:

•  “When … happened, I interpreted it as …”

•  “What I actually felt was …, and I needed …”

•  “Next time, I would like to try …”

A Brief Example of a Completed Map

Event: A colleague said in a meeting that my proposal needed to

be revised.
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Interpretation: He thinks I do not understand my own work.

Body and emotions: A tight stomach, heat in my face, shame, and

anger.

Need and value: Respect, competence, the opportunity to

contribute.

Protection: I immediately began proving why my proposal was

right. In the short term, I felt stronger, but I stopped listening.

Responsibility: My colleague could have been more specific; I

translated his sentence as an attack and reacted defensively.

New response: “What exactly do you think needs to be revised? I

want to understand the concern first, and then I’ll explain my

reasoning.”
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After you complete the map, do not give yourself a grade. The

point is not to determine whether you reacted correctly. The

point is to see the process that, until now, has unfolded too

quickly to notice. Once you see it, the possibility arises that next

time, at some point along the way, you can take a different turn.

Questions for Self-Reflection

You can return to the following questions gradually. You do not

need to answer them all at once.

•  In which situations do I become defensive most quickly?

•  What do I say to myself when I make a mistake?

•  What do I try to obtain indirectly in relationships because I do
not know how to ask for it?

•  Where do I confuse care with control, or reliability with taking
on too much?

•  Which emotion do I allow myself to feel easily, and which do I
prefer to hide behind another?

•  Which need is difficult for me to admit?

•  Which “yes” repeatedly creates a silent “no” within me?

•  What do I do when I fear rejection: move closer, apply pressure,
withdraw, or pretend not to care?
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•  Which relationship pattern can I already recognize but still
cannot stop?

•  How would someone who is both kind and honest speak to me
in this situation?

•  What single boundary would help me remain in the
relationship without losing myself?

•  Where do I need to take responsibility, and where do I instead
need to stop carrying responsibility for others?

Answers can change over time. That is not a sign of dishonesty. It

is a result of discovering additional layers of ourselves as our

lives develop.

Key Takeaways from This Chapter

Self-understanding begins by distinguishing the event, our
interpretation, the emotion, the need, and the action.

Kindness toward yourself does not diminish responsibility; it helps
you accept it without defensiveness or shame.

Inner dialogue influences what we hear in other people’s words
and how we respond.

A need is not a demand placed on a particular person, and a
boundary is not an attempt to control their behavior.

Recurring patterns were often created as protection; we can
understand their purpose and change their form.
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Physical signals can alert us to an old reaction before we are able to
name it.

Change takes root through small, repeated steps—a pause, a
question, a clear request, a boundary, or a return after a mistake.

A Final Thought from the Author

The deepest understanding of ourselves does not begin with the
question of how we can finally change. It begins with the courage
to stay for a moment with what is speaking within us—and to
respond in a way that does not require us to abandon either
ourselves or others.
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CHAPTER 4

How to Truly Listen
Listening is often described as a communication skill. It

is—but it is not only that. If learning a few well-chosen

phrases were enough, understanding would be much easier.

Yet people can usually tell whether we are truly listening or

merely following a technique we have learned. They can tell

from our gaze, the pace of the conversation, the silences,

and whether we are willing to set aside our own

interpretation of the situation for a moment.

True listening is not agreement. It does not mean that we

must abandon our opinion, accept someone else’s decision,

or excuse behavior that has hurt us. It means something

more modest and at the same time more demanding: trying

to understand what the other person is experiencing before

we begin to explain what we are experiencing.



When Good Advice Was Not Enough
Martin’s adult daughter, Tereza, called him on Tuesday

evening. He could tell from her voice that something had

happened. At first she spoke slowly, as if searching for a

sentence that would not sound too serious. Then she said

that she had made a mistake at work while preparing an

important project. The company had not lost the client, but

her manager had criticized her harshly in front of the entire

team.

Martin loved his daughter and wanted to help her. But as

soon as Tereza described the first part of the situation, he

began thinking about how he would solve it. He asked

whether she had everything in writing. He advised her to

schedule a meeting with her manager. He reminded her not

to take things like this personally. Finally, he added that he,

too, had made mistakes several times at her age, but that

you had to bounce back quickly and move on.

Silence settled over the other end of the line.
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“Tereza, are you there?” he asked.

“I’m here,” she replied. “I guess I shouldn’t have told you.”

Martin felt unsettled. He had been trying to help her. He had

not berated her or minimized the mistake, and he had

offered several sensible next steps. And yet he could feel

something closing between them.

“Why? Did I say something wrong?”

“No. You’re just not listening to me at all.”

The sentence struck him. He wanted to object that he had

listened to every word. He could have repeated exactly what

had happened, who had been at the meeting, and how her

manager had reacted. But he heard the weariness in

Tereza’s voice, so this time he stopped.
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“Wait,” he said after a moment. “I’m giving you advice

again. Try telling me what affected you most. I’ll just listen

now.”

At first Tereza said nothing. Then she took a breath.

What troubled her most was not the mistake itself. She was

afraid she had disappointed people whose trust she had

worked a long time to earn. She felt humiliated in front of

her colleagues, and ever since the meeting she had been

asking herself whether she was capable of doing her job at

all. She did not need to work out a plan for the meeting with

her manager. For a little while, she needed not to be alone

with the shame and fear she had been unable to show

anyone after the meeting.

This time Martin did not respond right away.
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“So it isn’t only about the mistake,” he said. “What affected

you much more was the way it happened in front of everyone

else. And now you’re doubting yourself.”

“Yes,” Tereza breathed. “Exactly.”

The situation itself had not changed. The criticism had not

disappeared, and an uncomfortable conversation still

awaited her the next day. But something between them had

changed. Tereza no longer had to convince her father that

the event had hurt her. Once she felt understood, after a few

minutes she asked on her own, “Can we figure out what I

should say tomorrow now?”

In the end, Martin gave her almost the same advice he had

offered at the beginning. This time, however, the advice did

not come as a substitute for understanding. It came after it.
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That is often the difference between a well-intentioned

response and true listening. We do not always need different

words. Sometimes we simply need to change their order.

Pause

Think back to the last time someone told you about something
they were struggling with.

•  What was happening inside you while they spoke?

•  Were you quickly searching for a solution, an experience of
your own, or an argument?

•  Did you know what they needed from you, or did you
assume?

•  What would the conversation have looked like if you had
simply stayed with their story for two minutes longer?

The point is not to find fault. It is to notice the moment when
our attention shifts away from the other person and toward
what we want to say to them.
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Why People Do Not Listen
Most of us do not consciously want to disregard other

people. Yet it happens more often than we admit. Listening is

not passive waiting. It requires attention, inner calm, and a

willingness to stop competing for a moment over whose

point of view is more correct. And these are precisely the

conditions that are often missing from important

conversations.

We Are Already Preparing a Response

While the other person is speaking, our mind is working

quickly. It compares their words with our own experience,

looks for inconsistencies, recalls past situations, and puts

together a response. Outwardly, we may be silent, but inside

we are already having a different conversation.

That kind of silence is not necessarily listening. If we are

only waiting for a suitable opening in which to present our

defense, we hear primarily what we want to respond to. It
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then becomes easy to single out one sentence from the entire

message—the one that hurt us—and miss the rest.

We Want to Make the Uncomfortable Feeling Go Away Quickly

When someone cries, feels afraid, or is disappointed in front

of us, we may feel helpless. Advice, an explanation, or the

sentence “Everything will be okay” may not serve only them.

It also helps us, because we want to bring the uncomfortable

moment to a close as quickly as possible.

That is nothing to be ashamed of. Another person’s pain can

be difficult to bear. Even so, it is worth asking ourselves: Am

I helping the other person right now, or am I mainly trying

to calm myself? Sometimes the greatest help is precisely a

willingness to spend a little while not knowing what to say.

We Defend Our Intention
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In relationships, we often hear the sentence, “That’s not

what I meant.” It may be true, but if it comes too soon, it

closes off space for the impact of our words. The other

person is talking about what hurt them, and we respond that

we did not mean to hurt them. Both statements can be true

at the same time.

Listening at such a moment means being able to bear the

difference between intention and impact. We can know that

we meant no harm and still be curious about how our

actions affected the other person. Understanding the impact

is not an admission of bad character. It is information that

matters to the relationship.

We Are Afraid Understanding Will Be Mistaken for Agreement

Some people stop listening as soon as they hear an opinion

with which they disagree. They fear that acknowledging the

other person’s emotion or perspective would mean giving up

their own position.
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Yet we can say, “I understand why you saw it that way,” and

add at the same time, “I see it differently.” Understanding

does not require the same conclusion. It requires only an

honest attempt to see the path by which the other person

reached theirs.

An Old Story Is Triggered Inside Us

We do not hear some words only in the present. We hear

them along with everything they remind us of. When a

partner says, “I need to be alone for a while,” one person

may hear a simple need for quiet. Another may hear

rejection in the same sentence because it recalls an earlier

loss or long silences from childhood.

At such a moment, we are not responding only to the content

of the message. We are also responding to the meaning our

experience has added to it. The ability to notice this layer is

one reason self-understanding comes before deep listening.
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We Are Tired, Distracted, or Under Pressure

Attention is not unlimited. When we are exhausted, in a

hurry, or looking at our phone at the same time, we have less

capacity to pick up subtle meanings. This does not mean we

do not care about the other person. It means we may need to

create better conditions for an important conversation.

It may be more honest than pretending to listen to say, “I

want to hear you, but my mind is completely full right now.

Can we sit down in half an hour, when I can really be

present?” What matters is keeping the promised time. A

postponement with no return could understandably feel like

rejection to the other person.

We Listen to the Problem but Lose Sight of the Person

Some conversations awaken a strong need in us to put things

in order. We want to identify the cause, determine who said

what, and decide what step should come next. This way of
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thinking is valuable when solving practical tasks. In a

personal conversation, however, we can understand the

problem perfectly and still miss the person talking about it.

Imagine that a friend is telling you about a breakup. We can

analyze in detail where the relationship went wrong, what

warning signs it had, and what our friend should do

differently next time. We may be right about many things.

But at that moment, our friend may not need an analysis of

the relationship. They may need to say aloud that they have

lost a shared future they had already taken for granted.

Listening therefore sometimes means setting aside the

question “How can this be fixed?” for a moment and asking

another: “What is this like for you?” The first question is

directed at the task. The second is directed at the person. A

mature conversation usually needs both, but not always in

the same order.
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Hearing Words Is Not the Same as Listening
to a Person
Hearing is the ability to perceive sound. Listening is the

conscious work of attending to meaning. When we truly

listen, we do not hear only sentences. We try to understand

what matters to the other person, how they interpret the

situation, and what it evokes in them.

This does not mean guessing at hidden motives. Empathy is

not mind reading. The sentence “You’re actually afraid of

commitment” may sound like profound insight, but without

verification it is only an assumption. Listening is more

humble: “When you talk about it, it sounds as though the

idea makes you feel trapped. Am I understanding you

correctly?”

In an attentive conversation, we can listen for several

layers:

•  What happened. What events is the other person
describing?
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•  What meaning they give it. What does the situation mean to
them?

•  What they are experiencing. What emotions are present?

•  What matters to them. What need, value, or concern lies
beneath the surface?

•  What they expect from the conversation. Do they want to be
heard, are they seeking advice, or do they need a decision,
an apology, or practical help?

We do not have to analyze all these layers aloud. They serve

more as an inner compass. They remind us that the sentence

“No one stood up for me in the meeting” may mean more

than a description of an event at work. It may contain

disappointment, loneliness, concern about one’s standing,

and a need to know who can be trusted.

True listening therefore often leads to more precise

questions. Instead of “And what did you do next?” we can

ask, “What was hardest for you in that moment?” Instead of

“Why didn’t you speak up?” we can try, “What kept you from

saying something?” The first version can sound like

scrutiny. The second opens space for context.
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Active and Empathetic Listening
Active listening shows the other person that we are

following what they are saying and checking our

understanding. Empathetic listening goes one step further: it

tries to draw closer to their experience without taking it on

as our own. The two forms complement each other. Active

listening supports accuracy; empathetic listening supports

safety.

At their core is not a set of phrases, but a way of being

present. Useful sentences work when they are backed by

genuine interest. Without it, even the right paraphrase can

sound mechanical.

Slow Down First

In a tense conversation, the first skill is often not responding

immediately. A brief pause allows us to notice our own

reaction. Perhaps we want to defend ourselves, explain, or

throw the other person’s criticism back at them. If we catch

that impulse, we do not have to follow it at once.
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Slowing down does not mean staying silent for several

minutes and leaving the other person uncertain. Often, one

breath, setting down the phone, and the sentence “I want to

understand this clearly” are enough. This changes the aim of

the conversation. It is no longer only about a quick response,

but about making more accurate contact.

Show That You Are Present

Presence shows in small things: we turn toward the person,

do not interrupt, do not watch a screen at the same time,

and do not use silence as punishment. Eye contact can help,

but it does not have to be continuous. Some people find it

more comfortable to discuss a sensitive subject while

walking or sitting side by side in a car. More important than

any prescribed gesture is respecting the form in which both

people feel safe.

Brief verbal cues—“I understand,” “go on,” “that must have

been difficult”—can show the other person that we are with
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them. They should not, however, interrupt every paragraph.

Listening also needs open space.

Paraphrase the Meaning, Not Every Sentence

Paraphrasing is not parroting. It is an attempt to capture in

our own words what we have heard and give the other

person an opportunity to correct us.

“If I understand you correctly, you don’t mind that I went

out with friends. What upset you is that I only told you at the

last minute, and you felt unimportant. Is that right?”

A sentence like this separates the event from its meaning. At

the same time, it is not a verdict. If the other person replies,

“No, it’s a little different,” that is not a failure. The

opportunity for correction is precisely what makes

paraphrasing a tool for understanding rather than proof

that we are experts on someone else’s feelings.
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Name the Emotion Carefully

We can offer an emotion as a hypothesis: “It sounds as

though that disappointed you,” or “Maybe you felt alone at

that moment?” Caution matters. The statement “You’re

angry” can make the other person tense, especially if we are

trying to use their emotion against them.

When we miss the mark, we can let ourselves be corrected.

“I’m not angry; I’m more hurt than anything.” This

correction does not make the conversation worse. On the

contrary, it makes the map we are navigating together more

precise.

Ask Open-Ended Questions, One at a Time

An open-ended question leaves room for an answer we have

not determined in advance. “What was hardest for you?”

opens more than “Were you angry because they ignored

you?”
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Questions, however, can easily begin to feel like an

interrogation. When we ask five in a row, the other person

starts giving a report rather than sharing an experience. It

helps to ask one question and let the answer settle.

Sometimes there is no need for another question at all.

Check What the Other Person Needs

One of the most useful questions is: “Would you mostly like

me to listen right now, or would you like us to look for a

solution together?” We do not need to use it every time, but it

can prevent many misunderstandings.

A person may need different things at different times. First,

they want to be heard; then they want to explore ideas. At

other times, they need specific help right away. Listening is

not a ban on advice. It is the ability to find out when and

how advice will be useful.

Validate the Experience, Not Every Behavior
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Validation means acknowledging that the other person’s

experience makes sense from their point of view. It does not

mean approving every decision.

A parent can tell a teenager, “I understand that not being

allowed to meet your friends really upsets you. Being the

only one who won’t be there is hard.” This does not remove

the boundary. It does, however, let the child know that their

disappointment is neither ridiculous nor forbidden.

Likewise, we can tell a partner, “I understand that you felt

pushed away,” and add at the same time, “But I don’t agree

with the way you yelled at me.” Empathy and boundaries are

not mutually exclusive. A healthy conversation needs both.

Allow a Moment of Silence

Silence in a conversation does not have to mean emptiness.

Sometimes a person needs a few seconds to find the words,

calm down, or allow themselves to say something sensitive.
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If we immediately fill every pause, we may close the door at

precisely the moment they were about to say what mattered

most.

Silence is not automatically empathetic, however. If we look

away, press our lips together, and wait for the other person

to give up, we are using it as pressure. The difference lies in

our stance: am I staying with you, or am I punishing you

with my absence?

Summarize What You Have Understood

In a longer conversation, a brief summary can help: “I’m

hearing three things: it bothered you that I made the

decision without you, it made you uncertain about our

agreement, and you want us to discuss similar changes

ahead of time in the future.” The other person can add

anything that is missing.
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Only then is there room for our perspective: “May I tell you

now how I saw the situation?” By asking this question, we

are not giving up our voice. We are simply making sure that

both voices have their time.

When Both People Need to Be Heard
Listening is easiest when we are calm and the subject does

not involve us personally. It is much harder when we are

hurt as well. A partner is describing what we did wrong

while we carry pain of our own. A colleague wants an

explanation at the very moment when we feel they have

harmed our work. In such a situation, it is unrealistic to

expect one person to remain endlessly empathetic and forget

themselves entirely.

It helps to turn the conversation from a clash of two

monologues into an exchange of attention. We can agree:

“First I’d like to spend ten minutes understanding you. Then

I need the same space for my point of view.” Such an

agreement reduces the fear that whoever listens first will

never get to tell their own story.
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When we listen, we do not store counterarguments in our

memory. When we speak, we do not try to challenge the

other person’s right to a different experience. The aim of the

first part is not to decide who is right. It is to create the most

accurate possible map of both perspectives. Only then can

we look for accountability, an apology, or an agreement.

Sometimes the tension is too high. Attention narrows, voices

rise, and every sentence sounds like an attack. At such a

moment, a pause can be an act of care rather than an

escape. But it should include a clear return: “I can’t listen to

you without becoming defensive anymore. I need twenty

minutes to calm down, and I’ll come back to this at eight.” A

pause without a return time can leave the other person

uncertain; a specific agreement protects both the

relationship and its boundaries.

If the conversation quickly falls apart again after you

return, the subject can be broken down. Instead of

addressing the entire statement “You never take me into

account,” focus on one situation: “Let’s talk first about

yesterday’s change of plans.” Being specific gives listening
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firmer ground. A person does not have to defend their entire

character and can focus on what actually happened.

It is also important to accept that not every conversation

will end in complete agreement. A more precise

disagreement can itself be a success: both people know

where they differ, understand what is at stake for the other,

and can walk away without humiliation. Listening is not

meant to guarantee the same opinion. It is meant to prevent

a difference of opinion from becoming a denial of the person.

The Most Common Listening Mistakes
Mistakes in listening often look like help. That is precisely

why they are difficult to recognize.

Advice Before Understanding

Advice can be excellent and still come at the wrong time. If a

person is still fighting to have their experience
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acknowledged, they may hear the advice as a message: “This

is easy. If you handled it correctly, you wouldn’t have to feel

this way.”

Before offering advice, we can ask, “Would you like to hear

what comes to mind?” Consent turns advice from an

unsolicited intervention into an offer.

Minimizing and Forced Reassurance

Statements such as “It’s nothing,” “Other people have it

worse,” or “Don’t think about it” often come from good

intentions. But the person may hear that their experience is

unreasonable. Reassurance is usually more effective when

we first acknowledge reality: “I can see that this affected

you. I’m here.”

Turning the Conversation Toward Ourselves
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Our own experience can create closeness. It can also take

over the entire conversation. Someone says they are afraid

of losing their job, and we begin telling them in detail how

we were laid off years ago. Suddenly, they are comforting

us.

It helps to pay attention to the length and purpose of our

own story. Am I sharing it so the other person does not feel

alone, or because I want to be the center of attention again?

Looking for Someone to Blame

The question “And what did you do?” can sometimes be

important, but at first it often sounds like an interrogation

or an accusation. Accountability has a place in the

conversation. Without a sense of safety, however, a person

is more likely to become defensive than to think honestly

about their own part.

Explaining the Other Side Too Soon
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“I’m sure he didn’t mean it that way.” “Your mother is just

afraid.” “Your manager is under pressure.” An explanation

like this may be true, but if it comes before we acknowledge

the experience of the person in front of us, it can seem as if

we are defending everyone but them.

Using Techniques Mechanically

If we repeat “I hear that…” after every sentence, the

conversation can feel unnatural. Technique is not meant to

replace humanity. Sometimes a simple “I’m sorry” is enough;

at other times, a question or a quiet presence. A good

listener does not perform a method. They adapt to the

person and the situation.

Listening Without Boundaries

Listening does not mean enduring insults, threats, or

endless conversations without the ability to leave. We can
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say, “I want to hear you, but I can’t continue while you’re

yelling at me. I’ll come back to this when we’re both calmer.”

Nor are we obligated to be the sole source of support for

someone whose distress exceeds our capacity over the long

term. Kindness also includes the ability to recommend

additional help and protect our own capacity.

Listening in Everyday Relationships
Partnership: Do Not Argue About the Correct Interpretation Too

Soon

Petra says, “When you kept answering messages during

dinner yesterday, I felt as though I didn’t matter to you.”

Petr may hear an accusation that he is a bad partner. His

first response is, “That’s not fair. I was dealing with

important work, and I was only on my phone for ten

minutes.” He may be right. But the argument quickly shifts
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to the exact number of minutes, while Petra’s experience is

pushed aside.

A listening response might be, “It hurt that I was physically

at the table, but my attention was elsewhere. You wanted

that time to belong to us.” Only then can Petr explain the

circumstances at work, and the two of them can agree on

how to handle similar situations.

Listening in a partnership is difficult precisely because so

much is at stake. The other person’s words touch our sense

of whether we are good enough, loved, or respected. It helps

to remember that a complaint about a specific moment does

not have to be a verdict on the entire relationship.

Parent and Child: Do Not Correct the Emotion

Nine-year-old Jakub comes home from school and says he

hates the classmate who did not pick him for the team. A

parent might respond, “You mustn’t hate anyone. Maybe he
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had a reason.” The parent wants to teach the child to behave

decently, but Jakub will most likely learn that it is better to

hide strong emotions.

Another option would be: “That must have made you really

angry, and maybe it hurt too. You wanted to be part of the

team.” Only once the child feels understood can the parent

add a boundary: “It’s okay to be angry. It’s not okay to hurt

him because of it. Let’s think about what you can do.”

Through conversations like these, children learn that

emotions are acceptable and behavior has boundaries. That

is more important than a quick lesson.

Friendship: Do Not Turn Support into a Competition in Pain

A friend tells you that she feels lonely even though she has

people around her. It is easy to think, “I know what that’s

like. I was completely alone last year.” Your own story can
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help if, after briefly sharing it, you return to hers: “It was

hard for me then. What does the loneliness feel like for you?”

Friendship does not need a professional conversation. It

needs genuine interest. Sometimes the best support is a walk

together during which not every emotion has to be named.

Listening can also take the form of ordinary presence that

places no pressure on the other person to perform.

The Workplace: Understand the Problem First, Then Decide

A team member comes to a manager and says they will not

meet a deadline. The manager may immediately explain why

the deadline cannot change. But they still do not know

whether the problem is the amount of work, an unclear

assignment, missing materials, or fear of admitting a

mistake.

It is more useful to first ask, “What is keeping you from

moving the work forward right now?” and “What have you
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already tried?” Listening here does not mean giving up on

the outcome. It helps obtain better information for making a

decision. An employee is also more likely to accept a

demanding requirement if they feel their situation was

heard fairly.

Clarity of roles also matters at work. A manager can listen

empathetically and still decide differently from what the

employee wants. Respect is reflected not only in the outcome,

but also in the way the conversation reached it.

Pause

Choose one person you would like to listen to better. It does not
have to be the most difficult relationship in your life. To begin,
it is better to choose someone with whom you can experience a
small, safe change.

Ask yourself four questions:

•   When do I stop listening to this person most quickly?

•   What am I trying to protect at that moment—my
self-image, my peace, my time, my sense of fairness, or
something else?

•   How can I tell that I am already preparing a response
instead of listening?
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•   What one sentence can I use to return to their experience?

It might be: “Wait, I want to understand.” Or: “Tell me what
was hardest for you.” One honest sentence is often enough to
change the direction of a conversation.

In Practice

The same conflict kept recurring in one work group. The

manager felt that his colleague was refusing to take

responsibility. The colleague, in turn, claimed he was being

given tasks without the information he needed. Every

meeting ended in an attempt to convince the other person.

The manager listed cases in which something had not been

completed. The colleague explained why it had not been his

fault. Both presented more evidence, and both left feeling

unheard.

During one conversation, they agreed on a simple rule: each

person would have five minutes during which the other

would neither respond nor correct the facts. Then the

listener would summarize what they had heard, and only

after it was confirmed would they switch roles.
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The manager described how uncertainty around deadlines

affected the entire team and how he feared losing the client’s

trust. After summarizing, his colleague said, “For the first

time, I hear that this isn’t only about controlling my work,

but about concern for the team.” He then explained that

changes to assignments often came verbally and that he was

embarrassed to ask again because he did not want to seem

incompetent. The manager realized that his phrase “Surely

this must be clear by now” tended to shut down questions.

They did not agree on everything. The colleague remained

responsible for some of the delays. But the conversation

stopped being a battle over character and became a

discussion of a specific process. They introduced a brief

written confirmation of changes and a short check-in on

priorities twice a week.

This example does not show that listening solves every

problem. It shows something more modest: as long as people

are fighting to be heard, they have little capacity to look for

solutions. When that struggle stops for a while, the problem
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often becomes more precise. And a more precise problem

offers a better chance of a useful agreement.

How the Same Conversation Can Sound
Different
The following dialogues are not scripts to be repeated word

for word. They illustrate a difference in attitude and in the

order of responses.

Partnership

Typical Response

“I had a really hard day today.”

“That’s nothing. Wait until you hear what happened at my

job.”
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The conversation shifts to the other person before the first

has had any space.

Empathetic Response

“I had a really hard day today.”

“You sound exhausted. Do you want to tell me what

happened?”

The response neither offers a solution nor competes. It opens

the door.

Parent and Teenager

Typical Response
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“I don’t want to go to school tomorrow. I feel so

embarrassed there.”

“Don’t be so dramatic. Everyone says something stupid

sometimes.”

The parent wants to make the situation smaller in order to

reassure the child. But the child may hear that their shame

does not matter.

Empathetic Response

“I don’t want to go to school tomorrow. I feel so

embarrassed there.”

“After what happened, you probably feel as if everyone will

be looking at you. What scares you most about tomorrow?”
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The parent acknowledges the concern and gathers

information. A practical solution can come later.

Friendship

Typical Response

“Lately I feel as though you’re becoming distant from me.”

“That’s not true. I called you twice last week.”

The response corrects the facts but misses the feeling and the

meaning of the message.

Empathetic Response

“Lately I feel as though you’re becoming distant from me.”
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“I’m sorry you’ve been feeling that distance. When did you

notice it most?”

This response does not automatically admit fault. It gives

the friend a chance to describe a specific experience.

Work

Typical Response

“I’m worried I won’t be able to meet the deadline at this level

of quality.”

“We’ve known about the deadline for a month. We can’t

change it now.”

That may be true, but the manager does not yet know what

the problem is.

How to Truly Listen

161



Empathetic Response

“I’m worried I won’t be able to meet the deadline at this level

of quality.”

“All right, let’s look at where the biggest obstacle is. Then

we’ll decide what can be adjusted and what has to remain.”

Listening supports accountability here because it leads to

specific information.

When You Disagree

Typical Response

“I felt as though you put me down in front of everyone else.”
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“That’s ridiculous. You’re just too sensitive.”

Empathetic Response with a Boundary

“I felt as though you put me down in front of everyone else.”

“I didn’t mean to humiliate you, but I hear that my comment

had that impact. Will you tell me which part affected you?

Then I want to explain what I was trying to say.”

Both perspectives can be heard. The difference is that the

explanation does not erase the other person’s experience.

What You Can Do Today
You do not have to wait for a major conversation. Listening

is learned in ordinary moments.
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•  Put away one distraction. During an important
conversation, place your phone out of reach or close your
computer.

•  Ask one open-ended question. Try: “What was hardest for
you about it?”

•  Allow two seconds of silence. Do not respond immediately
after an answer. Something more important may follow.

•  Paraphrase once. Say, “If I understand you correctly…”
and briefly summarize the meaning.

•  Ask what they need. “Would you rather I listen right now,
or would you like to look for a solution?”

•  Return when you were not present. You can say, “I brushed
you off yesterday. If you want, I’d like to listen again.”

This is not about how many items you complete. Choose one.

One small, genuine change is worth more than an entire list

used mechanically.

164



Practical Exercise: A Conversation Without
Correcting

The aim of this exercise is not to resolve a conflict. It is to

experience how a conversation changes when one person

focuses only on understanding for a limited period of time.

Choose a subject that is real but not overly explosive right

now. If the relationship involves humiliation, threats,

violence, or you do not feel safe, this exercise is not

appropriate without professional support.

1. Agree on a Framework

Ask the other person for fifteen to twenty minutes. You

might say:

“I’d like to practice listening to you better. I don’t want to

decide or prove anything right now. Can you spend ten

minutes telling me about one situation in which you didn’t

feel good with me? Then I’ll summarize what I understood.”
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Agree that while the other person is speaking, the listener

will not correct facts, explain their intention, or offer

solutions. If the subject becomes too tense, either person can

stop the exercise.

2. Prepare Yourself as the Listener

Before you begin, notice your body. Do you feel tense? Has

your breathing quickened? Do you want to explain in

advance that the fault was not entirely yours? You do not

have to eliminate these reactions. Simply notice them and

remind yourself: “For the next ten minutes, I do not need to

defend my entire story. I need to understand their part of it.”

Put distracting objects aside. If it helps to know that you will

have space later, ask for it in advance: “When we’ve finished

with your part, I’d like us to agree on when I can describe my

perspective too.”
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3. Listen in Three Passes

In the first pass, follow the events: what the other person

says happened.

In the second, notice the meaning: what they took from the

event, what it touched in them, and why it matters to them.

In the third, listen for the need: what would have helped

them then or what they would like in the future.

These passes can take place at the same time. You do not

need to take notes if doing so would feel unnatural. What

matters is not focusing only on a list of facts.

4. Ask No More Than Three Questions

The questions should support understanding, not lead the

other person toward your conclusion. You can use:
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•  “What was hardest for you at that moment?”

•  “What did you read into my reaction?”

•  “What would you have needed from me then?”

•  “Is there anything else that is important for me to
understand?”

Choose no more than three. After each one, allow enough

time for an answer.

5. Summarize Without Defending Yourself

At the end, try to capture the heart of it in two to four

sentences:

“When I made several jokes about your work during the

visit, you felt diminished in front of everyone. It wasn’t only

about the specific joke; it was about the fact that you

expected my support. In the future, you want me not to make

comments like that in front of other people and to discuss

any criticism with you in private. Am I understanding you

correctly?”
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Then accept the correction. Do not try to prove that you

understood everything on the first attempt. You can ask,

“What am I still missing?”

6. Check the Next Step

Once the summary has been confirmed, ask, “Do you need

anything else from me right now—an apology, a response, a

solution we find together, or is being heard enough for

today?”

If the other person wants to hear your perspective, you can

share it. Try not to begin with the word “but,” however,

because it can easily erase everything that came before. This

transition can help: “Thank you for telling me. Now I’d like

to describe what was happening inside me at the time—not

to disprove your experience, but so that we can see both

parts.”

7. A Brief Self-Reflection After the Conversation

Answer the following questions in writing:
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•  At what point did I feel the greatest need to interrupt, give
advice, or defend myself?

•  What helped me remain present?

•  What did I learn that I would probably have missed in an
ordinary conversation?

•  How did the other person respond when I summarized
their experience?

•  Where did I miss the mark, and what was it like to let
myself be corrected?

•  What do I want to do a little differently in my next
conversation?

You can repeat the exercise later with the roles reversed. Do

not use it as proof: “See, I listened to you, so now you have to

listen to me.” Its purpose is to offer the experience of a safer

conversation, not to create a new debt.

Key Takeaways from This Chapter

•  Listening is not waiting for your own opportunity to speak.

•  Understanding does not mean agreement or losing your
own boundaries.

•  Advice tends to be useful only once a person feels at least
partly understood.
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•  A paraphrase is an invitation to correct us, not proof that
we know better what someone else feels.

•  An open-ended question, a brief silence, and full attention
often help more than a lengthy explanation.

•  We can validate an emotion and an experience without
approving inappropriate behavior.

•  The quality of a conversation changes when we check what
the other person needs from us before offering advice.

A Final Thought from the Author

Listening is not the moment when we stop speaking. It is the
moment when we stop translating the other person into our own
story and allow them to show us theirs.

How to Truly Listen
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CHAPTER 5

The Power of Empathy
This is where empathy begins.

Empathy is not a reward we give to people whose behavior we

approve of. Nor is it the ability to guess perfectly what is

happening inside another person. It is a willingness to slow

down our rush to conclusions for a moment and take an interest

in the world the other person is opening to us. Not so that we can

enter it and lose ourselves, but so that we can better understand

where they are speaking from.

Sometimes this will come easily. The other person’s experience

will feel familiar, and their feelings will make sense to us. At

other times, we will encounter differences in personality, values,

life history, or the way we handle tension. It is in these moments

that the true power of empathy becomes clear. Not when we feel

the same thing, but when we can remain curious about

something we ourselves would experience differently.



When Well-Meant Words Are Not Enough
When Renata came home from work, she set her handbag on the

floor just inside the door. Usually, she took it to the study, hung

up her coat, and asked Adam how his day had been on her way

to the kitchen. This time, she simply sat on the edge of a chair

and stared ahead for several seconds.

Adam noticed the change. He closed his laptop and asked what

had happened.

“They announced who will lead the new project today,” Renata

said. “They chose Viktor.”

Adam knew how many evenings she had devoted to preparing

the proposal. He also knew that she had wanted to lead a project

like this for several years. He moved his chair closer and almost

immediately began searching for a way to help.

“That’s their mistake,” he said. “They haven’t given you enough

room there for a long time anyway. Maybe this is a sign that you
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should leave. We can look at job postings. And honestly, I don’t

think Viktor is any better than you.”

He meant well. He wanted to encourage her, restore her

confidence, and show her a way out. But Renata lowered her

eyes.

“I don’t want to look for another job right now.”

“Then talk to the director. She has to explain why she chose him.”

“I don’t know.”

“Renata, you can’t just let this go.”

Something shifted in the room. A moment earlier, Renata had

been disappointed at work. Now she felt that she was

disappointing Adam at home as well because she was not
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responding decisively enough to her problem. Adam read her

silence as helplessness and continued.

“You have to stand up for yourself. If you don’t do anything,

they’ll keep overlooking you.”

Renata stood up. “I don’t have the energy for this conversation.”

She went to the bedroom and closed the door. Adam remained in

the kitchen with an uncomfortable sense of injustice. He had

supported her. He had offered several options. He had shown her

that he valued her. So why had she pulled away?

Later that evening, he sat down beside her. This time, he offered

no suggestions.

“I feel as though I was pressuring you earlier,” he said. “I wanted

to help, but I think I skipped over what was happening inside

you.”
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Renata was quiet for a moment. Then she nodded.

“I know you meant well.”

“What was the hardest part today?”

Renata took a deep breath. “It isn’t just the project. When the

director said Viktor’s name, I felt invisible. As if those two years

of work meant nothing. And then I felt ashamed of feeling that

way because Viktor is my friend, and I should be happy for him.”

Adam felt the urge rise again to assure her that she had nothing

to be ashamed of. This time, however, he let her finish.

“So it isn’t only about the project,” he said slowly. “It’s more that

it feels as though no one saw all that work. And on top of that,

you feel guilty about Viktor. Do I understand?”
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Renata looked at him for the first time.

“Exactly.”

That one word did not change management’s decision. It did not

give the project back to her or resolve what she would do the

next day. Even so, she visibly relaxed.

“Do you want me just to listen right now,” Adam asked, “or

should we look at your options later?”

“For now, just stay with me for a while. We can think tomorrow.”

Adam nodded. His help did not begin when he found a solution.

It began when he stopped deciding what Renata should feel and

do and tried to understand what the situation meant to her.
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Empathy here was neither a complicated sentence nor

exceptional sensitivity. It was a willingness to set aside his own

agenda for a moment and ask a simple question: What is this

moment like for you?

Pause

Perhaps you have experienced a similar conversation. Someone

offered you advice, encouragement, or a quick explanation, but

their words did not leave you feeling any closer. Perhaps you

even felt more alone. And perhaps you have sometimes been in

Adam’s position: you wanted to help, yet the other person

withdrew.

Take a moment to consider these questions:

What do you usually do when someone close to you talks about

pain, disappointment, or fear?

Do you first offer a solution, reassurance, a comparison, or

space?
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How do you know that the other person wants advice?

When did you last feel truly understood? What specifically did

the other person do?

In which situations is it hardest for you to be empathetic?

What happens inside you when another person’s emotions are

directed at you?

You do not need to have a clear answer to every question. Their

purpose is not to reveal what you are doing wrong. They simply

help you notice your own way of responding. Empathy does not

begin with the right phrasing. It begins with attention to what is

happening between two people in the present moment.
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What Empathy Really Means
We use the word empathy often. We say that one person is

empathetic and another is not. Sometimes we mean kindness, at

other times sensitivity, the ability to listen, or a willingness to

help. These qualities may accompany empathy, but they are not

the same thing.

Empathy is both an ability and an attitude: we try to understand

another person’s experience from their point of view, and we

check whether we have understood them. The word “try”

matters. We cannot see inside another person. We work with

their words, tone of voice, expression, circumstances, and what

we know about them. Every estimate we make therefore remains

an offering, not a verdict.

Instead of saying, “You’re afraid of change,” we might say, “I

wonder whether part of this is fear about what comes next. Is

that right?” The first sentence confines the other person within

our interpretation. The second gives them room to correct us.
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An empathetic person does not always have to be right. They
need to be willing to check their understanding and let the
other person guide them.

It Is Not About Feeling the Same Thing

If empathy required the same experience, we could understand

only people whose lives resembled ours. A parent could not

understand a child who fears an exam because one grade may

no longer mean much to an adult. A manager could not

understand a new employee paralyzed by their first presentation

because the manager speaks in public regularly. A person who

seeks out change could not be present for a partner who needs

more certainty.

Empathy is not built on the question “Would I feel the same

way?” It is built on the question “What makes you feel this way?”

The difference is essential. When we measure another person’s

experience against our own, we can easily minimize their

reaction. We say they are overreacting, taking things too

personally, or worrying for no reason. When we become curious

about the meaning, we may discover something that was not

visible from the outside: an earlier experience, a threatened
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value, a need for recognition, a fear of loss, or the feeling that

they have to face everything alone.

Empathy Has Several Layers

Sometimes we understand mainly the other person’s thoughts.

We can imagine how they are evaluating the situation and why

their conclusion makes sense to them. At other times, we

recognize the emotion: disappointment, fear, anger, shame, or

joy. And sometimes understanding shows itself primarily

through action. We lower our voice, stop pressing, offer time, ask

a more sensitive question, or respect that the other person does

not want to talk right now.

None of these layers is always enough on its own. We may

understand a person’s reasoning precisely while remaining cold

toward what hurts them. Or we may feel their sadness so

intensely that we become overwhelmed and can no longer

support them. Mature empathy combines understanding,

sensitivity, and an appropriate response.

182



Four Simple Movements

Empathy cannot be reduced to a set of instructions, yet four

useful movements often recur:

Notice. I register not only the content of the words but also a

change in voice, pace, silence, or tension.

Slow down my own interpretation. I remind myself that the

first explanation may not be the only one.

Try to understand the meaning. I ask what feels important,

painful, or threatening to the other person in this situation.

Check. I offer my understanding and allow the other person to

add to it or correct it.

These movements may take several minutes, but sometimes they

happen in a single sentence: “When you heard that decision, did
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you feel as though no one was taking you into account? Do I

understand correctly?”

Empathy is not an interrogation. Questions should open space,

not extract information from another person. If someone gives a

brief answer or says they do not want to talk about it, we can

respect that too. Sometimes understanding means accepting a

boundary beyond which the other person will not let us go at

that moment.

Beside, Not Above

In an empathetic conversation, we do not stand above another

person’s experience as an expert who can explain it. We stand

beside them. We may offer a perspective, but we do not claim the

right to decide what their experience “really” means.

This does not mean abandoning sound judgment. If someone

close to us says that their life is over because of one failure, we

do not have to agree with that conclusion. But we can

understand the force of their despair. Saying “Right now, it feels

to you as if every door has closed” does not confirm that no
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future exists. It confirms that this is how narrow their view feels

at the moment.

When a person feels understood, their inner tension often eases

a little. Not because we removed the emotion, but because they

no longer have to defend it. Only then does it usually become

easier to think about options, responsibility, and the next step.

Empathy, Compassion, Pity, and Agreement
These words overlap in everyday speech. Distinguishing among

them helps, however, because each creates a different movement

within a relationship.

Empathy: I Am Trying to Understand Your World

Empathy says, “I am interested in how you experience this

situation and what it means to you.” It does not automatically

include advice or judgment. It is curious but not intrusive. It

moves closer to the other person’s experience while remaining

aware that the experience is theirs.
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When a colleague says that they are afraid of a new

responsibility, an empathetic response might be: “Is this more

about worrying that you won’t be able to handle it, or that you’ll

be left to manage it alone?” We are not telling them what to do.

We are helping name what is happening.

Compassion: Your Pain Touches Me, and I Want You to
Find Relief

Compassion adds a wish for the other person to feel better. It

often leads to support or practical help. It may grow from

empathy, but it is not identical to it. We can feel compassion for

someone without understanding their perspective precisely. And

we can understand someone empathetically without being able

to resolve their difficulty.

Healthy compassion asks not only “How can I take this away?”

but also “What support do you need from me?” Sometimes the

answer is practical help. At other times, presence. And

sometimes it is respect for the person’s wish to handle the

situation themselves.
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Pity: I Am Looking at Your Suffering from a Distance

Pity is not necessarily cruel. It is often a spontaneous response to

another person’s misfortune. But it can create inequality

between people. One person takes the role of someone who is

strong and “fortunate,” while the other becomes someone for

whom things have gone wrong and who must be pitied.

The sentence “You poor thing, that’s terrible” may be meant

tenderly, but for some people it takes away a sense of dignity.

Empathy sounds different: “That must have been very difficult.

What matters most to you right now?” It does not see only

helplessness. It sees a person moving through a difficult situation

who still has choices, their own pace, and a voice.

Agreement: I Consider Your View or Actions Right

Agreement concerns an opinion, judgment, or decision. Empathy

concerns understanding an experience. That is why they can

exist separately.

I can understand why a teenage son lied out of fear of

punishment and still say clearly that the lie damaged trust. I can
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understand why an overwhelmed colleague responded sharply

and at the same time insist on respectful communication. I can

see why a partner withdrew without agreeing to several days of

silence.

This distinction can be freeing. We do not have to choose

between humanity and firmness. We can say two true things at

the same time:

“I understand that you were under a great deal of pressure.
And the way you spoke to me is not okay with me.”

The first sentence opens understanding. The second protects a

boundary. One does not cancel the other.

It is precisely when we disagree, have different experiences, or

need to set a boundary that mature empathy reveals itself. Its

purpose is not to erase the difference, but to maintain human

contact long enough for both people’s experiences to be heard

and for them to decide what comes next.
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Why Empathy Can Be Difficult
In a calm conversation with someone who is not blaming us,

empathy may feel natural. It is much harder when we are tired,

feel threatened, or need to be understood ourselves. An inability

to respond empathetically therefore does not necessarily mean a

lack of character. It often means that something has been

activated within us and needs attention.

We Want to Remove Discomfort Quickly

Another person’s pain may leave us feeling helpless. Advice,

encouragement, or a change of subject then does not serve only

to help them. It also helps us avoid staying in contact with

something difficult for very long.

We say, “Don’t think about it.” “I’m sure it will turn out fine.”

“You have to stay positive.” These words may quiet the

conversation for a moment, but they do not always reduce the

other person’s loneliness. They may come away feeling that their

real emotion is too heavy, inappropriate, or inconvenient.
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Empathy requires us to tolerate a moment in which we have no

solution. This is simple, but not easy. It means allowing the

question to remain open for a while and not treating our own

helplessness as failure.

We Believe We Already Know

The longer we know someone, the easier it is to assume that we

can read their reaction. “He always gets offended.” “She needs to

control everything.” “My father doesn’t know how to talk about

feelings.” These sentences may contain part of our experience,

but over time they become filters. We stop seeing the particular

moment and hear only a familiar story.

Empathy restores curiosity to a relationship. Not the naive belief

that the past does not exist, but a willingness to accept that even

someone familiar may be experiencing something new today.
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We Interpret Difference as a Threat

If another person feels something different from us, we may

unconsciously hear it as criticism. A partner needs more time

alone, and we hear that the relationship does not matter to them.

A child is afraid of an activity we chose, and we hear that they

are questioning our decision. An employee is disappointed by a

change, and the manager hears resistance to leadership.

Then we do not begin exploring their experience. We begin

defending our own.

A brief inner distinction can help: Their feeling is not

automatically a judgment of me. Even when the situation

concerns me, I can first learn what the other person is

experiencing and only then describe my part.

Our Own Experiences Are Activated

Another person’s story may open something we know from our

own life. Sometimes this deepens empathy. At other times, our

own memory carries us so far away that we are no longer

present.
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A friend talks about a breakup, and we begin talking about our

former partner. A colleague describes a conflict with a

supervisor, and we become indignant over an old injustice of our

own. A child fears failure, and the fear that we have failed as

parents rises within us.

We can share our own experience if it serves connection. But it is

worth asking: Does my story return attention to the other person,

or move it toward me?

We Rush to Moral Judgment

Some situations touch our values. We quickly decide who is

right, who behaved properly, and what should have been done

differently. Values matter, but when judgment comes too soon,

understanding closes down.

Understanding the causes of behavior does not remove

responsibility. On the contrary, it often lets us speak about

responsibility more precisely. Instead of the label “You’re

inconsiderate,” we can say: “I hear that you were stressed and

wanted to bring the situation under control quickly. At the same
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time, you made the decision without the others, and it affected

the entire team.”

We Are Tired or Overwhelmed

Empathy requires a certain amount of inner capacity. When we

care for others over a long period, deal with several crises, or

have no space for our own emotions, we may become numb or

irritable or feel the need to escape. Punishing ourselves for this is

not helpful.

Sometimes the most honest thing to say is, “I want to hear you,

but I’m so exhausted right now that I wouldn’t truly be present.

Can we sit down after dinner?” This sentence is not a rejection of

empathy. It is an attempt to create the conditions in which

empathy can be genuine.
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What Empathy Is Not
Some people naturally distrust empathy. They worry that

showing understanding will weaken their position, encourage

inappropriate behavior, or place more on their shoulders than

they can carry. These concerns make sense if we mistake

empathy for adaptation without limits. That is why it is

important to be clear about what empathy is not.

Empathy Is Not Agreement

Understanding answers the question “How did this person arrive

in this situation, and what are they experiencing within it?”

Agreement answers the question “Do I consider their opinion or

actions right?” These questions are related, but they are not

identical.

When a parent understands that a child hit a sibling out of a

mixture of jealousy and helplessness, the parent is not

confirming that hitting was acceptable. But this understanding

gives them a better way to respond. They can stop the violence,

protect the other child, and at the same time help the first child

find a different way to express what they need next time.
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Without understanding, there is often only punishment. Without

a boundary, there would be excuses. Empathy allows us to

combine both: “I can see how angry you were when he took your

toy. But I won’t let you hit him.”

Empathy Is Not Excusing Inappropriate Behavior

An explanation is not an excuse. The fact that behavior arose

from fear, shame, exhaustion, or an earlier hurt may be

important to understanding it. It does not mean that its impact

disappears.

A person may be going through a difficult time and still be

responsible for humiliating words. A manager may be under

pressure and still have a duty not to treat people harshly. A

partner may fear abandonment, and it is still not acceptable to

check the other person’s phone.

An empathetic response can be firm: “I understand that the

uncertainty frightened you. At the same time, I need my privacy

to be respected.” It does not intensify the conflict by condemning

the whole person, but neither does it minimize what happened.
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Empathy Is Not Suppressing Our Own Needs

If we set aside our own view, fatigue, time, or safety in every

conversation, what emerges is not empathy. It is one-sidedness.

For a while, this may look like great kindness, but it often later

turns into quiet resentment.

Imagine someone who always listens to their friends’ problems

but never says that they need support too. Others may see them

as exceptionally empathetic. Inside, however, a feeling builds

that no one ever asks about their world. The problem is not that

they gave attention. The problem is that the relationship allowed

movement in only one direction.

Empathy can also sound like this: “I want to understand you. At

the same time, afterward I need to tell you how the situation

affected me.” There is no competition in this sentence over who

suffered more. There is trust that a relationship can hold two

worlds.
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Empathy Is Not Taking Responsibility for Other People’s
Emotions

We can influence how people feel around us. We are responsible

for our own words, decisions, and the impact of our behavior.

But we cannot control all of another person’s emotions or

guarantee that they will not be disappointed, sad, or angry.

This is especially difficult for people who are sensitive to tension.

When the other person frowns, they immediately look for a way

to remove the unpleasant feeling. They retreat from a boundary,

reverse an important decision, or apologize even for something

that was not disrespectful.

Here, empathy means remaining humanly present, not taking

control of someone else’s inner world. We can say, “I can see that

my decision disappointed you. I understand why you wanted

something different. Even so, I am going to stand by it.” We may

take another person’s disappointment seriously without having

to remove it.
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Empathy Is Not Mind Reading

A sensitive estimate can be useful, but it never replaces checking.

When we say, “I know exactly how you feel,” we may

paradoxically overlook the other person. Even the same event

does not have the same meaning for two people.

It is safer to offer an approximate understanding: “I can imagine

there may be a great deal of uncertainty in this. What is it really

like for you?” A sentence like this contains both closeness and

humility.

Empathy Is Not Endless Availability

Being empathetic does not mean being ready at any time to

receive any intensity, length, or manner of communication. We

have a right to need a break. We have a right to end a

conversation in which insults recur. We have a right not to be the

only source of support for someone whose situation exceeds our

capacity over time.

A boundary does not say, “I don’t care about your pain.” It can

say, “I care, but I cannot carry it in this way.”
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Empathy and Personal Boundaries
Empathy and boundaries are sometimes presented as opposites.

Empathy moves closer; a boundary creates separation. In a

healthy relationship, however, they need each other.

Without empathy, a boundary can be harsh, cold, and

humiliating. Without a boundary, empathy can dissolve into

accommodation, overload, or fear of another person’s reaction.

Only together do they create safe closeness: I see you, and at the

same time I do not lose myself.

Two Worlds in One Room

In a difficult conversation, it often feels as though there is room

for only one person. Either we understand their pain or protect

our own. Either we acknowledge their reasons or maintain our

own perspective. This kind of either-or thinking increases the

pressure.

Imagine two chairs. On one is the other person’s world: their

emotions, meanings, needs, and history. On the other is your

world. Empathy invites us to sit beside the first chair for a
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moment. A boundary reminds us to return to the second as well.

The goal is not to remove one chair, but to make conversation

between them possible.

A Boundary Can Be Empathetic

Firmness does not have to be loud. Often, it is enough to combine

three parts:

Acknowledging the experience: “I understand that you would

like to continue and that it is hard for you to pause the

conversation.”

Stating the boundary clearly: “But I no longer have the capacity

to give this conversation my full attention.”

A specific next step, if possible: “I’ll come back to this

tomorrow after work.”

200



This approach is not magic. The other person may still be

unhappy. The purpose of a boundary is not to ensure that

everyone accepts it without emotion. Its purpose is to

communicate it clearly, without unnecessary hurt, and with a

willingness to accept that our needs sometimes create a

difference.

When to Stop Trying to Empathize

There are conversations in which further attempts at

understanding are neither safe nor useful in that moment. If

there are threats, humiliation, manipulation, physical violence,

or repeated disregard for a clear “no,” the priority is not to

understand the other person’s motives perfectly. The priority is

safety and protecting the boundary.

Even in less extreme situations, it is possible to say, “We aren’t

getting anywhere right now. I need a break.” Pausing an

overloaded conversation may be more responsible than

continuing merely to prove that we are empathetic.
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Empathy is not an obligation to remain in contact at any cost. It is

a quality we bring to contact where that contact can be

respectful.

Empathy in Everyday Relationships
Theory gains real value only when we can recognize it in

ordinary sentences. The following situations are not models of

perfect communication. Instead, they show small changes that

can open space where it would usually close.

Partnership: Looking for the Experience Behind the
Criticism

Situation: One partner comes home later than promised and

does not let the other know.

A Common Exchange

Eva: “You don’t care at all that I’m waiting here.”
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Aleš: “That’s not true. I had work to do. You can’t take

everything so personally.”

Eva: “Of course. Your work is always more important.”

Aleš hears an accusation and defends his intention. Eva speaks

with increasing intensity because her experience has not been

acknowledged.

A More Empathetic Exchange

Eva: “You don’t care at all that I’m waiting here.”

Aleš: “When I didn’t let you know, you were left in

uncertainty and felt as though you came second. Is that

right?”
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Eva: “Yes. It isn’t just about the forty minutes. I didn’t know

whether something had happened.”

Aleš: “I understand. I should have texted you. Once we’ve

talked this through, I also want to explain what happened.”

Empathy here does not mean that Aleš agrees with the sentence

“You don’t care at all.” But he hears the pain beneath it. He can

then take responsibility for his part and add his own perspective

later.

Family: A Child Does Not Need Their Fear Minimized

Situation: A twelve-year-old daughter does not want to go on a

school trip.

Quick Reassurance

Daughter: “I don’t want to go. I’m sure they’ll laugh at me.”
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Parent: “Oh, come on. No one is going to laugh at you. Everyone

else is looking forward to it.”

The parent wants to reduce the fear, but at the same time

communicates that the child’s concern makes no sense.

An Empathetic Response with Parental Responsibility

Parent: “It sounds as though you’re afraid you won’t fit in with

the others.”

Daughter: “The girls want to share a room, and they don’t want

me there.”

Parent: “That hurts. Tell me what happened between you. Then

we’ll think together about what you need and what we can do.”
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The parent does not promise that the child can stay home or

confirm the worst-case scenario. First, they learn what is actually

happening. Understanding allows the parent to make a more

informed decision and gives the child the experience that they do

not have to hide their fear.

Friendship: Letting the Other Person Move at Their Own
Pace

Situation: A friend repeatedly talks about a former relationship

after a breakup.

An Impatient Response

“Stop going back to it. She wasn’t good for you anyway. You have

to move on.”

This sentence may contain a truthful perspective, but it comes

before the person is ready for it.
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An Empathetic Response

“I hear that you’re returning not only to her, but also to the

future you imagined with her. Would you rather talk today, or

would it help to do something completely different for a while?”

Empathy does not mean listening to the same story without

limits for months. The friend may later say, “I care about you,

and I’m glad to talk about this with you. At the same time, I feel

that I can no longer support you through this on my own. I would

like you to have other support too.” This, too, can be an

expression of care.

At Work: Emotions Are Not an Obstacle to
Professionalism

Situation: A colleague is irritated after a change in priorities.
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A Defensive Response

“We all have to adapt. There’s no point in complaining.”

An Empathetic and Matter-of-Fact Response

“You worked on this for several weeks, and now it looks as

though the result won’t be used. I understand that this can feel

like wasted work. At the same time, I need us to set new

priorities today. What can we preserve from the original

project?”

Emotions are not an obstacle to the work here. They are part of

the information about what the change means to the person.

Acknowledging them does not prevent us from moving on to the

task. On the contrary, it often reduces the need to keep proving

that the change was painful.
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Leadership: Understanding Does Not Mean Promising

Situation: An employee asks for a promotion before she has met

all the requirements.

Cold Matter-of-Factness

“You don’t have enough experience for this role yet. Try again

next year.”

Empathetic Leadership

“I know you have put a great deal of energy into your recent

projects and expected to take the next step. I can imagine that my

answer is disappointing. I don’t want to promise a timeline I

cannot guarantee. But I can explain exactly which experience

you still need and arrange opportunities for you to gain it.”

The manager does not change the decision. Even so, she

preserves the employee’s dignity, names the impact, and offers a
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clear path forward. Empathy here is not softness. It is part of fair

leadership.

When Emotions Are Directed at Us

Empathy is usually hardest when the other person says, “You

hurt me.” Our mind quickly searches for evidence that we

intended no such thing. Intention matters, but it does not

describe the full impact.

We can begin by saying, “I want to understand what hurt you.

That doesn’t mean I’ll agree with everything, but I don’t want to

become defensive right away.” Then we listen to the specific

situation. Only after the other person feels that their perspective

has been heard do we add our own.

Sometimes we discover that we truly overlooked an important

impact. At other times, our views will differ. Empathy does not

guarantee agreement. But it increases the chance that we will not

turn the difference into a fight over whose reality is allowed to

exist.
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Pause

Think of one person whose response has recently irritated,

confused, or hurt you. Do not choose the most difficult

relationship of your life. An ordinary situation that you can

safely reflect on is enough.

Try completing these sentences in your mind:

When this person acts this way, I usually tell myself that…

My first judgment of their behavior is…

If I set this judgment aside for a moment, they might be

experiencing the situation as…

Perhaps they are trying to protect something important to them,

such as…
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What do I truly not know about their experience?

What one question would help me learn more without sounding

like an interrogation?

You do not have to arrive at an excuse for their behavior. The

point is to broaden the picture. A person can behave

inappropriately and still have a reason worth understanding.

The more precisely we understand, the more precisely we can

choose the next step: moving closer, having a conversation,

making a request, setting a boundary, or creating distance.

In Practice

Over the course of several months, one team underwent a

significant change. The department manager, whom we will call

Radim, took on additional responsibilities. He was capable,

hardworking, and accustomed to carrying responsibility. Under

increasing pressure, however, he began communicating more

and more tersely. He announced decisions without context,

responded irritably to questions, and repeated in meetings that

“there is no time to deal with feelings right now.”
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One of his colleagues, Hana, stopped bringing forward new

ideas. Radim interpreted her withdrawal as a lack of initiative. In

her performance review, he told her that he needed more energy

and independence from her.

Hana objected. “When I suggest something, you interrupt me or

make a decision without discussion. I stopped feeling that you

wanted my opinion.”

A list of occasions when he had listened to her opinion

immediately sprang to Radim’s mind. He wanted to explain that

his brevity was not personal and that he was responsible for

results. Instead, he paused for several seconds.

“If I understand you, you do have ideas,” he said. “But you

already expect that there won’t be room for them anyway.”

Hana nodded. “Yes. And I’ve begun to wonder whether anything

I do here matters at all.”
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Radim did not agree that her work was unimportant. But for the

first time, he understood that his way of communicating had

created exactly that impact. He searched for words for a

moment. “I didn’t see this,” he said. “I’m overloaded, but that

doesn’t give me the right to keep interrupting you. I need to

change the way we run meetings.”

He then took three practical steps. At the beginning of each

meeting, he explained which decisions were open for discussion

and which had already been made. When someone proposed an

idea, he first summarized what he had heard and only then

responded. And once every two weeks, he set aside a brief period

with each team member without operational tasks.

The result was not immediately perfect. Radim occasionally

slipped back into rushing, and Hana needed time to rebuild trust.

But the shift mattered: the problem was no longer described as

“an employee who lacks initiative.” It became a relational

dynamic they could both see and work on.

This example shows three essential things.
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First, empathy did not require Radim to deny his pressure or

responsibility. Second, understanding Hana’s experience did not

weaken him as a manager; it gave him more precise information

about the impact of his leadership. And third, the empathetic

conversation did not stop with feelings. It became a concrete

change in behavior.

In practice, this combination is often the most valuable: first

understand what is happening between people, and then act

on that understanding.

What You Can Do Today
Empathy develops more through small everyday moments than

through grand declarations. You do not have to wait for a major

conflict or use a special vocabulary. Choose one of the following

steps and try it in an ordinary conversation.
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1. Ask One More Question

Before you offer advice, ask, “What is the hardest part of this for

you?” or “What do you need from me right now?” One question

may reveal that the problem you were about to solve is not what

weighs on the person most.

2. Replace Certainty with Curiosity

When you think, “He’s just lazy” or “She’s overreacting again,”

add the word “maybe” in your mind. Maybe it is laziness. Maybe

it is exhaustion, uncertainty, or resistance to a task whose

purpose they cannot see. You do not have to choose the more

favorable explanation. It is enough to remember that your first

interpretation is not the only one.

3. Check Whether You Understood

Try a brief summary: “I hear that what affected you most was…

Is that right?” Avoid a long analysis of the other person. The

more complex the interpretation you offer, the greater the risk

that you will be talking about your idea of them rather than their

reality.
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4. Ask What Kind of Support They Need

The sentence “Would you rather be heard right now, look for a

solution, or do you need something specific?” prevents many

misunderstandings. Some people want to think out loud. Others

are looking for information. And sometimes a person simply

needs to know that they are not alone in a difficult moment.

5. Leave a Brief Silence After the Answer

Silence does not have to mean that the conversation has failed.

Often, it is the space in which the other person is only beginning

to notice what they truly feel. Try adding nothing for a few

seconds after they finish a sentence. Do not rush to ask another

question or offer reassurance.

6. Combine Understanding with a Boundary

If you need to decline a request or stop an inappropriate way of

communicating, you do not necessarily have to begin with a

defense. You can say, “I understand why this matters to you. But

I can’t take it on today.” Understanding will not turn your “no”

into a “yes.” But it can reduce unnecessary hurt.

The Power of Empathy

217



7. Return to a Conversation That Went Wrong

Empathy is not a test that we either pass or fail. If you responded

defensively or too quickly, you can return: “I’ve been thinking

about our conversation. I think I spent more time explaining

myself than trying to understand you. Can we try again?”

Repairing a relationship often begins not with perfection but

with a willingness to reopen the door.

Choose just one step. When we try to monitor everything at once,

we can easily stop being natural. The goal is not to perform. It is

to be a little more present.

Practical Exercise: Two Worlds and One
Bridge
Use this exercise after a difficult conversation or before one that

awaits you. Choose a situation that is important but safe. In cases

involving violence, coercion, or serious danger, the goal is not to

complete an exercise together; safety and individual support

must come first.
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Step 1: Describe the Event Without Interpretation

Write down what a camera or audio recording would capture.

Instead of “He ignored me,” for example: “While I was talking

about my test result, he looked at his phone twice and changed

the subject.” A description does not minimize the impact; it

separates the situation from a judgment of the person.

Step 2: Map Two Worlds

In the section “My World,” write down your emotions, meaning,

the need that was affected, your assumption, and the request or

boundary you need. In the section “The Other Person’s World,”

list several possible explanations, including the unpleasant one.

Mark each note F for fact, A for assumption, and U for

unknown—something you need to ask about.

Step 3: Prepare the Bridge

Write four sentences: “When… happened”; “It affected me… and

I would need…”; “I would like to understand what it was like for

you”; “Can you tell me…?” or “Would it be possible next time…?”

The bridge is not an accusation wrapped in gentle language. It

must leave room for an answer you did not expect.
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Step 4: Prepare the Boundary

Clarify what you are willing to hear and discuss, what is not

acceptable to you, and how you will know that you need a pause.

A boundary might sound like this: “I want to hear how you saw

the situation. If we start shouting at each other, I will pause the

conversation and agree with you on a specific time to return to

it.”

Step 5: Have the Conversation and Evaluate the Process

Begin with one situation, ask one genuine question, and briefly

summarize the answer. A summary is not agreement; it checks

understanding. After the conversation, do not ask only whether

the other person accepted your view. Also consider what you

learned, where you remained connected to yourself, and what

you will do a little more precisely next time.

Questions for Self-Reflection

At the end of the exercise, choose a few of the questions that

resonate with you most:
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Which emotions in other people cause me to lose patience most

quickly?

Which emotions trigger an immediate need to rescue someone?

How do I respond when someone describes the negative impact

of my behavior?

Can I offer another person understanding without promising a

change I do not want or cannot make?

Can I ask for the same attention for my world?

Where do I confuse empathy with responsibility for other

people’s moods?

What is my sentence for a kind and firm boundary?
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Who in my life showed me what it is like to be seen without

judgment?

In which relationship could one genuine question change the

atmosphere?

Your answers do not have to be polished. Self-reflection is not a

display case. It is a place where we can be honest without

needing to judge ourselves.

Key Takeaways from This Chapter

Empathy is not the ability to feel the same thing as another person,
but the willingness to take an interest in their world even when
they experience it differently from us.

Understanding is an offering we check, not a certainty about
another person’s inner world.

Empathy does not mean agreement or excusing inappropriate
behavior.

Explaining the causes does not remove responsibility for the
impact.

We can take another person seriously without suppressing our own
needs.
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We are not fully responsible for other people’s emotions; we are
responsible for our own actions.

Empathy and boundaries together create safe closeness.

One question that checks our understanding is often more useful
than quick advice.

When a conversation goes wrong, we can return to it and repair the
connection.

A Final Thought from the Author

We may never fully know what it is like to see the world through
another person’s eyes. But we can let them know they do not
have to carry their perspective alone. And sometimes it is in this
quiet willingness not to explain or judge, but simply to stay for a
while, that a bridge forms across which two people can move
closer to each other again.

The Power of Empathy

223



CHAPTER 6

Words That Bring Us
Together
This is often the very moment when a good intention gets lost.

We want to be honest, but our words sound like an attack. We

want to be kind, but we soften the message so much that the

other person cannot tell what we actually need. We want to

defend ourselves, and we cause hurt in the process. Or we try to

preserve peace at any cost, only to discover later that we have

abandoned ourselves.

Focus of This Chapter: Speaking respectfully does not mean
speaking less truthfully. It means separating the truth about a
situation from a judgment of a person.



The Saturday They Had Both Been Looking
Forward To
Eliška came home a little later than usual. Ondřej was sitting in

the kitchen with the calendar open on the table. For several

weeks, they had been talking about visiting his father the

following Saturday. He was recovering from surgery more slowly

than they had expected, and Ondřej wanted to bring him

groceries, fix a loose shelf, and, most of all, spend some time with

him.

Eliška set down her bag and, while still standing in the doorway,

said, “I’ll have to go into work on Saturday morning. One of our

colleagues is out, and we can’t move the deadline.”

Ondřej looked at her. “So we’re not going to see Dad again?”

“I’m not saying we aren’t going. Just that it will probably be

later.”
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“But it’s impossible to make plans with you,” he replied. He did

not raise his voice. That was precisely why the sentence sounded

so final.

Eliška froze. She had been working overtime for the past two

weeks and felt as if she were trying to hold together things she

could not fully control. “And with you, a person can’t even take a

breath without disappointing you,” she said.

Ondřej closed the calendar. “There’s no point in this.”

They both fell silent. Neither had wanted to hurt the other.

Ondřej was not frightened by the change of plans alone. His

sentence carried concern for his father, weariness with

uncertainty, and a wish for their shared agreements to mean

something. Eliška did not want to put family in second place. Her

reaction carried pressure from work, a sense that she was failing

on several fronts, and the fear that her effort would go unseen

even at home.
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The problem was not that one of them had the right needs and

the other had the wrong ones. The problem arose when each

turned their experience into a judgment of the other. One change

of plans became “It’s impossible to make plans with you.” One

painful reaction became “A person can’t even take a breath

around you.” Instead of two people facing one problem, they had

suddenly become two defendants facing each other.

A few minutes later, Eliška came into the living room. “What I

said was unfair,” she said. “I heard your words as saying I had

ruined everything for you again. And I became defensive.”

Ondřej was quiet for a moment. “And I described you as though

you could never stick to a plan. What actually scared me was that

we might put off seeing Dad again. It matters a great deal to me

that we really go this time.”

“I understand. I can leave work by noon at the latest. Would

leaving after lunch work for you? And if you need to be at your

dad’s earlier, we can each go separately.”
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“We can make it work after lunch,” Ondřej said. “And next time, I

need you to text me about a change like this as soon as you find

out. Not so I can forbid it. It helps me to know what to expect.”

It was not a perfectly smooth reconciliation. The concern about

his father did not disappear, and Eliška’s work did not become

any easier. But something essential changed: they stopped

defining each other and began naming, together, the reality that

lay between them.

Pause

Which sentence in the story closed the conversation first?

What was probably hidden beneath Ondřej’s judgment? What was
beneath Eliška’s defensiveness?

How were their later words different even though the situation
itself had not changed?

When was the last time you wanted to describe your experience
but instead described the other person’s character?
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Why Words Sometimes Hurt More Than We
Intend
Words do not derive their meaning only from what we meant to

say. Their impact arises where several layers meet: our

intention, the phrasing we choose, our tone, the timing, our

shared history, and the state each of us is in. A sentence that

might sound like a minor remark in a calm moment can feel like

confirmation of our worst fear in the midst of prolonged tension.

This does not mean we are responsible for every possible

interpretation another person may make. We cannot speak in a

way that eliminates every misunderstanding. But we are

responsible for whether we use our intention as an excuse for an

obvious impact. The sentence “That isn’t what I meant” can be an

important explanation, but on its own it does not repair the hurt.

Someone can have a good intention and still choose words that

humiliate, generalize, or threaten.

When we hear an attack on our worth, our attention often shifts

from the subject to self-defense. We are no longer discussing a

late arrival, the division of work, or a difference of opinion. We

are trying to determine whether we are incompetent, selfish,

Words That Bring Us Together

229



oversensitive, or ungrateful. Some of our reactions are quick and

automatic: we explain, counterattack, shut down, or leave the

conversation. This is not evidence of bad character. It is a

common way people try to protect their dignity and sense of

safety.

The psychology of communication offers several useful

principles. People generally receive difficult information more

easily when it concerns a specific behavior and situation rather

than their supposedly unchanging nature. They can orient

themselves better in a message that separates observation from

assumption and offers a specific possible next step. And there is

less room for cooperation when the other person feels they have

no choice, or that they must first accept our version of who they

are.

These are not laws without exceptions. Sometimes a person will

react defensively even to a very carefully worded sentence. At

other times, rougher wording will not cause conflict because the

relationship can absorb the shorthand and both people

understand the context. The purpose of these principles is not to
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control the other person’s reaction. They help increase the

likelihood that what matters can be heard.

Intention and Impact Are Not Rivals

In conflict, we often argue over which reality carries more

weight. One person says, “I didn’t mean to hurt you.” The other

replies, “But it hurt me.” Both can be true at the same time.

Intention tells us what was happening within the speaker.

Impact tells us what happened within the listener and within the

relationship. A mature conversation does not need to cancel

either reality. It might sound like this: “I didn’t mean to humiliate

you. Now that I hear how the sentence came across, I understand

why it could have felt that way. I want to say it differently.”

This response does not mean accepting every accusation or

giving up our own perspective. It means the relationship is not a

courtroom in which only one truth can exist.
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Describing a Situation Is Not Passing
Judgment on a Person
One of the most reliable ways to escalate a conversation

unnecessarily is to turn a specific behavior into a sweeping

picture of the person.

“You arrived after the last two meetings had started” describes

events that can be verified. “You are unreliable” evaluates the

person. “While I was talking about the problem, you looked at

your phone several times” describes behavior. “You don’t care

about me at all” attributes an inner attitude to the other person

that we cannot directly see.

Evaluation itself is not forbidden. We need to judge whether

behavior is acceptable, safe, or consistent with an agreement.

The difference lies in what the judgment targets and how broad

it is. We can say that we consider a particular decision

irresponsible without labeling someone irresponsible in every

area of life. We can say clearly that the way someone spoke to us

is unacceptable without turning it into a sweeping verdict about

them.
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A simple question can help: What would a camera or

microphone have recorded in this situation? A camera can

capture someone leaving in the middle of a sentence, raising

their voice, failing to arrive at the agreed time, or sending a

document two days late. It cannot capture that they do not care

about us, that they are lazy, that they wanted to punish us, or

that they always behave a certain way.

The words “always” and “never” sometimes describe a genuine

long-term pattern, but far more often they express the intensity

of our present disappointment. If we want to speak accurately,

we can name the repetition instead: “This is the third time it has

happened this month.” That sentence is not softer. It is more

precise—and precisely for that reason, it is easier to work with.

A Description Is Not a Cold Report

Some people fear that specific language will sound stilted. We do

not have to speak like a court reporter. A description can be

human and direct:
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“Yesterday we agreed that you would let me know by six. When
no message came and I didn’t know whether to wait for you, I
felt anxious and angry.”

This sentence contains the event, the experience, and the impact.

But it does not claim that the other person is inconsiderate. This

leaves room for them to take responsibility for their behavior

without first having to fight for their own worth.

The Language of Blame and the Language of
Responsibility
Blame usually looks for a culprit before it names the problem

precisely. The language of responsibility asks: What happened?

What was my part? What did it do to me? What do I need to

communicate or change now?

The difference is not a matter of using the pronoun “I” instead of

“you.” Even a sentence that begins with “I” can be an attack: “I

think you’re selfish.” And a sentence containing “you” can be

entirely factual: “You had the keys last; do you know where they

are?” This is not a grammatical device, but a matter of the place

from which we speak.
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The language of responsibility does not mean taking the blame

for everything. It means owning our actions, choices, and

experience without taking responsibility for the other person’s

decisions. Instead of “You made me yell,” we can say, “I yelled

when I felt cornered. That was not okay.” The circumstances help

us understand the reaction, but they do not remove our

authorship of our own behavior.

It is similarly useful to notice phrases such as “I have to,” “I have

no choice,” or “Because of you, I can’t.” Sometimes our options

truly are very limited. Even then, it may be more honest to say, “I

am choosing to do this because I do not want to bear the

following consequences.” This wording is not always

comfortable, but it reconnects us with our own choice. It also

shows us where we need to negotiate, refuse, or accept the cost

of our decision.

AUTHOR’S RECOMMENDATION

When you feel a strong need to prove who caused the conflict, first
try naming the problem without naming anyone as the culprit. Not
because blame never exists, but because a solution often requires a
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more precise question: What needs to change so this situation does
not happen again?

Responsibility for Our Words Is Not Responsibility for
Someone Else’s Emotions

We can speak considerately and the other person may still

become angry, sad, or disappointed. Their emotion is not

automatic proof that we have done something wrong. If, for

example, we refuse a request that exceeds our capacity, the other

person may be disappointed. It is not our task to eliminate that

disappointment by abandoning our own boundary.

On the other hand, it is not honest to say “I am not responsible

for your feelings” as a way of avoiding the impact of humiliating

words. We are not managers of someone else’s inner world, but

we are participants in the relationship. We can acknowledge that

our actions had an impact, apologize, and change our behavior

without accepting responsibility for everything the other person

feels.
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How to Talk About Emotions, Needs, and
Impact Without Manipulation
Talking about our own experience can open a relationship. But it

can also become hidden pressure. The sentence “I’m sad”

communicates an emotion. The sentence “If you leave, you’ll

make me sad, so you have to stay” uses emotion as an obligation

intended to take away the other person’s choice.

Healthy sharing of emotions usually has two important qualities:

ownership and freedom. Ownership means presenting our

experience as our own, not as indisputable proof of the other

person’s guilt. Freedom means the message is not a hidden

command that the other person is permitted to fulfill in only one

way.

Emotion and Interpretation Are Not the Same

In everyday speech, we say, “I feel ignored,” “I feel disrespected,”

or “I feel that you don’t trust me.” These sentences are not wrong,

but they combine a feeling with an interpretation of the other

person’s behavior. Sometimes that does not matter. In a tense

conversation, however, it can help to separate them:
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“When I didn’t receive a reply, I felt uncertain and
disappointed. I interpreted it as meaning that my message
wasn’t important. But I don’t know whether that was true.”

This does not diminish our experience. On the contrary, it makes

it more precise. The other person can respond to our emotions

and, at the same time, add information we did not have.

A Need Is Not a Demand Placed on a Particular Person

Needs are generally broader than the ways in which we meet

them. We may need rest, predictability, closeness, respect,

privacy, or cooperation. But it does not automatically follow that

this particular person must meet our need in this particular way

at this particular moment.

The sentence “I need you to call me every evening” no longer

merely names a need. It is a specific proposal or request. Beneath

it may be a need for connection or certainty, but there are other

ways to care for that need. This distinction protects both people:

it helps us avoid looking for only one path and leaves the other

person the right to negotiate.
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The word “respect” can also conceal an accusation. “I need

respect” sometimes actually means “I want you to admit that I’m

right.” It is more useful to describe what behavior would

represent respect to us in that moment: not interrupting each

other, not using insults, honoring the agreed time, or leaving

room to say no.

Impact Shows Why We Are Talking About It

People often hear criticism more clearly when they understand

why it matters. In the workplace, the impact of a late document

may be that two other people cannot complete their part. In a

partnership, repeatedly canceling plans can lead to uncertainty

and a sense that there is no point in looking forward to time

together. In a family, an ironic remark may cause a child to stop

asking questions.

Impact should not be a dramatized threat. It is an honest

explanation of the connection. Instead of “If you do that one

more time, you’ll ruin everything,” we can say, “When an

agreement repeatedly changes without notice, I stop planning

around it. That makes it harder for us to function together.”
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Honesty Without Harshness, Kindness
Without Vagueness
Some people associate honesty with immediately saying

everything they feel. Yet the first sentence that comes to mind is

often a mixture of emotion, assumption, and a desire for relief. It

is true in the sense that it captures our immediate state, but it

may not be true in a broader sense.

“I don’t care about you at all anymore” may mean “I’m so hurt

that I can’t move closer to you right now.” “I don’t care” may

protect someone who cares far too much. Honesty is therefore

not simply releasing a raw reaction. It is a willingness to search

for words that capture the essence and do not merely pass the

pain along.

Harshness sometimes presents itself as courage: “I just tell it like

it is.” Directness is valuable, but its value is not determined by

how sharp it is. A sentence can be clear without being

humiliating: “I disagree with this approach and do not want to

take part in it.” There is no need to add, “Any reasonable person

can see that it is absurd.”
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The opposite problem arises when kindness is confused with

vagueness. “Maybe sometime I could use a little more help, but

it’s no big deal” may reassure the other person, but the message

disappears in the process. If something is wrong, it is kinder to

say so early and clearly than to pretend for a long time that

everything is fine and then explode later.

Clarity and kindness are not opposite ends of a scale. They can be

combined. Clarity says, “This matters.” Kindness adds, “And you

remain a person whose dignity I do not want to diminish.”

Not Every Truth Belongs in Every Moment

Respectful communication also includes choosing the right time.

If we are both exhausted, a child is standing in the doorway, and

a work meeting begins in five minutes, it may be more

responsible to postpone the conversation. But postponing it

requires a specific return: “I can’t discuss this well right now. I

want to come back to it at eight tonight, when we have some

peace and quiet.”
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Without a return, “not now” can feel like rejecting the subject.

With a specific agreement, it becomes a way of caring for the

conditions of the conversation.

How to Disagree Without Diminishing the
Other Person
Disagreement is a natural part of closeness and cooperation. A

relationship in which disagreement is not allowed is not safe

simply because there is no loud conflict. Genuine safety includes

the ability to express a different opinion without punishment,

ridicule, or loss of dignity.

When we disagree, it helps to separate three things: the idea, the

decision, and the person. We can reject an idea, question a

decision, or disagree with a behavior. We do not have to

diminish its author’s ability, intelligence, or worth.

Instead of “You don’t understand this at all,” we can say, “I see a

different risk here, and so far this argument has not convinced

me.” Instead of “Only someone who knows nothing about reality

could suggest this,” we can say, “The proposal does not explain
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how we will manage operations during the first two weeks.” The

second version is not only more considerate. It is also more

useful because it shows exactly what needs to be added.

Respect does not require us to pretend to feel less certain than

we do. We can say, “I am convinced this is a mistake.” What

matters is whether we support that conviction with reasons and

leave the other person room to respond as a human being. The

strength of an argument does not have to rest on the weakness of

an opponent.

In personal relationships, disagreement tends to be more

sensitive because the issue can easily merge with acceptance. A

partner may hear disagreement with a plan as rejection of the

relationship. A parent may hear their adult child’s differing

opinion as a loss of closeness. It helps to briefly affirm the

relational reality, if it is true: “I care about you, and at the same

time, I disagree with this decision.” The phrase “at the same

time” is sometimes more accurate than “but.” It does not erase

the first part of the sentence with what follows.
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A Request Is Not a Softer-Spoken Command
A request tells the other person what would help us and leaves

room for a response. A demand dictates what the other person

must do and often establishes in advance what refusal would

mean: that they do not love us, are not loyal, or are a bad person.

We cannot tell the difference by the word “please.” “Please stop

acting like a child” remains humiliating. What matters more is

whether the request is specific, feasible, and open to a genuine

response.

A good request usually helps answer four questions:

•  What exactly would I like to happen?

•  When, or in what situation, do I need it?

•  Why is it important to me?

•  Can the way or extent be negotiated?

Instead of “Be more considerate,” we can say, “When you know

you will be more than half an hour late, please send me a

message. It will help me plan the evening instead of waiting.”
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Instead of “Contribute more,” we can say, “Could you handle two

evening grocery runs this week? I need to finish my work and

have one evening to rest.”

Being specific does not mean controlling every detail. It is a way

to translate a wish into a form to which the other person can

answer yes, no, or offer another suggestion.

How to Recognize a Hidden Demand

A useful question is: What will I do if the other person says

no? If I punish them with silence, ridicule, withdrawal of

closeness, or an attack on their character, it was probably not a

request. This does not mean we must accept every “no” without

consequences. Some refusals reveal a fundamental

incompatibility and lead to a decision that has consequences for

the relationship. The difference is between a consequence and a

punishment.

A boundary might sound like this: “If we cannot agree on how to

divide expenses, I cannot continue living together.” A threat

sounds like this: “If you don’t do what I want, I’ll make you regret
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it.” A boundary describes what I will do to protect my integrity or

safety. A threat is meant to intimidate and control the other

person.

How to Say “No” and Set Boundaries with
Respect
The word “no” does not automatically damage a relationship. A

relationship is also damaged by agreement that goes against

ourselves and is later paid for with resentment, exhaustion, or

unspoken reproach.

A respectful refusal can be brief. We do not need to present a

defense that would withstand review by a committee. It is often

enough to acknowledge the request, state the decision, and

perhaps offer an option we genuinely want to offer:

“I understand that you need help tomorrow. I can’t come
tomorrow. I can stop by for two hours on Friday afternoon.”

Offering an alternative is not mandatory. If we offer one only

because we fear disagreement, it can dissolve the boundary
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again. Nor is it necessary to explain our reasons at length to

someone who uses every reason as another point for negotiation.

A boundary provides information about our behavior; it is not a

tool for managing the other person. “You must not shout at me”

expresses an understandable wish, but a real boundary also

needs our part: “If you shout at me, I will end the conversation

and return to it when we can speak without insults.”

A boundary must be realistic. There is no point in announcing a

consequence that we do not want or cannot carry out. Credibility

comes not from harsh wording, but from alignment between

words and actions.
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When a Respectful Sentence Is Not Enough

Communication skills are not the solution to every situation. If a

relationship involves intimidation, humiliation, coercion,

controlling behavior, threats, or violence, our main task is not to

find more perfect wording. The priority is safety, clear

boundaries, and outside support. Depending on the severity of

the situation, that may mean reaching out to someone close to us,

seeking professional help, contacting a crisis service, or taking

another safe step.

Empathy for the causes of another person’s behavior does not

mean we are obligated to remain in danger. Understanding that

someone is acting from fear, shame, or pain does not mean

consenting to humiliation or harm. Understanding and

protection can exist at the same time.

When We Have Said Something Wrong
Relationships do not need people who never say the wrong thing.

They need people who can notice it, return to the conversation,

and take responsibility for it.
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Repairing a conversation can have four simple parts:

•  Stop the attack from continuing. “Wait, I said that badly.”

•  Own your part without immediately defending
yourself. “That generalization was not fair.”

•  Acknowledge the possible impact. “I understand that it may
have sounded as though I was questioning everything you do.”

•  Return to the real issue. “What I actually want to talk about is
today’s agreement and the fact that I was not prepared for the
change.”

An apology loses its force when it is immediately canceled by the

word “but”: “I’m sorry I yelled, but you provoked me.” We can

add context later without using it to erase responsibility: “I’m

sorry I yelled. That was not okay. I also need to tell you what was

happening within me beforehand, when we are both ready for

that.”

A good repair is not self-humiliation. We do not need to say we

are a terrible person for the other person to believe our remorse.

In fact, such a statement can shift the burden of care back onto

the person who was hurt, who may begin reassuring us. It is
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more accurate to regret a specific action and show what we will

do differently.

Sometimes the other person will not accept the repair

immediately. They have the right to need time. Repair is not a

button that restores closeness on our schedule. It is an offer to

return and evidence that we are willing to carry our share of the

work of the relationship.

Words in Different Relationships
The principles remain similar, but the language changes

according to the relationship, the role, and the degree of

responsibility. In a partnership, we need to protect both

closeness and equality. In a family, we often touch a long shared

history. In friendship, choice and space are important. At work,

roles, tasks, and consequences enter the conversation. When we

lead people, our words carry greater weight because they are

backed by formal power.
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Partnership

A sentence that closes the conversation: “If you cared about

our relationship, I wouldn’t have to tell you what to do.”

A sentence that opens the conversation: “When I am the only

one who plans our time together, I start to wonder whether it

matters equally to both of us. I need us both to take part in

planning it. Would you choose one evening next week?”

The second sentence does not guarantee agreement. But it makes

it possible to discuss the real issue—the division of

initiative—instead of testing love.

Family

A sentence that closes the conversation: “You never have time

for this family.”

A sentence that opens the conversation: “You missed the last

three family lunches, and I missed having you there. I want to
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ask whether coming next Sunday is realistic for you, or whether

we should find another way to see each other.”

The specific wording allows for the possibility that there may be

different reasons for the absence. At the same time, it does not

hide the fact that the relationship and time together matter.

Friendship

A sentence that closes the conversation: “You only get in touch

when you need something.”

A sentence that opens the conversation: “In recent weeks, we

have spoken mainly when you were dealing with a problem. I’m

glad to support you, but I also miss simply spending time

together in our friendship. How do you see it?”

The opening sentence may still lead to an uncomfortable

realization. But without a verdict, it offers a chance to find out

whether this is a temporary period, an overlooked imbalance, or

a change in the relationship.
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Work

A sentence that closes the conversation: “Your materials are

useless every time.”

A sentence that opens the conversation: “The last two sets of

materials did not include sources for the figures, and I had to

find them before the presentation. In the next version, I need the

links placed directly beside the table. If the preparation

requirements are unclear, we can review a sample together.”

The feedback is not hidden behind vague politeness. It clearly

names the shortcoming, the impact, and the expectation.

Leading People

A manager cannot pretend that every request is entirely

optional. Some messages are decisions or job requirements.

Respect lies in making them transparent and proportionate, and

ensuring that consequences are not personal punishments.
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A sentence that closes the conversation: “Anyone who isn’t a

team player has no place here.”

A sentence that opens the conversation: “We need the on-call

shifts covered. The schedule is part of this role, but the current

distribution is not sustainable. I want to know your constraints

by Friday, and then I will decide on the schedule according to the

rules established in advance.”

A power imbalance requires greater precision, not less. Someone

in authority has a particular responsibility not to confuse

obedience with respect or disagreement with disloyalty.

Pause

Which approaches do you use most often when you feel unheard:
generalizations, irony, silence, lengthy explanations, or a quick
ultimatum?

What would happen if, before the conversation, you separated
three layers: what you know, what you are interpreting, and what
you need to find out?

Where in your life do you need more kindness? And where, by
contrast, do you need more clarity?
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Is one of your “yeses” actually an unspoken “no” for which both
you and your relationship later pay?

In Practice: Feedback That Does Not Hide the Problem

Alena led a small customer support team. One of her colleagues,

Petr, had submitted the monthly report late twice. Alena was

under pressure because his figures were needed for a

presentation to senior leadership. At first, she wanted to say, “I

can’t rely on you like this.”

The sentence would have expressed her frustration, but it would

also have created several ambiguities. Did “I can’t rely on you”

refer to this specific task or all of Petr’s work? Was the problem

quality, timing, communication, or all three? And what exactly

should Petr do differently next time?

Alena opened the conversation differently: “The report was due

by ten on Monday. It arrived Tuesday afternoon, and last month

it was also a day late. Without those figures, I cannot finish the

presentation, and that delays other people’s work as well. I need

to understand what is happening and whether you can meet the

deadline next time.”
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Petr explained that he received some of the data late from

another department and had been trying to make up the delay

without mentioning it. He feared that reporting the problem

would sound like an excuse. Alena acknowledged his

dependence on the data, but also stated clearly that remaining

silent was not acceptable. They agreed that if the materials did

not arrive by noon on Friday, Petr would report the delay and

submit at least the completed portion on Monday.

This conversation did not have a magical ending. Alena still

needed the result, and Petr was still responsible for his part of

the work. But precise language revealed the problem hidden by

the judgment “I can’t rely on you.” At the same time, it

established a measurable change.

This practical example offers an important lesson: respectful

communication is not a softer version of managing people. It is a

more precise way to connect a person’s dignity with

responsibility for performance. If the agreement is broken again,

a workplace consequence may follow. That does not conflict with

respect as long as it is predictable, proportionate, and tied to the

role and the behavior rather than to humiliating the person.
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Sentences That Close and Sentences That
Open
The following pairs are not a universal translation guide. An

opening sentence does not always have to be longer, and a

closing sentence does not always have to contain an insult. The

point of the contrast is to notice the direction: from verdict to

reality, from pressure to responsibility, and from vagueness to

specificity.

When We Are Hurt

A sentence that closes the conversation: “You don’t care at all

about what is happening to me.”

A sentence that opens the conversation: “When you left while I

was talking, I felt hurt and uncertain. I need to know whether

you were unable to listen at that moment or did not want to be

part of the conversation.”

When We Disagree

A sentence that closes the conversation: “This is complete

nonsense.”
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A sentence that opens the conversation: “I disagree with this

proposal. I don’t see how it addresses the costs, and I’m

concerned that we are only postponing the problem.”

When We Need a Change

A sentence that closes the conversation: “Just start acting

normal already.”

A sentence that opens the conversation: “When you speak to

me sarcastically during an argument, I no longer feel safe in the

conversation. I need us to speak without ridicule. If we can’t do

that right now, I’m going to take a break.”

When We Refuse

A sentence that closes the conversation: “Stop bothering me

with this.”

A sentence that opens the conversation: “I don’t have the

capacity for this today, and I won’t take it on. I can look at it

tomorrow morning if that would still be useful.”
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When We Ask

A sentence that closes the conversation: “If you were a real

friend, you would come.”

A sentence that opens the conversation: “It would mean a lot

to me if you came. But I understand that you need to decide

based on what is possible for you. Can you let me know by

Thursday?”

When We Repair Our Own Words

A sentence that closes the conversation: “Fine, sorry I said

anything at all.”

A sentence that opens the conversation: “What I said sounded

mocking. I’m sorry. I still disagree, but I want to explain my

disagreement without humiliating you.”
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What You Can Do Today
You do not need to change your entire way of communicating in

a single day. It is enough to choose one situation in which you

want to be a little more precise.

•  Catch one generalization. When “always,” “never,” or “It’s
impossible with you” appears, try to identify the specific event
you are actually talking about.

•  Separate certainty from assumption. Complete the sentences:
“I know that … I interpret it as … I need to find out …”

•  Make one small request. Not “Be more attentive,” but a
specific action that would help you in a particular moment.

•  Repair one sentence without the word “but.” If you hurt
someone, acknowledge the specific part first and only then
return to the subject.

•  Voice one honest “no.” Briefly, without punishment and
without promising an alternative you do not want to fulfill.

These steps are not a test of correct communication. They are a

way to gradually create more space between our first reaction

and the sentence we ultimately choose.
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Practical Exercise: Five Sentences, Five Real
Conversations
The aim of this exercise is not to create one perfect template. The

same sentence may be appropriate in one relationship and too

cautious, cold, or unsafe in another. You will therefore work with

the context, your own goal, and your boundary.

Choose five sentences you have actually said, heard, or prepared

in your mind. If none come to mind, use the following:

•  “You don’t listen to me at all.”

•  “You are unreliable.”

•  “If you care about me, you’ll do it.”

•  “This is complete nonsense.”

•  “Stop bothering me. I don’t have time.”

Take each sentence through the following six steps.
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Step 1: Put the Sentence Back into a Specific Situation

Who is speaking to whom? What happened immediately

beforehand? Is this a one-time event or a recurring pattern?

What is the balance of power and the nature of the relationship

between them? We speak differently to a partner, a child, a

colleague, or a supervisor.

For the sentence “You don’t listen to me at all,” the specific

situation might be a partner looking at their phone during five

minutes of conversation. But it could also reflect a long-term

experience in which our concerns are repeatedly mocked.

Reframing the sentence must preserve the true weight of the

problem.

Step 2: Separate the Record from the Story

Write two short sentences:

What can be observed: “While I was talking, you looked at your

phone three times and did not answer my last question.”
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The meaning I give it: “I have the impression that you aren’t

interested in me.”

Both layers matter. The first supports accuracy; the second

reveals our inner world. When we do not mix them together, we

can present the meaning as an interpretation rather than a

proven fact.

Step 3: Find What You Want to Protect

Beneath an accusatory sentence there is often hurt, a need, a

value, or a boundary. “You are unreliable” may protect a need

for predictability. “This is nonsense” may conceal concern about

risk. “Stop bothering me” may be an awkward attempt to protect

concentration or rest.

Name this layer for yourself first. You do not have to voice every

emotion and need in the conversation. But when you know what

you are protecting, you are less likely to attack the person

instead of addressing the issue.
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Step 4: Decide What Kind of Message Is Needed

Sometimes you need to share an impact. At other times, you need

to ask a question, express disagreement, make a request,

announce a decision, or set a boundary. These types of message

should not be confused with one another.

If you have decided not to accept another task, you do not need

to disguise your “no” as a question. If you need to find out what

happened, it is not honest to pretend curiosity when you have

already passed judgment. And if you are communicating a work

requirement within your role, identify it as a requirement rather

than a voluntary request.

Step 5: Create Two Possible Versions

Write the first version as briefly as possible. Make the second a

little more relational. For example:

Original sentence: “You are unreliable.”
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Brief and direct version: “This is the second time the agreed

deadline has been missed, and I need that to change.”

More relational version: “When the deadline was moved for

the second time without notice, it put me in a difficult position

and weakened my trust in our agreement. I need to know

whether you can meet the deadline next time or whether we

should establish a different process.”

Either may be appropriate. The choice depends on the situation,

the time available, the relationship, and whether there is room

for a conversation.

Try reframing the other sentences in the same way:

“If you care about me, you’ll do it.” Possible version: “I very

much want you to be there with me because I’m afraid, and your

presence would help. But I don’t want to turn your decision into

a test of our relationship. Can you tell me what is possible for

you?”
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“This is complete nonsense.” Possible version: “I disagree with

the proposal. I see two risks: the costs are not covered, and the

timeline does not include testing.”

“Stop bothering me. I don’t have time.” Possible version: “I

need to concentrate for the next forty minutes, and I can’t talk

right now. If it isn’t urgent, I’ll come to you afterward.”

“You don’t listen to me at all.” Possible version: “When you

look at your phone while I’m talking, I lose the sense that we are

in the conversation together. Can you put it away now, or should

we agree on another time?”

For each version, ask yourself: Is it still true? Have I hidden the

problem behind politeness? Have I attributed a motive to the

other person that I cannot know? Is it clear what I need? And

does the other person retain both their dignity and the ability to

respond?
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Step 6: Prepare for the Answer You Do Not Want

An opening sentence does not guarantee an open response. The

other person may disagree, refuse the request, minimize the

impact, or respond with irritation. Before the conversation,

therefore, clarify what you will do in several possible scenarios.

If the other person offers an explanation, are you prepared to

listen? If they say no, can you negotiate? If the behavior repeats,

what boundary is within your power? If the conversation

becomes humiliating or dangerous, how will you end it safely?

This final step turns the exercise from a stylistic revision of

sentences into preparation for real communication. Words

matter, but they need to be supported by decision, listening, and

action.

CHECK AFTER THE EXERCISE
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The best new sentence is not the most polished one. It is the
sentence that is at once precise, truthful, feasible, and appropriate
to the relationship and situation.

If your boundary disappeared in the reframing, put it back. If a
verdict about the person remains, look for a more specific
description. If the sentence offers only the appearance of choice,
acknowledge whether it is a request, a demand, or a decision.

Questions for Self-Reflection

•  When I am hurt, do I try to explain my world or make the other
person feel just as bad?

•  Which judgments of people do I use most often—selfish, lazy,
oversensitive, unreliable, ungrateful? What specific behavior
usually lies beneath them?

•  Can I distinguish what I observed from how I interpret the
situation?

•  Can I say what I need without turning it into an obligation for
one particular person?

•  How do I react when the other person refuses my request?

•  Do I sometimes confuse kindness with silence and honesty with
harshness?

•  Which “no” do I need to voice before it turns into reproach?

•  Can I repair my own sentence without immediately proving
why I said it?

•  In which relationships is it safe for me to speak openly? And
where do I first need to strengthen protection and support?
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•  What would the person in front of me need to hear to
understand the problem without my diminishing their dignity?

Key Takeaways from This Chapter

Good communication does not separate truth from respect; it looks
for a way to preserve both.

Describe the specific situation and behavior before evaluating the
person or their motives.

Share your own emotions and needs as your experience, not as
proof of someone else’s guilt or an obligation to obey.

Clearly distinguish among a request, a work requirement, a
decision, a boundary, and a threat.

Disagreement can be firm without mocking or diminishing the
other person.

A respectful “no” protects a relationship from an agreement that
would later turn into resentment.

Repairing a sentence is not weakness. It is a return to responsibility
and to the subject.

Where coercion, humiliation, or violence is present, safety takes
priority over perfect wording.

A Final Thought from the Author

Words alone cannot save a relationship. But they can create a
space in which neither of us must lose our dignity for the other
to remain truthful.
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CHAPTER 7

How Trust Is Built
Trust grows primarily from what a person experiences

repeatedly. Can they rely on an agreement still holding

tomorrow? Does an uncomfortable truth remain the same

regardless of who asks? Will their boundary remain a boundary

even when it is inconvenient for the other person? Is an apology

followed by change? And can they be imperfect with the other

person without having their vulnerability used against them

later?

Trust is therefore not a reward for perfection. People make

mistakes, forget, sometimes overestimate their strength, and at

other times do not know what they feel or what they can deliver.

Trustworthiness is not defined by a life without mistakes, but by

a person’s relationship with truth, accountability, and repair.

What matters is not only whether they get something wrong, but

also what they do afterward.



When Small Broken Agreements Weaken
Trust
Sabina and Radek had lived together for eight years. If someone

had asked whether anything had happened between them that

fundamentally threatened their relationship, both would

probably have said no. There had been no affair, major lie, or

dramatic departure. Yet in recent months, Sabina had noticed

that she no longer looked forward to Radek’s promises and had

begun silently checking them.

It started subtly. On Monday, Radek said that he would pick up

their son from practice on Wednesday, but that afternoon he

called to say his meeting was running long. A week later, he

promised to arrange for the washing machine to be repaired.

When Sabina asked several days later, she learned that he had

not yet contacted the repair service. Neither incident was a

disaster. In the end, a neighbor managed to pick up their son,

and the washing machine still worked on at least one setting.

The following week, Sabina confided in Radek that she was

considering changing jobs, but did not want the family to know

yet. That weekend, Radek’s brother asked whether she had
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already found a new position. Radek had not meant to reveal

anything. During a conversation, he had merely remarked that

Sabina had been unhappy at work lately, and his brother had

filled in the rest. Radek thought it was unfair when Sabina said

he had broken her trust. To him, it did not feel as though he had

disclosed a secret. To her, it did.

Then came a Friday when Radek texted that he would be home

around seven. At eight thirty, he was still not home and did not

answer his phone. When he arrived, he was exhausted. He

explained that the train had broken down, his phone was nearly

dead, and he had needed to reply to a colleague. He did not

understand why Sabina reacted so sharply. From his point of

view, these were several different situations, each with a

reasonable explanation. From hers, they added up to one

experience: Radek says things I make plans around, but then

they often turn out differently, and I learn about the change too

late.

Sabina began sending reminders, asking for details, and

preparing backup plans. Radek experienced this as control. The

more she asked, the more he felt the need to reassure her with a
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quick “Yes, I’ll take care of it” to restore peace. And the more

often he promised something before knowing whether he could

manage it, the less Sabina believed his reassurances. Both were

trying to ease the tension, but their ways of defending

themselves were driving them apart.

They finally talked one evening when Sabina did not say, “I can’t

rely on you.” Instead, she described three specific situations and

their shared impact. She said she no longer made plans based on

his words because she did not know when an agreement would

hold and when it would change. For the first time, Radek did not

hear an indictment of his character, but information about a

recurring experience. At the same time, he was able to say

something he had previously hidden: he often promised too

quickly because he was afraid of disappointing Sabina by saying

no. In trying not to disappoint her in the moment, he

disappointed her later.

This one conversation did not repair their relationship. But it

opened the possibility of repair. Radek began distinguishing

between “I’ll do it” and “I’ll find out whether I can.” When a plan

changed, he let Sabina know immediately instead of waiting for
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her to ask. Sabina practiced saying what she needed to know

instead of testing him or silently preparing for him to fail. After a

while, she did not need as many reminders—not because she had

ordered herself to trust more, but because she was gaining a new

experience.

There is no clear-cut culprit in this story. There are overwhelmed

people, good intentions, an unspoken fear of disappointment,

and the real impact of broken agreements. This is often how trust

weakens: not in one dramatic moment, but through a series of

situations that seem small on their own yet gradually change

what we expect.

Pause

Can you recall a relationship in which nothing “major”

happened, yet you began to rely less on the other person’s

words?

What weakened your trust: the mistakes themselves, receiving

information too late, the way things were explained, the impact

being minimized, or something else?
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Do you tend to promise too quickly so you will not disappoint the

other person in the moment?

When you begin to feel uncertain, do you ask for clarity, or do

you move toward control, testing, or quiet withdrawal?

In which areas of a particular relationship do you feel trust, and

in which do you remain cautious?

You do not have to draw a conclusion about the entire

relationship right away. To begin, it is enough to identify a

specific experience and what it is gradually teaching you to

expect.
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What Trust Really Is
Trust is the willingness to base part of our actions on the

expectation that another person will behave with sufficient

honesty, predictability, and consideration, even though we do

not have full control over the outcome. It always carries some

degree of uncertainty. If we had a complete guarantee, we would

not need trust.

It is not only the thought “I trust you.” Trust is expressed in what

we allow ourselves to do around another person. Do we confide

information in them? Do we make plans based on their promise?

Do we admit a mistake? Do we ask a question when we do not

know the answer? Can we disagree without fearing punishment

through silence, ridicule, or withdrawal of affection?

From a psychological perspective, it is useful to understand trust

as ongoing learning from experience. Our mind notices what

repeats in a relationship and uses it to estimate what will

probably happen next. It does not keep a precise ledger of every

action. It responds more strongly to what matters greatly to us,

what happens repeatedly, and whether any hurt was understood
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and repaired. That is why two people can perceive the same

event differently without either one pretending.

Trust is dynamic. It can grow, weaken, be restored in one area,

and remain limited in another. We do not have to either trust

someone in everything or not trust them at all. We may trust a

colleague’s professional judgment but not confide personal

information in her. We may believe that a parent wants what is

best for us while not trusting them to respect our decisions. We

may know that a partner does not lie and still be unsure whether

they can stay present through conflict without running away.

This distinction protects relationships from two extremes. The

first is the naïve idea that love or closeness entitles someone to

unlimited trust. The second is the conclusion that one

disappointment has invalidated everything that existed between

two people before. A more precise question is often not “Do I

trust them?” but “What can I rely on them for, based on what

experiences, and with what degree of risk?”
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Why Trust Is Essential to Relationships
Without trust, much of our energy shifts from experiencing the

relationship to monitoring it. A person checks whether

information adds up, prepares a backup plan, hesitates over

what can safely be said, and examines subtle changes in tone.

Caution can be healthy in some situations. But if it becomes a

permanent state in a close relationship, it leaves less room for

ease, cooperation, and openness.

Trust reduces the need to negotiate everything from the

beginning again and again. It allows us to rely on earlier

agreements, accept occasional ambiguity, and devote attention to

what people are creating together. In a partnership, it creates

space for intimacy. In a family, it helps both children and adults

know that closeness does not have to be purchased with

obedience. In friendship, it allows us to show a less polished part

of ourselves. At work, it accelerates collaboration because people

do not have to protect every step from an unpredictable

response.

At the same time, the goal is not to eliminate all uncertainty. A

healthy relationship is not an environment in which we know
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the other person perfectly and are never surprised. It is, rather,

an environment in which we can bear an unexpected situation

together, name it, and adjust our agreements.

What We Easily Confuse with Trust
Trust Is Not Certainty

Certainty says, “I know what will happen.” Trust says, “I do not

know for sure, but I have enough experience to reasonably rely

on this expectation.” Someone we trust can disappoint us. The

difference lies in whether their past behavior, honesty, and way

of making repairs make that risk bearable.

Trust Is Not Control

Control tries to eliminate uncertainty through monitoring,

restrictions, or demands for proof beyond a reasonable

agreement. Trust allows the other person to have a space of their

own. Verification, however, does not have to indicate mistrust.

With shared finances, childcare, or work involving significant

responsibility, clear oversight is a natural part of collaboration.

What matters is whether verification serves a shared goal and

has been agreed upon in advance, or whether it becomes a

means of domination.
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Trust Is Not Obedience

Sometimes an authority labels every question or disagreement as

mistrust. A parent tells a child to trust them, a manager demands

loyalty, or a partner expects their decision not to be questioned.

Trust, however, is not demonstrated by the absence of questions.

On the contrary, a trustworthy person can usually tolerate being

questioned, asked for an explanation, or met with a different

decision.

Trust Is Not Blind Faith

Blind faith overlooks information that does not fit what we want

to believe. Healthy trust remains in contact with reality. It can

notice inconsistencies, change the degree of openness, and set a

boundary. It is not cynical, but neither does it surrender its own

judgment.

Seven Layers of Trust
Trust is not a single container that is either full or empty. It has

different layers. Distinguishing between them helps us

understand more precisely what is working in a relationship and

what needs attention.
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1. Trust in Reliability

Can I make plans based on what you have said? Do you keep

agreements, deadlines, and commitments, or let me know in time

that you cannot? Reliability does not mean never changing

anything. It means taking seriously the fact that another person’s

plans may depend on our word.

2. Trust in Truthfulness

Am I receiving information that reflects what the person knows

and genuinely believes? Truthfulness is not the same as

immediately sharing everything. Everyone has a right to privacy.

A problem arises when a person creates a false impression,

withholds information important to a shared decision, or

changes their version according to the response they expect.

3. Trust in Discretion

Will sensitive information remain within the space for which it

was intended? People sometimes defend themselves by saying

they did not repeat the exact words, but merely hinted at the

context. Trustworthiness, however, does not lie in finding a

technical loophole in an agreement. It lies in respecting the

meaning with which another person entrusted something to us.
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4. Trust in Competence

Does the person have the skills and circumstances needed to

handle what they take on? Good intentions are no substitute for

expertise. We can trust a doctor as an honest person and still

seek a second opinion about a complex procedure. A manager

may be kind, but if they cannot make decisions and protect the

team’s work, trust in their leadership will be limited.

Acknowledging the limits of one’s competence is often a sign of

trustworthiness, not weakness.

5. Trust That Boundaries Will Be Respected

Will my “no” remain valid even when it disappoints the other

person? Can they change their mind without punishing me?

Respect for boundaries is not revealed when everyone agrees,

but when needs are in tension. A person can be sad or disagree

and still respect the boundary.
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6. Trust That Vulnerability Will Not Be Exploited

Can I admit uncertainty, a mistake, or pain without the other

person using it as a weapon? This kind of safety does not mean

we will never encounter an uncomfortable response. It means

that the relationship does not systematically humiliate, ridicule,

or punish vulnerability. It also includes the ability to navigate

conflict without attacking a person’s dignity.

7. Trust in the Possibility of Repair

What happens when we get something wrong? Can we return to

the event, understand the impact, take responsibility for our

part, and change what we do next? Some relationships feel safe

only until the first mistake. Others can bear difficult moments

precisely because they include experiences of repair. The

possibility of repair is not a promise that everything can be fixed.

It is trust that a mistake will not automatically be denied,

covered by an excuse, or left without a response.

In a single relationship, these layers can vary greatly. Naming

them precisely is usually more useful than delivering an overall

verdict. Instead of “I don’t trust you,” a person may discover, “I

trust that you don’t want to hurt me, but for now I cannot rely on
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you to meet an agreed deadline.” A sentence like this does not

diminish the problem. It gives it a form that can be worked with.

How Trust Grows
Trust usually grows through small, repeated experiences. A

grand gesture may be meaningful, but its meaning is confirmed

only by what follows. One beautiful conversation does not

outweigh months of unpredictability. Conversely, one mistake

does not have to erase years of honest behavior.

Alignment Between Words and Actions

This does not mean absolute consistency under every

circumstance. Plans change, and human capacity fluctuates.

Trust is strengthened when a person does not treat their word as

a quick way to calm someone, but as a commitment whose

impact on others matters. If they realize they cannot manage

something, they say so as soon as possible instead of hoping no

one will notice.
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Predictability Without Rigidity

Predictability does not mean that a person always responds in

the same way. It means that their changes have an

understandable reason and that the rules of the relationship do

not shift in secret. A child needs to know whether a rule depends

on the situation or on a parent’s mood. An employee needs to

understand the standards by which their work is evaluated. A

partner needs to know whether an agreement can be changed

unilaterally. A clear explanation does not automatically make a

change pleasant, but it helps prevent it from feeling arbitrary.

Keeping Agreements and Providing Timely Updates

Sometimes trustworthiness is decided even before an agreement

is fulfilled. A person who tells you early enough, “I won’t make

it,” may be more trustworthy than someone who remains silent

until the last minute and then offers a convincing apology.

Information gives the other person an opportunity to adjust their

plans. Silence takes that opportunity away.
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Transparency About What Is Relevant

Transparency does not mean giving each other access to every

aspect of private life. It means not withholding facts that

materially change a shared decision. When something concerns

shared money, health, fidelity, caregiving, or risk at work, the

right to privacy cannot be used as a pretext for taking away the

other person’s ability to choose.

Acknowledging Uncertainty

The sentence “I don’t know” can strengthen trust more than a

confident answer without a basis. The same applies to “I’m not

sure I can manage that” or “I need to think it over.”

Acknowledged uncertainty puts reality ahead of appearances. It

may, of course, be uncomfortable. But it is easier to understand

than a promise made only to postpone disappointment.
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The Truth, Even When It Is Uncomfortable

Trust does not require ruthless honesty. It requires truthfulness

combined with respect. When a person shares an uncomfortable

fact in time, they take responsibility for some of the tension the

truth will bring. When they conceal it, they shift the entire risk

onto the other person and often take away their ability to make a

decision based on reality.

Remembering the Impact

A trustworthy person does not pay attention only to their

intention. They are also interested in the impact. They might say,

“I didn’t mean to make you feel uncertain, but I can see that my

late message meant you couldn’t make plans.” They are not

admitting to an intention they did not have. They are

acknowledging the reality their actions created.

How Small Inconsistencies Weaken Trust
A single inconsistency is often small. Its power becomes apparent

through repetition and in the response when it is pointed out.

Trust can be weakened, for example, by the following

experiences:
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Words regularly change depending on who is present.

A promise provides immediate reassurance, but no action

follows.

A change of plans is announced only after the other person no

longer has time to respond.

The rules apply to one person, while the other reserves

exceptions for themselves without explanation.

A specific question receives a vague answer that is technically

true but deliberately creates a false impression.

The impact is minimized with the sentence “Nothing happened,”

because there was no visible harm.

288



Sensitive information is shared on the assumption that the other

person “will surely understand.”

The apology is repeated, but the conditions leading to the same

failure remain unchanged.

Evasiveness is especially difficult for trust because a person does

not simply lack information. They feel they are being shown an

image designed to lead them toward a particular conclusion. The

relationship then revolves not only around the original event,

but also around whether the explanation itself can be trusted.

Minimizing the impact creates a different problem. If someone

says our actions hurt them or put them at a disadvantage, we do

not have to agree with every interpretation they make. But we

need to distinguish between discussing the meaning and denying

their experience. The sentence “I didn’t see it that way, but I

want to understand what it meant to you” opens space. The

sentence “You’re exaggerating” closes it before it has even begun.
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A Mistake or a Pattern?
A one-time failure and a recurring pattern are not the same. A

mistake may damage trust, but it does not have to change it

fundamentally if it contradicts long-term experience and is

followed by a responsible response. A pattern emerges when

similar behavior returns, the person has been made aware of the

impact, and no meaningful change follows.

Four questions can help distinguish between them:

How often has a similar situation occurred, and over what

period of time?

What did the person do after learning about the impact?

Did only the explanation change, or did the person’s subsequent

behavior change as well?
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Are the conditions for change realistic, or does the same promise

keep repeating without a concrete step?

Even repetition does not automatically prove harmful intent. It

may indicate overwhelm, an inability to estimate one’s capacity,

fear of conflict, an unclear agreement, or a missing skill. This

may help us understand the cause. It does not remove the impact

or the need to adjust the way people work together.

Understanding the cause and protecting against the

consequences can exist at the same time.

In practical terms, I recommend paying less attention to how

convincingly a person explains the past and more to whether

their next actions create a new experience. Words matter for

understanding. But a pattern changes only through behavior.
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Trust and Boundaries
Healthy trust does not require us to stop verifying facts or give

up protecting ourselves. Boundaries can even support trust

because they clarify what will happen when a particular

situation arises. They are neither punishment nor a hidden

threat. They are information about the conditions under which

we can safely continue.

After repeated late payments, a supplier may require a deposit.

After a breach of discretion, a person may limit the information

they share. After a caregiving agreement has not been honored, a

parent may insist on confirming the date in advance. These steps

do not have to mean the end of the relationship. They mean that

the degree of risk is being adjusted to reflect past experience.

It is important to frame a boundary around our own actions: “If

the date is not confirmed by Wednesday, I will arrange other

help.” This is different from: “If you disappoint me again, you’ll

be sorry.” The first sentence protects a need and offers a

predictable course of action. The second creates fear but does not

say what will actually happen.
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Sometimes a person blames themselves for being unable to trust

again as quickly as they “should” after being hurt. Trust,

however, is not a moral obligation. We can be courteous, open to

conversation, and willing to recognize change without

immediately restoring the original degree of closeness or risk.

Forgiveness, if we choose it, is not the same as reopening every

part of our life.

Trust in Different Relationships
In a Romantic Relationship

Trust between partners often touches on fidelity, shared plans,

money, physical and emotional intimacy, caregiving, and the

ability to navigate conflict. Because their lives are

interconnected, withholding relevant information usually has a

greater impact than it would in a casual acquaintance. At the

same time, partnership does not cancel the right to privacy. It is

important to distinguish privacy that protects personal space

from a secret that takes away the other person’s ability to decide

about a shared matter.
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In a Family

Family closeness is often treated as an automatic entitlement to

trust. But a biological bond does not itself guarantee discretion,

respect, or safety to be open. An adult child can love a parent and

still not confide subjects that the parent repeatedly shares with

other relatives. A parent, in turn, can gradually give a child more

freedom according to their age and experience. Trust within a

family changes along with roles; it should not remain frozen in a

time when one person was fully dependent on the other.

In a Friendship

Friendship depends less on formal obligations and more on

voluntary reciprocity. Trust is strengthened by interest,

discretion, and a presence that is not available only when

everything is easy. At the same time, we cannot expect every

friend to hold every area of our life. Some friendships are deep

in personal sharing, others in a shared activity or reliable

practical help. Precise expectations protect a relationship from

the demand that it be everything.
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At Work

Trust at work is not the same as personal closeness. It can rest on

competence, predictable decision-making, fair treatment, and

clear handling of information. We do not have to confide our

private life in a colleague in order to rely on them to flag a risk

and keep an agreement. Professional safeguards, approval

processes, and double-checking are not automatically signs of

mistrust. They can protect both people and an organization if

they are clear and applied fairly.

When Leading People

A leader builds trust not only through personal behavior, but

also through the way they structure the system. If they promise

openness but punish uncomfortable information, the team will

learn to remain silent. If they talk about priorities but change

them every week without explanation, people will learn to wait

and see what will actually be rewarded. Trustworthy leadership

does not mean knowing every answer. It means making

decisions transparently, explaining constraints, distinguishing

facts from estimates, and taking responsibility for the

consequences of one’s own changes.
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When Trust Begins to Weaken
The first response is often an overall judgment: “I don’t trust you

anymore.” This sentence may accurately express the intensity of

the pain, but for the decisions that follow, it helps to unpack it. A

practical process might look like this.

1. Name the Specific Experience

Describe what happened without judging the person’s entire

character. “We agreed on a deadline three times, and each time I

learned about the change only after the deadline” provides more

information than “You’re unreliable.” Being specific does not

mean being soft. It allows us to see the problem clearly.

2. Separate Fact, Meaning, and Concern

The fact may be: “You told your sister this information.” The

meaning: “I understood it to be confidential.” The concern: “I

don’t know what I can confide in you next time.” When these

layers blend together, people often argue about character. When

they are separated, it becomes possible to talk about the

agreement, the impact, and what to do in the future.
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3. Determine Whether It Was a Mistake, a
Misunderstanding, or a Pattern

Ask about repetition, previous conversations, and the response

after the event. Sometimes you discover that each person

understood the agreement differently. At other times, the person

understands the problem but cannot realistically estimate their

capacity. And sometimes it becomes clear that they acknowledge

the rule only in words and do not want to change their behavior.

4. Formulate a Specific Expectation

“I want you to act in a trustworthy way” is too general. “If you

learn that you won’t meet the deadline, let me know no later

than the day before” can be observed. The expectation should be

reasonable, mutually understood, and anchored in time

whenever possible.

5. Set the Degree of Risk

Decide what you will verify for now, what you will not entrust to

the person, and what backup option you need. This is not a secret

punishment. It is a responsible adjustment of your openness to

your present experience.
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6. Observe What Happens Next

There is no need to test the person with hidden traps. Simply

notice what happens in natural situations. Does information

arrive in time? Does behavior change without reminders? Can

the person accept that rebuilding trust takes time? This is where

a new experience is created—or the old pattern is confirmed.

What Can and Cannot Rebuild Trust
An apology can be an important beginning. By itself, however, it

does not rebuild trust. Words of regret need to be connected with

an understanding of what happened and with a specific change.

Otherwise, they may bring brief emotional relief while the

conditions behind the problem remain the same.

Repairing trust usually includes several elements:

Truthfully naming the behavior without minimizing it or shifting

blame.
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Taking an interest in the impact, even when it differs from the

original intention.

Taking responsibility for what was within one’s control.

A specific change in approach, not merely a promise of better

intentions.

A willingness to tolerate reasonable verification or a slower pace

of openness.

Time in which the new behavior can be confirmed repeatedly.

Freedom for the hurt person to decide whether, and to what

extent, they want to continue the relationship.

Rebuilding is hindered, by contrast, by forced forgiveness,

pressure to return quickly to the former closeness, dramatic
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gestures without subsequent change, insistence that “we should

be over it by now,” or a demand that the hurt person prove their

goodwill first. Trust cannot be compelled by arguing that an

apology has already been made.

Sometimes trust is rebuilt differently from what people

originally imagined. The relationship may continue, but with

narrower boundaries. Collaboration may work only within a

precisely defined area. Family contact may remain courteous but

become less personal. This does not have to be a failure. It can be

an honest arrangement that reflects actual experience.

It is also possible that trust will not be restored despite every

effort. The hurt person may not have the capacity to risk again,

or may decide to end the relationship. Taking responsibility does

not create an entitlement to a second chance. Change has value

even when it does not guarantee a return to what existed before.
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Safety Comes First
If a relationship involves manipulation, coercion, surveillance,

isolation, financial control, threats, or violence, the goal is not to

learn to trust more. In such a situation, caution may be an

accurate response to risk. Communication skills and carefully

worded boundaries cannot by themselves ensure safety if the

other person deliberately violates boundaries or punishes

attempts to leave.

It is appropriate to reach out to a safe person and, depending on

the seriousness of the situation, to professional or crisis support

as well. A safety plan is more important than a shared “trust

exercise.” If there is immediate danger, emergency assistance is

appropriate. Responsibility for violent or coercive behavior lies

with the person who chooses it, not with the person who failed to

trust them enough or explain it better.

Pause

Choose one relationship that matters to you, but does not have to

be the most painful one. Complete the following sentences

silently or in writing:
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In this relationship, I can rely on…

What most often creates uncertainty in me is…

When this uncertainty appears, I usually…

One boundary I need to protect better is…

One area in which I can be more trustworthy myself is…

Evidence of change for me would not be another statement, but…

Notice whether you are judging the other person as a whole or

working with a specific layer of trust. Precision helps us be fairer

to both the other person and ourselves.
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In Practice: The Team That Stopped Trusting Deadlines

The director of a small department, whom we will call Magda,

led her team through a demanding reorganization. She was

receiving incomplete information from headquarters and

wanted to reassure people. At a meeting, she announced that the

new division of roles would be completed by the end of the

month and that the reorganization would probably not lead to

layoffs.

The deadline shifted. Magda announced the new date only after

several people asked. Two weeks later, it moved again. When the

team asked about their jobs, she replied that “at this time, there

is no reason for concern.” She meant that she had received no

confirmed decision. People heard an assurance that nothing

would happen.

When one position was ultimately eliminated, part of the team

felt that Magda had lied. Magda felt unfairly accused. She truly

had not known about the decision and had been trying to protect

the team from unnecessary fear. Yet her repeated reassurances

had created an expectation she had no ability to guarantee. Trust

had not been damaged only by the decision from headquarters.
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It was also weakened by an unclear boundary between what

Magda knew, what she estimated, and what she hoped.

At the next meeting, she did not try to convince the team to trust

her. She named three specific things: she had presented an

estimate as almost certain information, announced changes too

late, and used reassuring language in response to questions that

went beyond what she knew. She also said what she would

change.

From then on, she divided information into three categories:

confirmed decision, working assumption, and open question.

Every Friday, she sent a brief update even when nothing had

changed. If a deadline depended on headquarters, she did not

present it as her own promise. And when she did not know

something, she said when she would try to get an answer.

The team did not relax immediately. Some people continued

verifying information, and one experienced colleague said aloud

in meetings what had actually been confirmed. At first, Magda

experienced this as mistrust, but later she accepted it as a natural
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part of repair. After several months, the questions changed.

People asked less often whether information was valid at all and

more often how to act on it.

In this situation, trust was not rebuilt by a charismatic speech. It

was rebuilt by a system that made the language, rhythm of

information, and responsibility for changes more precise. Magda

could not promise a positive outcome to the reorganization. But

she could be reliable in the way she handled what she did and

did not know.

What You Can Do Today
Correct one promise you made too quickly. If you already know

that you may not be able to fulfill something, speak up before it

is too late.

Distinguish among fact, estimate, and wish. In one conversation

today, state clearly what you know, what you assume, and what

you merely hope.
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Close one open agreement. Confirm the deadline, the

responsibility, and how you will let each other know about a

change.

Protect one piece of information entrusted to you. Before sharing

something further, ask whether you truly have consent, rather

than merely assuming it.

Acknowledge one limit to your capacity. Replace an automatic

“yes” with the more truthful “I’ll check and get back to you by…”

Name the impact without defending your intention. If you have

disappointed someone, first show that you understand what

your actions caused.

Take one small, repeatable step. Choose a change that can still be

observed a week from now, not a gesture that will feel powerful

only today.
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Practical Exercise: Trust Map
The aim of this exercise is not to pass judgment on the other

person. It is meant to help you divide a vague feeling into specific

areas, separate experience from assumption, and choose one

proportionate step. Select a relationship that matters to you and

that you can safely reflect on. If the relationship involves

coercion or violence, do not use this exercise to plan greater

openness; focus on safety and support.

Step 1: Identify the Relationship and Situation

Write down what relationship you are considering and why trust

is on your mind right now. Stay with one area or the recent past.

The sentence “Our entire relationship is wrong” is too broad. A

more precise version might be: “After several changes to our

shared plans without timely notice, I do not know how much I

can rely on the dates we agree on.”
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Step 2: Review the Individual Layers

For each area, note a specific experience. You can use a scale

from 0 to 5, where 0 means “In this area, I cannot currently rely

on past experience” and 5 means “The experience has been

stable over time.” The number is neither a diagnosis nor an

objective measurement. It is a tool that helps you notice

differences.

Area Question About a Specific Experience Rating
0–5

Truthfulness Am I given a truthful picture of what matters to our
decisions?

  

Reliability Can I make plans based on our agreements, and if
they change, am I told in time?

  

Discretion Does sensitive information remain where we agreed
it would?

  

Respect for
Boundaries

Does my “no” remain valid even when it is
inconvenient?

  

Safety to Be
Open

Can I admit a mistake, a need, or uncertainty
without being humiliated?

  

Competence Does the person have the skills and circumstances
needed for what they take on?

  

Capacity for
Repair

Is a mistake followed by understanding,
accountability, and change?
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Step 3: Separate Facts from Assumptions

Divide the page into three sections.

What I directly observed: specific words, actions, dates,

changes, and repetitions.

The meaning I give it: what I infer from the events about the

relationship or about myself.

What I do not yet know: questions for which you do not have a

reliable answer.

For example, “Twice, he told me about a change only on the day

of the meeting” is an observation. “My time means nothing to

him” is one possible meaning. “I don’t know whether he knew

about the change earlier” is an open question. The meaning may

be true, but it is useful to know that it is an interpretation that

can be checked.
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Step 4: Find the Pattern and the Exceptions

Ask whether a similar experience repeats, in what situations,

and what happens after it is pointed out. Look for exceptions as

well—not to minimize the problem, but to learn under what

conditions the relationship works better. Perhaps the person

keeps agreements they write down but struggles with verbal

arrangements. Perhaps they are truthful until they become

afraid of conflict. A more precise picture makes a more precise

step possible.

Step 5: Choose One of Three Paths

Strengthen trust: If the foundation is safe and the problem is

specific, agree on a small, repeatable step—for example, timely

notice of a change or explicit consent before sensitive

information is shared.

Verify: If you do not have enough experience, maintain

reasonable caution. Do not increase the risk merely to prove

your goodwill. Allow new behavior to reveal itself over time.
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Protect a boundary: If a pattern without accountability is being

confirmed, reduce the degree of risk. Share less, set a condition

for collaboration, arrange a backup solution, or seek support.

Step 6: Formulate One Observable Next Step

Complete the sentence: “For trust in this area to gradually grow,

over the next four weeks I need to repeatedly experience…”

Then complete: “If this does not happen, I will protect myself

by…”

Avoid demands for a change in personality. “Be honest at last”

cannot be reliably observed. “If the amount or the deadline

changes, we will tell each other before the decision, not after it”

can be.
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Step 7: Consider Your Own Trustworthiness

The map is not only an assessment of the other person. Ask what

experience you create in the same area. Do you communicate

changes in time? Can you tell an uncomfortable truth without

being evasive? Do you respect another person’s boundary when

it disappoints you? This is not about automatically dividing

blame in half. It is about taking responsibility for the part that is

genuinely yours.

Return to the map in a few weeks. Do not look only at the score.

Notice specific events, the way repairs are made, and whether

your body and attention gradually relax in the relationship or

remain on alert. This experience, too, is information—not a final

verdict.

Questions for Self-Reflection

What does it mean to me personally when I say that I trust

someone?

Which layer of trust do I take for granted and rarely talk about?
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How do I respond when I cannot keep an agreement: do I speak

up in time, avoid the subject, or try to minimize the situation?

Can I acknowledge uncertainty, or do I prefer to appear more

confident than I feel?

How do I handle information someone has entrusted to me

without an explicit agreement about confidentiality?

Can I respect another person’s boundary without turning it into

proof that they reject me?

When I apologize, do I focus more on my intention, or on the

impact and what I will change?

Do I ever demand trust as proof of love, loyalty, or obedience?
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In which relationship do I need to give new experiences time,

and in which have I been overlooking a recurring pattern for too

long?

What small action today would bring what I say into closer

alignment with what I do?

Key Takeaways from This Chapter

Trust is an ongoing experience, not a one-time declaration.

It has several layers: reliability, truthfulness, discretion,

competence, respect for boundaries, safety to be open, and the

capacity for repair.

A one-time mistake and a recurring pattern without

accountability carry different meanings.

Acknowledged uncertainty is often more trustworthy than a

promise intended only to reassure someone quickly.
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An apology is the beginning; trust is rebuilt through

understanding the impact, changing behavior, and time.

Trust is not an obligation. It may be rebuilt gradually, only in

certain areas, or not at all.

Where coercion or violence is present, safety takes priority over

restoring closeness.

A Final Thought from the Author

Trust does not begin the moment we ask another person to
believe us. It begins the moment we take seriously that what we
do today will become part of their experience tomorrow.

How Trust Is Built
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CHAPTER 8

Psychological Safety
In the previous chapter, we explored trust. Trust answers

the question, “Can I rely on you?” It grows from repeated

experience of whether words and actions align, whether the

other person respects boundaries, handles what we entrust

to them with care, and knows how to make amends for their

mistakes.

Psychological safety asks a different, equally important

question: “Can I be truthful with you even when it is

uncomfortable?”

Can I say that I do not understand something? Can I admit a

mistake before someone else discovers it? Can I disagree

with someone I care about or someone who has power over

me? Can I voice a need, a concern, or a boundary without my

openness being turned into proof that I am weak,

ungrateful, incompetent, or disloyal?



Psychological safety does not mean that every truth will be

met with a smile. Some words hurt. Some mistakes have

consequences. Some boundaries change the shape of a

relationship, and some disagreements cannot be resolved in

a way that leaves everyone satisfied. Safety does not lie in

eliminating discomfort. It lies in not stripping another

person of their dignity, voice, and right to take part in the

conversation, even in the midst of discomfort.

This is where trust and psychological safety meet, but they

are not the same thing. I may trust your abilities and still be

afraid to admit uncertainty in front of you. I may trust that

my partner will not leave me and still know that

disagreement will be followed by several days of coldness. I

may love someone and still learn to stay silent around them.

Trust is a broader experience of a relationship.

Psychological safety is the specific experience of what

happens when I bring something difficult into that

relationship.

Psychological Safety

317



Anna and Michal: The Sentence That Came
Too Late
Anna and Michal had been together for nine years. About a year

had passed since the conversations about their budget and

renovation that we followed in Chapter 3. Their relationship was

not marked by dramatic conflict. They could laugh together,

divide everyday responsibilities, and support each other through

difficult times. When they began considering buying a house

outside the city, it felt like a natural next step.

Michal threw himself into the search with energy. He

compared listings, researched mortgage terms, called real

estate agents, and scheduled viewings for the weekends.

Anna appreciated his effort. She wanted a home together

too. But over the past few weeks, her uncertainty had been

growing. The commute would be longer, the payment higher

than she had originally expected, and the thought of moving

farther from her friends and her job created a tightness

inside her that she could not easily explain.

Several times she prepared to say, “I don’t know if this is

right for me.” But each time, she remembered their earlier
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conversation. Then, she had merely suggested that perhaps

they should wait a little longer before deciding. Michal had

not raised his voice. But he had said, “Whenever something

becomes real, you start backing away.” Then he listed how

much time he had already put into the search and what he

had given up for their shared plan. He was withdrawn for

the rest of the evening.

Anna understood that he was disappointed. At the same

time, she took something away from the conversation that

Michal had not intended to communicate: her doubt would

not be treated simply as information about the house. It

could easily become a judgment of her character, her

commitment, and her ability to make decisions. So she kept

going to viewings, asking about the size of the yard, and

saying, “It looks good.” She hoped her uncertainty would

settle with time.

It did not. Three days before they were due to pay the

reservation deposit, she burst into tears and said she did not

want to sign the contract.
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Michal felt as though the ground had fallen away beneath

him. It was not just about the house. For weeks, he had

assumed they were making the decision together. “Why

didn’t you tell me sooner?” he asked. “You know you can tell

me anything.”

Anna was silent for a moment. Then she replied, “I can tell

you. I just don’t know what will happen afterward.”

There was no simple culprit or wholly innocent party in that

sentence. Anna had withheld the truth, depriving him of the

chance to make decisions based on accurate information.

Michal had not wanted to silence her; his intense

disappointment came from a fear that their life together

would never move forward. Even so, a pattern had formed

between them: he responded to uncertainty as a threat to

their shared plan, and she learned to bring up doubts only

when she could no longer carry them alone.
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The problem was not only what they said to each other in

that final conversation. The problem was the conditions that

determined what they had dared to say before it.

This is often how safety to be open reveals itself: not through

what people promise each other, but through which sentences

come in time, which come late—and which never come at all.

Pause

Before we continue, try to recall, without rushing to

judgment, one relationship or environment you know well.

•  Which things are easy for you to say there?

•  What do you prefer to phrase carefully, postpone, or leave
unsaid?

•  What do you expect would follow if you admitted a
mistake, voiced disagreement, or set a boundary?

•  Is your expectation based on one event or on repeated
experience?

•  How do you respond when someone brings you information
you did not want to hear?
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For now, the point is not to decide who is good and who is

bad. Simply notice the cost of openness. What does a person

in that relationship have to pay for telling the truth in time?

What Psychological Safety Really Means
The concept of psychological safety gained recognition in

professional circles primarily through Amy Edmondson’s

research on work teams. Her 1999 study examined whether team

members shared a belief that it was safe to take interpersonal

risks, such as admitting a mistake, asking a question, or voicing a

different opinion.

Applying this concept to romantic relationships, families, and
friendships does not mean claiming that they work in the same way
as a work team. The broader use that follows is the author’s
application of the principle’s underlying logic; for personal
relationships, I will also use the phrase “safety to be open.”

In its original team context, psychological safety refers to a

shared belief that it is safe to take interpersonal risks: to ask a

question, admit uncertainty or a mistake, point out a problem, or

disagree. In applying the concept to personal relationships in this

book, I also use the more natural phrase safety to be open—the
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experience that being truthful does not lead to disproportionate

humiliation, retaliation, or loss of human worth.

The word “experience” matters. Safety is not simply one

person’s intention. We may be convinced that we are open,

fair, and approachable, yet people around us may still be

afraid to speak. Our intentions matter, but other people’s

behavior is shaped primarily by what they have repeatedly

experienced.

Safety is also not a permanent quality of a relationship. It

may vary by subject. A family may talk easily about work,

but not money. In a partnership, emotions may be welcome

until they concern sex or relationships with parents. On a

team, asking for technical help may be acceptable, but

questioning a manager’s decision may not be. A person

therefore does not have to give a simple yes-or-no answer to

whether a relationship is safe. More precise questions are:

Safe for whom? In what situation? With what subject? And

what usually follows?
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This kind of safety to be open can also be recognized by whether

someone can remain a full participant in the relationship after

saying something difficult. The other person may be hurt or

angry, may disagree, or may impose a consequence. But they

should not turn a question into proof of stupidity, a mistake into

proof of worthlessness, or a boundary into proof of a lack of love.

The core of psychological safety: Unwelcome information

may change the conversation, the decision, and the next

steps. It should not automatically strip the person who

brought it forward of their dignity.

What Psychological Safety Is Not
The word safety sometimes evokes an environment in which

everyone feels good, no one criticizes anyone, and every

opinion is accepted as equally valid. Such an understanding

would be not only inaccurate, but impractical.
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It Is Not Agreement

We can listen to another person and reject their point of

view. Safety makes room for an opinion; it does not give that

opinion an automatic right to prevail. In a healthy

relationship, two honest statements can be true at once: “I

understand why you see it that way,” and “I still disagree.”

It Is Not Comfort

A conversation about betrayal, an overlooked need,

neglected work, or an unfulfilled commitment can be deeply

uncomfortable. Feeling tension does not in itself mean that

the environment is unsafe. What matters is whether we are

allowed to name the tension, whether we stay with the real

issue, and whether anyone has to defend their humanity as

if they were on trial.
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It Is Not the Absence of Conflict

Sometimes silence is merely a well-maintained surface.

People do not argue because one of them gives way before

voicing disagreement. An absence of conflict may therefore

be the result of understanding, but it may also be the result

of fear. The number of arguments alone tells us little about

safety.

It Is Not Lowering Standards

A safe parent can insist on agreed rules. A safe manager can

reject poor-quality work. A safe partner can say that they

will no longer accept certain behavior. High standards and

human dignity are not mutually exclusive. On the contrary,

when a mistake can be admitted early, there is a better

chance of correcting it.
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It Is Not Permission to Say Anything Without
Accountability

“I was just being honest” is not an excuse for an insult, a threat,

or exposing someone else’s private life. Safety to be open protects

the ability to speak, not the right to hurt someone without regard

for the impact. How, when, and where something is said remain

part of our responsibility.

It Is Not an Obligation to Share Everything

No one has to prove trust through complete disclosure of

their inner world. People have a right to privacy, their own

pace, and the sentence, “I don’t want to talk about that right

now.” Safety opens the door. It does not force another

person through it.

How to Recognize a Safe Environment
Safety is easiest to recognize when someone disrupts the

expected smooth course of events. As long as we agree,

things are going well, and we bring good news, almost any

relationship can seem welcoming. Its real conditions become

visible when we bring something that burdens the other

person.
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In a psychologically safe environment, a person can usually:

•  ask a question without it automatically being mistaken for
incompetence;

•  say “I don’t know” without having to preserve their worth
by pretending to be certain;

•  voice disagreement without being labeled an enemy or a
troublemaker;

•  admit a mistake without being publicly humiliated;

•  ask for help without that help later being used as proof of
weakness;

•  refuse or set a boundary without being met with pressure,
ridicule, or covert punishment;

•  describe the impact of another person’s behavior without
immediately being forced to prove that they have a right to
feel something;

•  share something vulnerable with a reasonable hope that it
will not later be used as a weapon.

Even here, a pleasant response is not a requirement. A

partner may need time after hearing something. A friend

may be disappointed. A manager may begin a serious

process to address a mistake. A parent may take away a

specific privilege if a child has broken an agreement. The
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difference lies in proportionality and in whether the

response addresses the situation or humiliates the person.

A safe response can be firm: “This has a serious impact, and

we need to make it right.” An unsafe response shifts

attention from the problem to the person’s worth: “You can’t

be relied on. You ruin everything.” The first statement opens

the door to accountability. The second gives a person a

reason to hide the next mistake.

Safety Is Built in Micro-Reactions
A relationship’s environment is not created by major

decisions alone. It is created by dozens of small moments in

which we show another person how we will receive the truth.

The first few seconds are often decisive. A facial expression,

a sigh, an eye roll, a tone of voice, or a quick defensive

remark may communicate more than later reassurance.

This does not mean that we must perfectly control every

spontaneous reaction. It means that we can take

responsibility for it. “I can see that I looked alarmed. That
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news caught me off guard, but I don’t want to punish you for

telling me.” A repair like this restores the distinction

between the information and the person who brought it.

When Someone Admits a Mistake

The first question does not have to be “Whose fault is it?” It

can be “What happened, and what needs to be done now?”

Accountability will come. But if someone expects the

immediate execution of their reputation, they will have a

strong incentive to protect themselves first and address the

harm second.

When Someone Asks a Question

A question may reveal that we failed to explain something,

that we do not know the answer ourselves, or that the other

person was not paying attention. Safety does not rule out

naming this. The difference is between saying, “We covered

this part; let’s see where it got lost,” and saying, “Surely

everyone should understand this by now.” One looks for a

gap in understanding. The other creates shame.
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When Someone Disagrees

Disagreement often triggers a fear that we are losing

influence, closeness, or respect. That makes it easy to start

questioning the other person’s motives: “You never support

me.” “You just want to look smart.” It is safer to separate

position from loyalty first: “I hear that you see it differently.

Tell me what I am overlooking.” Then we can disagree, make

a decision, or set a boundary.

When Someone Criticizes Our Behavior

Defensiveness is human. Sometimes criticism is inaccurate,

one-sided, or clumsily expressed. Even so, we can look for the

part of the information worth considering. One useful

response is: “Not everything about the way you describe it

feels right to me, but I want to understand the impact.” This

does not mean automatically accepting the entire

interpretation. It shows that the other person does not first

have to win a court case for their experience to be heard.
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When Someone Sets a Boundary

A boundary is tested not only by whether we understand it,

but by whether we respect it even when it is inconvenient for

us. Repeated persuasion, offended silence, irony, or

questioning someone’s love communicates that “no” may be

spoken, but it will be punished. A safe response may include

disappointment: “I’m sorry to hear that, and I need to think

about what it means for us.” It should not include

retaliation for the very right to refuse.

When Someone Brings Bad News

Punishing the messenger does not make bad news disappear.

It simply begins to reach us later and in an edited form. The

sentence “Thank you for telling me in time” does not praise

the existence of the problem. It acknowledges that timely

truth expands the possibilities for addressing it.
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When Someone Shares Something Sensitive

Sensitive information does not always need advice. Often, it

first needs the assurance that it will not be minimized,

spread around, or turned against the person who opened up

in the next conflict. We can ask, “Do you mostly want me to

listen right now, think it through with you, or help look for a

solution?” This simple question gives the person some

control over what happens to what they have shared.

The statement “You can tell me anything” is meaningful only

when similar situations confirm it. People do not follow the

slogan posted on a relationship’s door. They follow what

happened the last time they actually walked through it.

Silence as a Learned Strategy
A person who speaks little is not necessarily passive,

indifferent, or unable to communicate. Sometimes they have

simply read the environment accurately.

Perhaps they learned that a question would slow everyone

down and cause irritation. That an admitted mistake would
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still be brought up years later. That disagreement would end

in ridicule in front of the family. That bad news would

provoke such a strong reaction that they would ultimately

have to comfort the person they brought it to. Silence, then,

is not an absence of information. It is a strategy for limiting

the expected consequences.

This does not mean that every silence is caused by the

environment. People differ in temperament, processing

speed, and need for privacy. One person thinks out loud;

another needs time. Comparing environments offers a useful

clue. Does someone speak openly with friends but shut down

at home? Do they ask questions freely among colleagues but

fall silent in front of one manager? Can they say “I don’t

know” in one area but pretend certainty in another? A

change in behavior depending on context often shows that

this is not merely a matter of personal style.

Silence may protect a relationship from tension in the short

term. In the long term, however, it deprives the relationship

of the ability to deal with reality. A partner makes decisions

based on incomplete information. A family preserves peace
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at the cost of one member’s loneliness. A team appears free

of problems until a hidden one grows too large. And the

person who remains silent increasingly learns that only

their acceptable parts belong in the relationship.

That is why it is not helpful to demand, “You need to

communicate more.” It is more precise to explore together:

“What usually happens between us when you say something

difficult?” Sometimes the courage to speak needs

strengthening. At other times, the conditions in which

speaking takes place need to change first.

Safety and Accountability
Psychological safety without accountability could easily

become an environment where everything is understood and

nothing is corrected. Accountability without safety, in turn,

leads people to hide mistakes, shift blame, and learn to look

flawless instead of acting honestly. A mature relationship

needs both.
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When responding to problematic behavior, it helps to

distinguish what we are dealing with.

A Mistake

A mistake is a human failure that occurred despite

reasonable effort. A safe response looks at the impact, the

remedy, and what can be learned. It does not require

pretending that nothing happened, but it does not add

needless humiliation.

Negligence

Negligence means that someone overlooked a duty, a risk, or

necessary care that they could and should have provided.

The consequences may be more serious. It is still possible to

speak concretely: what was neglected, what it caused, and

what must change. Condemning the person’s entire

character does not make the remedy more precise.
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A Repeated Pattern

A one-time apology is not enough if the same behavior keeps

returning. Safety does not require the other person to offer

unlimited additional chances. It is possible to say, “This is

no longer one mistake. I need to see lasting change, or I will

revise our agreement or my participation in this

relationship.” A boundary is compatible with respect.

Intentionally Harmful Behavior

If someone knowingly deceives, intimidates, retaliates, or

exploits another person’s vulnerability, a conversation

about more pleasant communication is not enough. The

priority is to stop the harm, protect the person at risk, and,

depending on the situation, involve safe support or a

responsible authority. Psychological safety must never serve

as a gentle label for behavior that calls for clear protection.

In all four cases, admitting the problem is not the same as

being released from responsibility. Timely openness may

affect how we address the situation, but it does not erase the

impact. A safe response is: “I’m glad you’re telling me. Now

we need to take responsibility for what followed.”
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Safety and Conflict
A safe relationship is not one in which people never argue. It

is one in which conflict does not automatically threaten a

person’s human worth or the very existence of the

relationship.

When a disagreement turns into a fight for survival, people

stop addressing the issue. They begin protecting themselves

from humiliation, rejection, or the loss of closeness. One

attacks so they will not be ignored. The other gives way so

the situation will not get worse. On the surface, they are

arguing about a visit, money, or a work process.

Underneath, the question is who is allowed a voice and

whether the relationship can withstand difference.

Psychologically safe conflict has several recognizable

features. People try to stay with the issue instead of opening

an archive of every past failure. They do not use private

disclosures as ammunition. They do not threaten to leave

whenever they want to gain the upper hand. If they need a

pause, they name when they will return: “I’m reacting too

strongly now. I need half an hour, and then I’ll come back to
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this.” A pause protects the conversation; disappearing

indefinitely may serve as punishment.

Safety is also evident after conflict. It is possible to

acknowledge the impact, correct an inappropriate remark,

and clarify again what now stands. Not every conflict ends

in agreement. But it can end with clarity: we know where we

differ, what decision was made, which boundaries remain,

and what will happen next.

Sometimes conflict reveals a genuine incompatibility of

needs or values. Even then, safety does not mean preserving

the relationship at any cost. It means not adding to the pain

of difference through needless humiliation, manipulation,

or denial of reality.

Safety and Vulnerability
Vulnerability is often described as a path to closeness. That

is true only when it is voluntary and met with appropriate

care. Forced openness does not create closeness.
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A person may say, “It’s hard for me to talk about this.” They

may share only part of it. They may first see how the other

person handles something less sensitive. They may need to

postpone the conversation or choose someone else. Any of

these choices can be wise rather than avoidant.

A safe listener does not confuse being trusted with being

entitled. They do not demand details to satisfy their own

curiosity. They do not say, “If you trusted me, you would tell

me everything.” They can offer their presence: “If you want,

I’m ready to listen. And if you don’t want to right now, I will

respect that.”

It is equally important to handle what was shared with care

later on. What someone said in a moment of weakness must

not become an advantage in the next conflict. A single

sentence used as a weapon can teach another person that

openness costs too much. Repair then requires more than an

apology; it requires a lasting experience that sensitive

information remains safe.
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Safety to Be Open in Different Relationships
The same principle takes different forms in different

relationships. It always concerns the ability to bring

relevant truth forward, but power, obligations, and

consequences vary.

In a Romantic Relationship

Safety grows when doubts can be discussed before they turn

into decisions; when a wish is not automatically treated as a

demand and a boundary is not interpreted as rejection of

the whole person. A partnership needs room for the

sentences “I miss this,” “I’m afraid,” “I’ve changed my mind,”

and “I don’t want this.”

It is undermined by punitive silence, questioning love in

response to disagreement, ridiculing sensitive areas, and

trying to force an immediate answer. Danger also arises

when one person must first regulate the other’s intense

reaction before they can communicate their own experience

at all. A partner does not have to be emotionless. But they do

need to take responsibility for what they do with their

emotions.
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In a Family

Safety in a family is revealed by whether a child can bring

home a bad grade, admit breaking something, ask a

question an adult did not expect, or voice a different

opinion. An appropriate consequence may remain. But

humiliation, comparison with a sibling, or retelling a

sensitive situation as a joke in front of relatives teaches a

child to hide not only mistakes, but gradually their inner

world as well.

Among adult family members, safety is expressed through

respect for new boundaries. The sentence “In our family,

we’ve always told each other everything” does not entitle a

family to every piece of information. Closeness that cannot

accept privacy can easily turn into control.
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In a Friendship

Friendship is strengthened by the ability to say, “I don’t have

the energy for that right now,” “That hurt me,” or “I need

something different from our relationship.” A safe friend

does not always have to understand or be available. But

they can say no without ridicule and receive feedback

without immediately tallying every past favor.

Safety in friendship is undermined above all by mishandling

confidences. Sharing a private story “with just one person,”

joking about a sensitive spot, or exploiting a weakness in a

group can change the entire relationship. The ease of

friendship is no excuse for treating what was entrusted to us

carelessly.
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At Work

In the workplace, psychological safety allows people to

report risks promptly, admit what they do not know, offer a

different perspective, and ask for help. It does not mean that

every idea will be used or that performance will not be

evaluated. It means that a work problem can be named

without personal humiliation and that disagreeing with a

proposal is not automatically disloyalty to the team.

It is undermined by publicly searching for someone to

blame, mocking “stupid questions,” punishing bad news, and

rules that change depending on who is assessing the

situation. If people learn that initiative is expected but that

an unsuccessful attempt will be ridiculed, they will choose

the safer path: waiting for instructions.
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When Leading Others

A leader creates safety not only through what they permit,

but through what they reward with attention and punish

with their reaction. The statement “I want an open

discussion” carries little weight if the first disagreement is

followed by coldness, being ignored, or exclusion from

important conversations.

A strong leader does not have to pretend that all opinions

are of equal quality. They can ask for evidence, decide

against the majority, and name inadequate performance.

Their responsibility is to separate high expectations from

humiliation and show that bringing forward a problem is

part of the work, not an attack on authority.
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Power Changes the Cost of Openness
The more power someone has to affect another person’s

safety, acceptance, evaluation, money, or future

opportunities, the greater their responsibility for their

reactions. A parent, manager, teacher, coach, or other

authority cannot judge a conversation solely by their own

intention. They must account for the fact that even a small

hint of retaliation can have a large effect.

When a parent ridicules a child’s question, the child may not

ask the next one. When a teacher turns a mistake into a

public spectacle, the class learns to guess answers in silence.

When a manager stops inviting someone into

decision-making after that person disagrees, everyone else

understands the rule perfectly even though it was never

stated.

An authority figure sometimes says, “No one tells me

anything.” That may reflect genuine frustration. At the same

time, it is useful to examine how they responded in the past.

People with less power have to assess not only the truth of a

statement, but also its possible consequences. An invitation
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to be open becomes credible only when the authority figure

repeatedly protects room for an answer.

This does not mean that a person with less power bears no

responsibility. They, too, can speak dishonestly, cause harm,

or reject legitimate feedback. But an imbalance of power

means that the consequences are not equal. A manager can

affect someone’s job, a teacher their evaluation, a parent

their basic sense of acceptance. We are therefore justified in

expecting greater self-discipline from those with greater

power.

What Undermines Psychological Safety
Sometimes safety is destroyed by an open attack. More often,

it is weakened by a series of reactions that are easy to

dismiss one by one.

•  Ridicule and sarcasm. Humor that includes the person it
concerns in the laughter can bring people together. Humor
that takes away their right to object by saying, “You can’t
take a joke,” can silence them.
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•  Public humiliation. Correcting someone in front of others
may sometimes be necessary. But shame used as a method
teaches the entire group that being seen is dangerous.

•  Punishment for bad news. A harsh reaction to the
messenger leads to later, smoother, and less truthful
information.

•  Using vulnerability as a weapon. Something sensitive that
was shared is turned into an argument against the person
in the next conflict.

•  Changing rules. What was welcomed yesterday is punished
today without explanation. The person no longer knows
whether they are following an agreement or an authority
figure’s mood.

•  Ignoring “no.” A boundary is treated merely as the
beginning of a negotiation until the other person gives in.

•  Covert retaliation. Nothing happens openly, but
disagreement is followed by coldness, exclusion,
withholding information, or lost opportunities.

•  Labeling disagreement as disloyalty. Criticism of a
decision is mistaken for an attack on the person, family,
team, or relationship.

These patterns have a common effect: they shift attention

away from the content of the message and toward whether

the person can afford to voice it. Once self-protection

becomes the main task, the quality of the conversation

declines.
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How to Restore Psychological Safety
Safety can be restored, but it cannot be negotiated into

existence with a single sentence. It needs a new experience,

repeated long enough for old expectations to stop being the

only guide.

Name the Specific Experience

A general statement such as “We can’t talk about anything”

easily triggers defensiveness. A more specific description

creates room for change: “The last time I said I disagreed

with the plan, you spoke to me only about essential things

for three days. Since then, I’ve preferred to hold back

disagreement.” Being specific does not mean that the other

person has to agree with everything. It does allow both

people to examine an actual event.
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Acknowledge Your Part

An apology is more convincing when we know exactly what

we are apologizing for. “I wanted to solve the problem

quickly, but I responded with ridicule. That showed you that

questions were not welcome with me.” Taking responsibility

for our part does not require accepting all the blame. It

means not abandoning our part of the story.

Change Your First Response to Unwelcome Information

You do not need to have the right solution immediately.

Begin by not punishing the message. These phrases can help:

“Thank you for telling me.” “I need a moment so I don’t

respond only from shock.” “What is the most important

thing to know right now?” Only then address accountability,

decisions, and consequences.
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Create Predictable Conditions

Difficult subjects are easier to raise when people know when,

where, and how they will be addressed. Partners can agree

to return to a sensitive subject after a short pause. A family

can address mistakes privately rather than in front of

guests. A team can separate the immediate handling of a

problem from a later discussion of responsibility.

Predictability reduces the need to guess which mood will

decide the matter today.

Encourage Questions and Different Perspectives

It is not enough to ask, “Does anyone have a question?” when

our tone makes clear that we already want to leave. A

specific invitation helps: “What might not work in this

plan?” “Which assumption should we test?” “Who sees it

differently?” Then we need to be able to accept at least one

genuine answer without minimizing it.
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Repair Failures

Even in a safe relationship, we sometimes respond badly.

What matters is returning. “Yesterday I interrupted you and

treated your comment as an attack on me. I understand why

you don’t feel like continuing now. If you want, I would like

to listen again, and this time without becoming defensive in

the first minute.” Repair does not demand immediate

forgiveness. It offers a different way to continue.

Give Change Time

Someone who has long protected themselves through silence

will not begin speaking simply because we responded well

this time. They may watch us, test less sensitive topics, and

wait to see whether the change holds under pressure. That is

not ingratitude. It is the natural caution born of experience.

What Cannot Restore Safety
Some steps may look like restoration while actually asking

the other person to skip over their own experience.
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Simply declaring “You can trust me” does not outweigh

repeated punitive reactions. The pressure of “Just tell me

what you feel already” does not create openness; it merely

adds another reason to protect oneself. Forced vulnerability

serves the questioner’s need more than the safety of the

person being asked to speak.

Nor is a one-time apology without changed behavior enough.

An apology may open the door to repair, but the experience

beyond that door must be different. If every “I’m sorry” is

followed by the same ridicule, retaliatory silence, or

boundary violation, a person is justified in trusting the

pattern rather than the promise.

Safety also cannot be restored by questioning another

person’s memory and sensitivity: “You’re taking it too

personally.” They may indeed perceive the situation

differently from us. But their different experience is not an

obstacle to the conversation; it is part of it. We can examine

the facts and different interpretations without taking away

the other person’s right to describe the impact.
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When It Is Not Just a Lack of Safety to Be
Open
It is important not to soften serious behavior with the

language of communication. Manipulation, coercion,

controlling behavior, threats, violence, or systematic

humiliation are not merely “worse responses to feedback.”

In such a situation, a more open conversation may not be the

goal. Protection, clear boundaries, and safe support are the

priority.

If openness could increase the risk of retaliation, no one is

obligated to confront the other person or explain their inner

world. They can seek support from a trusted person, a

professional, or a service that understands the type of

danger involved. In immediate danger, it is appropriate to

contact local emergency services or another source of safety

assistance.

Communication skills are highly valuable where both

parties can take responsibility and respect boundaries. They

must not become a demand that a person at risk correct
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someone else’s deliberately harmful behavior by phrasing

things more precisely.

A safety distinction: If telling the truth is expected to bring

retaliation, this is not always a call for greater courage.

Sometimes it is a sign that protection needs to be increased

first.

Pause

Now try to look at safety to be open from both sides: not only as

someone who needs to speak, but also as someone to whom

others bring unwelcome information.

•  Which messages are hardest for you to hear: a mistake,
disagreement, refusal, criticism, uncertainty, or a request
for help?

•  What do your face, voice, and body do in the first few
seconds?

•  Do you tend to explain your intentions quickly before you
understand the impact?

•  Who around you speaks to you very carefully? What might
they expect?
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•  Where do you censor yourself instead? What is based on
experience, and what is still only a fear?

•  Is there a relationship in which greater openness would be
useful, but only under conditions agreed in advance?

•  Is there a relationship in which it would be wiser to
strengthen a boundary than increase openness?

Do not look for a perfect picture of yourself or others. Look

for one recurring moment in which a different response

could change what gets said next time.

In Practice: The Team That Stopped Bringing Bad News

Jiří managed a small operations team. He was experienced,

hardworking, and under tremendous pressure. When a

problem arose, he could find a solution quickly. But his

speed had a side effect that he did not notice for a long time.

When someone brought him bad news, he often sighed loudly

and asked, “How could you let this get so far?” In meetings,

he would sometimes repeat an ill-considered suggestion

sarcastically to expose its weakness. He thought he was

teaching the team to think ahead. But the people around him

learned something else: it was safe to bring up a problem
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only when they had an explanation, a solution, and, if

possible, someone onto whom they could shift some of the

responsibility.

One day, an important delivery was delayed. Several team

members had known a week earlier that the deadline was at

risk. But each of them hoped to resolve the obstacle without

Jiří. By the time it could no longer be hidden, there was not

enough time left for an alternative plan.

At first, Jiří saw only people’s irresponsibility. But in a

detailed conversation, he heard a sentence that stopped him:

“We didn’t want to come to you with just a problem.” He

realized that he had repeatedly asked for timely

information while simultaneously teaching the team

through his reactions to withhold it.

He did not launch a major program. He changed a few

specific habits. His first response to bad news became:

“Thank you for telling me. What do we know, and what don’t

we know yet?” He separated handling the urgent situation
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from a later conversation about responsibility. He stopped

discussing an individual’s mistakes in front of the whole

team unless the others needed to learn something specific

from them. And at the end of meetings, he asked, “Which

problem tends to look smaller than it really is?”

At first, not much changed. People waited to see whether the

new approach would hold under stress. Once, Jiří responded

to bad news in his old way. He returned to it that same day:

“Today I punished exactly what I ask you to do. I’m sorry.

The information was unwelcome, but bringing it forward

was the right thing to do.”

Gradually, more problems began to be reported. At first

glance, the team might have seemed worse than before. In

reality, the number of problems had not increased; their

visibility had. As a result, they were more often addressed

before they caused major harm.

Jiří did not lower his standards. He continued to address

repeated negligence, and some decisions were difficult. But
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he changed the relationship between truth and punishment.

People no longer had to protect their dignity from their

manager first and only then protect their shared work from

the problem.

This principle does not belong only in the workplace. The

same is true in partnerships, families, and friendships: if we

want to hear in time what we will not like, we must pay

attention to what we do to the person who brings it to us.

What You Can Do Today
Safety to be open does not arise from one grand gesture. But you

can change one moment that will begin to form a new

experience.

•  Slow down your first response. When a message catches
you off guard, say, “I need a moment, but I want to
understand.” A brief, conscious pause is usually safer than
a quick defense.

•  Express appreciation for the timing, not for the
problem. “I’m glad I know now” acknowledges openness
without minimizing the impact.
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•  Ask one curious question. Instead of searching for a
motive, ask, “What led you to see it that way?” or “What
am I missing in this situation?”

•  Separate the person from the behavior. Name the specific
behavior and consequence. Leave out verdicts such as “you
always” or “that’s just who you are.”

•  Invite genuine disagreement. Do not just say, “You can be
honest.” Ask, “Which part of my proposal seems weakest to
you?” And do not punish the first answer with sarcasm.

•  Respect one small “no.” You do not have to be happy about
it. But try not to persuade, ridicule, or create a sense of
debt because the other person set a boundary.

•  Repair one past reaction. Return to a specific situation:
“When you told me last time, I started defending myself. I
understand that this may have shut down any further
conversation.”

Choose one step. Safety grows more through small, repeated

acts of reliability than through a one-time promise that

everything will be different from now on.
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Practical Exercise: Safe Conversation Map
The goal of this exercise is not to push you toward greater

openness at any cost. It is meant to help you distinguish

what is actually happening in the relationship, what level of

risk is reasonable, and whether a conversation, a cautious

test, or protecting a boundary is the more appropriate

choice.

Before you begin: If the relationship involves threats,

violence, controlling behavior, coercion, or retaliation, do

not plan a confrontation based on this exercise alone. Focus

first on safety and support.

1. Choose One Specific Situation

Do not work with the entire relationship at once. Choose one

subject, such as admitting a mistake, disagreeing with a

plan, asking for help, naming an impact, or stating a

boundary.

The situation I want to explore:
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In one sentence, write what is happening and with whom.

2. Distinguish What You Say from What You Withhold

Complete these sentences:

•  Without much concern, I can say...

•  I hint carefully, but do not say directly...

•  I withhold completely...

•  If I said it out loud, I would expect...

Notice your body as well. Tension, explaining more rapidly,

the need to apologize in advance, or trying to find the

“perfect” wording may indicate that you expect relational

risk. On their own, however, they do not prove that the other

person will respond badly.

3. Explore Typical Responses

How does the other person usually respond when someone:

•  makes a mistake;
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•  asks a question;

•  disagrees;

•  says “no”;

•  brings bad news;

•  says they have been hurt?

Look for repeated behavior, not one exceptional moment.

Also consider whether the person knows how to repair

things after an intense reaction.

4. Separate Facts from Assumptions

Divide your notes into two groups.

What I have actually observed: specific words, actions,

consequences, and repetitions.

What I am interpreting or predicting: assumptions about

motives, expectations of a future response, and fears that

have not yet been confirmed.
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An assumption is not worthless. It may be an important

warning. But it is useful to know whether it rests on

repeated experience, a single event, or fear carried over

from another relationship.

5. Assess the Risk and Your Degree of Freedom

Ask yourself:

•  What is the most likely unpleasant consequence?

•  What is the most serious realistic consequence?

•  Does the other person have power over me that could affect
my housing, money, work, evaluation, care, or safety?

•  Can I end the conversation, leave, or take some time?

•  Do I have support if the conversation does not go well?

If your answers indicate a high level of risk, your task is not

to prove your courage. Choose protection, support, or

another safe course of action.

6. Choose a Goal

Choose one of three options:
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•  Strengthen safety. The relationship has a solid enough
foundation to openly agree on better conditions for the
conversation.

•  Test safety cautiously. Start with something less sensitive
and observe the response instead of sharing what is most
vulnerable.

•  Protect the boundary. Do not share more than is safe.
Focus on practical protection and support.

None of these options is automatically braver or more

mature. The right choice depends on the actual environment.

7. Prepare One Small Next Step

If you choose a conversation, you can use this structure:

Topic: “I need to talk with you about...”

Experience: “When...happened last time, I noticed that...”

Impact on openness: “Since then, I have tended to...”
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A condition that would help: “It would help me if we...”

Boundary: “If...begins, I will pause the conversation and

return to it later / choose another approach.”

Example: “I need to talk about the budget. The last time I

expressed a concern, the conversation turned into a

judgment that I didn’t know how to support our plans. Since

then, I’ve been putting off my doubts. It would help me if we

spent the first ten minutes gathering questions and only

then looked for a decision. If we begin judging each other, I’ll

take a break.”

8. Evaluate the Experience, Not Only the Outcome

After the conversation, do not ask only whether you reached

agreement. Consider:

•  Was I able to finish my sentence?

•  Did the other person stay with the subject?

•  Was my boundary respected?
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•  Were we able to tolerate our differences without
humiliation?

•  If someone failed, was there a repair?

•  What does this experience tell me about the next step?

The map is not a verdict on the entire relationship. It is a

way to replace the vague “I don’t feel safe” with more precise

understanding: what is happening, how often, with what

impact, and how much openness the current situation can

truly support.

Questions for Self-Reflection

•  In which relationship can you most easily say, “I don’t
know”? What makes this relationship different?

•  Which type of message triggers defensiveness in you most
quickly?

•  What do you do when someone refuses your wish or
proposal?

•  Have you ever used someone else’s sensitive disclosure in a
later conflict? What impact might that have had?

•  Is there someone around you who brings you mostly good
news? What might you not be seeing?

•  When did you last admit a mistake without a lengthy
explanation of your intentions?
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•  Can you repair things after an intense initial reaction?

•  Where do you mistake disagreement for a lack of respect or
loyalty?

•  Which boundary of yours do you need to protect instead of
defending it over and over?

•  What is one experience you want to offer others repeatedly
so they can speak more truthfully around you?

Key Takeaways from This Chapter

•  Trust asks, “Can I rely on you?” Psychological safety asks,
“Can I be truthful with you even when it is uncomfortable?”

•  Safety is not constant comfort, agreement, or the absence
of conflict.

•  A safe relationship allows questions, uncertainty,
mistakes, disagreement, requests for help, and boundaries
without disproportionate humiliation or retaliation.

•  Accountability and psychological safety support each
other: a problem admitted early can be addressed sooner.

•  People learn to speak or remain silent from repeated
reactions, not from declarations of openness.

•  A person with greater power bears greater responsibility
for the price others pay for telling the truth.

•  Vulnerability must remain voluntary; the right to privacy
is part of safety.

•  Safety is restored by changing the experience, not by
pressuring someone to trust.

368



•  In an environment of coercion, violence, or retaliation,
protection takes priority over openness.

A Final Thought from the Author

A relationship does not become safe when discomfort
disappears. It becomes safe when discomfort does not require
the truth—or the dignity of the person who spoke it—to
disappear.
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CHAPTER 9

Everyday Care for
Relationships
A relationship can exist in which people do not deceive or

humiliate each other and are not afraid of one another, yet

closeness slowly disappears from it. No one decides to leave. No

one makes a single fateful mistake. They simply, gradually, stop

asking, noticing, returning to unfinished sentences, and sharing

the small things that once made up their common world.

Everyday care for a relationship is not another performance to add

to work, the household, and all our other responsibilities. Nor is it

a collection of romantic gestures through which we prove that we

are good partners, parents, friends, or colleagues. It is the way we

let another person know in ordinary life: “I still see you. What is

happening with you has not disappeared for me amid the daily

demands. I do not take our relationship for granted.”

This care can be very subtle. Sometimes it takes the form of a

question whose answer we truly wait for. At other times, we



remember something the other person told us several days ago. It

may be an agreement kept reliably, a brief acknowledgment, a

shared moment without a screen, or a return after a moment when

we were tired and absent. The value of these moments lies not in

their size, but in the repeated experience they create.

Relationships do not usually need constant intensity. But they do

need enough genuine contact that the people beside each other do

not cease to be people and become only roles: the one who shops,

the one who earns, the one who leads the meeting, the one who

provides care, or the one who has something to arrange.

When Nothing Major Happened
Eva and Roman had been together for twelve years. When

someone asked how they were doing, they both gave a similar

answer: “Good. There’s just a lot going on right now.”

Neither was lying. They did not argue more often than before. They

trusted each other in important matters. They could agree on

money, caring for the children, and visits with their parents. When
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one became ill, the other took care of them. If a serious crisis

arose, both assumed they would stand by each other.

But their weekdays had turned into a precisely functioning handoff

of tasks. In the morning, they decided who would pick up the

children and what needed to be bought. In the afternoon, they

exchanged several messages about delays, activities, and dinner. In

the evening, they sat beside each other, but each looked at a

different screen. When Eva began telling him what had happened

at work, Roman sometimes looked up and said, “Sorry, I’m

listening,” but a moment later asked about something she had

explained only a minute before. He did not mean to disregard her.

He was tired and trying to finish one last work message at the

same time.

Eva was not always present either. Roman once mentioned that his

father was waiting for test results. Eva hugged him, but the next

day she did not ask how it had gone. Not because she did not care.

That morning, she was dealing with a sick child, a meeting, and a

broken washing machine. She remembered the results only several

days later. By then, Roman had decided not to burden her with it.
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There was no culprit in their relationship. There were two

exhausted human beings and hundreds of moments in which

something more important or more urgent took priority.

Individually, none of those moments meant anything. Together,

however, they created a new feeling: “We are a team, but I’m no

longer sure we are still close.”

One evening, they had time to themselves for the first time in a

long while. The children were sleeping at their grandparents’

house. Eva suggested that they go somewhere, but both were too

tired. They ordered food and put on a movie. After twenty minutes,

Roman realized that he had no idea what the movie was about.

Eva was not watching the screen. She was looking out the window.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” she replied. “Nothing is really wrong. And maybe

that’s exactly what bothers me.”
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At first Roman felt the urge to defend himself. He was trying. He

worked, took care of things, and was home. Then, instead of

explaining, he asked, “When was the last time you felt that you

were truly with me?”

Eva was silent for a long time. Finally, she remembered a drive

several months earlier when they had gotten lost, laughed, and

were in no hurry to get anywhere. Roman realized that he, too,

was searching for a distant memory. This did not mean their

relationship was over. It meant its operations were still running

while contact received only what was left over.

Estrangement often does not arrive as an event. It arrives as a

series of returns that never happen. The question we do not ask.

The answer we do not finish listening to. The gratitude we feel but

do not express. The touch we remember when each person is

already falling asleep on their own side of the bed. The message we

meant to send once things became quiet. But quiet does not arrive

on its own.
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Pause

For a moment, try setting aside the question of whether your

relationship is “good” or “bad.” These two options are too crude

for everyday life. Instead, ask more specific questions:

Where do natural moments of contact still arise in our

relationship?

Which conversations have narrowed to nothing but logistics and

tasks?

What has the other person told me recently that I have not

returned to?

When did I last feel that the other person truly noticed me?

And when might they have felt something similar beside me?
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This is not about finding someone to blame or passing an

immediate judgment. The first step in caring is often simply

noticing how the relationship is living right now.

What Everyday Care for a Relationship
Means
Everyday care is a collection of small, repeated ways in which we

maintain contact, respect, and interest between us. It is

appropriate to the type of relationship. It looks different between

partners, adult siblings, friends, a parent and child, or colleagues.

In every case, however, it includes a willingness not to treat the

relationship merely as a backdrop that will continue working on

its own.

Care takes at least four forms. The first is attention: noticing the

other person and responding to what they bring. The second

is reliability: doing, within reason, what we have agreed to do

and talking in time about what we cannot manage. The third

is acknowledgment: not allowing the other person’s effort,

contribution, or human worth to disappear entirely beneath a

layer of being taken for granted. The fourth is restoring contact:
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being able to return after a small disconnection before it becomes

the usual distance.

This is not a list of duties everyone must fulfill each day. People

differ in capacity, temperament, health, and season of life. One

person cares through conversation, another through practical

action, and someone else through calm presence. What matters is

not that every relationship look the same. What matters is

whether expressions of care actually reach the other person and

whether responsibility for contact rests on only one side over the

long term.

Everyday care is also not insurance against conflict. People who

care for a relationship may disagree, disappoint each other, or

need distance. The difference is often that conflict is not the only

time they give the relationship attention. They have a broader

experience available to them: they know how to see each other

outside the problem as well.
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Why Grand Gestures Alone Cannot Sustain a
Relationship
Grand gestures can be beautiful. A trip, a celebration, a thoughtful

gift, or significant help in a difficult moment can express a great

deal. The problem arises when they are meant to replace ordinary

presence. A weekend full of attention can hardly make up for

months in which a person was repeatedly unheard. A formal

thank-you once a year does not replace an environment where the

other person’s work is treated as a given every day.

Our experience of a relationship is formed through repetition. This

does not mean that every day carries the same weight or that one

bad evening destroys closeness. It means that individual situations

gradually form an expectation. “When I begin to speak, will they

put down their phone?” “When I say I’m tired, will there be room

for me in that, or will we immediately compare who is more tired?”

“When something goes well for me, will they notice?” “When I get

something wrong, will we find our way back to each other?”

The answers to these questions do not arise from declarations of

love, loyalty, or teamwork. They arise from many specific
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experiences. That is why small expressions of care matter so much.

They are not small in their effect. They are small only in their scale.

At the same time, it is good not to fall into the opposite extreme

and treat every oversight as proof of a lack of interest. A person

may fail to respond because they are overwhelmed, ill, focused, or

simply missed something. A relationship is revealed more by its

long-term pattern and willingness to return than by perfection in

every moment.

Attention as a Form of Care
Attention does not mean constantly monitoring the other person.

It is the ability to show at a particular moment that their presence

and what they are saying have a place in our world too. It often

begins very simply: we look at them when they speak to us; ask a

follow-up question; notice a change in tone; or return to a subject

that remained open last time.

The difference between a polite question and genuine interest is

usually revealed by what comes next. “How was your day?” can be

an automatic greeting. Interest appears when the answer shapes
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the rest of the conversation. When the other person says, “It was

difficult,” care may take the form of a brief “What was hardest?”

or “Do you want to talk about it now, or after you’ve rested?”

Attention also shows itself through memory. We do not have to

remember every detail. But there is great power in returning:

“How did the conversation you were worried about go?” “Did what

you wanted to try help?” “Last time you said you didn’t feel

comfortable on the team. Is it still the same?” Questions like these

communicate that the conversation did not disappear the moment

it ended.

Sometimes the other person is not seeking a long conversation.

They show us a photo, share a brief story, point something out

outside, or make a seemingly incidental remark. Through these

small openings, they offer contact. We cannot and do not have to

respond perfectly to every one. But if we miss most of them over

time, the other person may gradually stop bringing us their world.

Attention also has a practical side: it is limited. When we are

driving, handling an urgent task, or at the edge of our strength,
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pretending to be present is often less kind than making an honest

agreement. We can say, “I want to hear you, but right now I’m only

taking in half of it. Can we come back to this after dinner?” Care,

however, is shown only when we truly return. A postponed

conversation with no return can easily become another lost

moment.

Appreciation, Gratitude, and
Acknowledgment
In long-term relationships, much of what is good becomes invisible

precisely because it is reliable. Clean laundry appears in the closet.

A colleague prepares the materials on time. A friend calls

regularly. A partner remembers what the children need. A parent

offers help again. When something works, our attention often

shifts to what is missing.

Appreciation restores visibility to what we might otherwise begin

to take for granted. It is not only praise. Praise often evaluates

performance: “You did that well.” Gratitude names what we

received: “Thank you for taking care of that.” Appreciation can

recognize a quality or an effort: “I noticed how much patience that
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conversation took.” Acknowledgment sometimes goes deeper still:

“It matters to me that I can rely on you in this.”

The most effective appreciation is usually specific and freely given.

It describes what we noticed and what it meant without creating a

hidden obligation. For example: “When you took over the meeting

today, I was able to finish my work without panicking. I appreciate

that.” Such a sentence is different from a vague “You’re the best”

and from the manipulative “You’re always so good at that; you

could do it more often.”

Appreciation should not be a technique for controlling the other

person. If we praise only behavior that suits us and remain silent

about everything else, the other person may feel that our regard is

conditional. Sincere acknowledgment is not a reward for

obedience. It is the truthful naming of value, effort, or impact.

Nor is it necessary to demand the same response in return. One

person receives appreciation easily; another becomes uncertain,

minimizes it, or cannot reciprocate in words. We can notice

whether our way of expressing acknowledgment benefits the other
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person. But we do not have to stop expressing gratitude simply

because they do not respond as we imagined.

Time Together and the Quality of Contact
The amount of time people spend together does not itself guarantee

closeness. Two people can spend an entire day in the same home

and barely meet each other. Others have little time but manage to

be truly together within it. The quality of contact does not arise

from a perfect plan. It comes from a certain degree of presence,

reciprocity, and space in which every moment is not subordinate to

the next task.

Logistical communication is necessary. “Who will pick up the

children?” “Did you send the invoice?” “When will you arrive?”

Without it, a shared life or shared work could not function. But if it

completely takes over, people know many organizational facts

about each other and increasingly little about each other’s inner

world.

Digital devices are not the enemy of relationships. They help people

stay in contact, share experiences, and manage work. The problem
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is more often a lack of clarity. When one person believes that we

are spending time together while the other is also handling

messages, two different experiences of the same moment arise. A

simple agreement can help: when is it fine for each person to be on

their own phone, and when do we want to give each other several

minutes of full attention?

There is no need to turn closeness into a strict routine. A

mandatory “quality hour” may be another burden in some periods.

It is more useful to look for natural places of contact: the trip

home, coffee together, a short walk, preparing a meal, the

moments before a meeting begins, or a phone call on the way home

from work. What matters is not meeting a time limit. What

matters is recognizing whether the life of the relationship includes

any moments in which we are not only managers of

responsibilities.

384



Small Repairs After Minor Disconnections
Even in a caring relationship, people miss each other. We fail to

respond, mishear something, reply more sharply than we intended,

forget to ask, or are mentally elsewhere. The vitality of a

relationship is determined not only by the absence of such

moments, but also by the ability to notice them and return.

A small repair might sound like this:

“I’m sorry, I answered you automatically. Will you tell me again?”

“I just realized I didn’t ask you at all how you were doing.”

“I was irritable, and you bore the brunt of it. That wasn’t fair.”

“I feel as though we missed each other a moment ago. Do you want

to go back to it?”
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“I don’t want to turn this into a major discussion. I just want you

to know that I noticed.”

A repair does not always have to be verbal. Sometimes it is a gentle

look, a touch, a cup of tea offered, a moment of humor, or a return

to an interrupted activity. But it is important to consider the

context. A touch is not a repair if we use it to avoid a subject the

other person needs to discuss. Humor does not connect if it

minimizes their pain. And an apology without change gradually

loses its meaning.

Not every small moment needs a deep conversation. If we analyzed

every hesitation, the relationship could become an exhausting

project. Sometimes ten seconds of honest return is enough. At

other times, however, a small situation opens something that

repeats. Then it is useful to pause longer and talk about the

pattern, not only the latest episode.

The ability to repair minor disconnections protects a relationship

from silent accumulation. A person does not have to wait until

their disappointment is large enough to deserve attention. At the
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same time, they learn that a momentary disconnection does not

have to threaten the entire relationship. It is possible to come back

from it.

Reciprocity: Who Carries the Relationship
Care in a relationship does not have to be divided equally every

day. Such precision would be not only impossible, but inhuman.

During illness, loss, pressure at work, or caring for a young child,

one person may carry more for a time. Reciprocity does not mean

equal effort every week. It means that both people’s needs,

capacity, and contributions matter over the long term.

A temporary imbalance usually has a context and can be

discussed. The person currently receiving more care may not have

the strength to return it in the same way, but they can recognize

what the other person is carrying, express gratitude, or contribute

according to their ability. When the situation changes, the

distribution of effort often changes too.

Long-term one-sidedness is different. One person initiates every

conversation, plans time together, apologizes, remembers
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important dates, restores contact after conflict, and looks for help.

The other receives the relationship as a service that should

continue without their participation. The person carrying the

entire relationship may then become increasingly resourceful,

patient, and tired—while feeling less and less loved or respected.

In such a situation, the answer is not automatically to try even

harder. It is more useful to name the reality without keeping

accusatory accounts: “I feel that lately I have been the one mainly

maintaining contact between us. I need to know whether you want

to be actively involved with me in this relationship and what that

might look like.” The answer is not only words. It is also the

willingness that follows to take something on, suggest something,

or make a change.

Reciprocity also does not mean giving the same thing in the same

way. One person may initiate conversation more often, while the

other creates the practical conditions for it to happen. One plans

meetings, while the other brings openness and interest to them.

What matters is the lived experience that both people regard the

relationship as theirs.
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People Experience Care Differently
What feels like an obvious expression of care to one person may

barely register with another. Someone may notice shared time and

focused conversation most. Another experiences care through

practical help, reliability, or being given space. Words carry great

meaning for one person; for another, it may be touch, a shared

activity, humor, interest in their world, or respect for their pace.

There is no need to confine these differences to a few fixed types. A

person may need different things at different times and experience

care differently in a partnership, friendship, or at work.

Preferences are shaped by personality, experience, culture, current

strain, and the nature of the particular relationship.

That is why it is not enough to give only what we ourselves would

want to receive. Someone who addresses difficulties through

practical help may repair the other person’s car without hesitation

but never think to ask how they feel. The other person appreciates

the help yet remains emotionally alone. Conversely, someone who

loves to talk may offer long conversations to a person who would

most appreciate quiet and concrete help with one responsibility.

Everyday Care for Relationships

389



Care becomes truly relational when it contains not only our good

intention, but also curiosity about the impact. We can ask, “What

helps you most from me during a difficult week?” “When do you

feel seen beside me?” “Is there something I consider care that does

not feel that way to you?” These questions are not tests with a

correct answer. They are a way of learning the specific person.

Care Is Not Mind Reading
The romantic idea says that someone who truly knows us should

know what we need without an explanation. In reality, even people

close to us can be mistaken. Needs are not always visible, and

sometimes we do not fully understand them ourselves. Silence is

therefore not a reliable test of love, friendship, or loyalty.

Testing often looks subtle: “I won’t remind him about our

anniversary, and I’ll see whether he remembers.” “I won’t say that

I need help. If he cared about me, he would notice.” “I’ll stop

reaching out and see whether he looks for me.” Such experiments

may reveal a pattern, but they also create a situation whose rules

are known to only one person. The other person does not know

they are being tested, and their failure is then given a meaning that

was never explained to them.
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More mature care includes the ability to want something and say

so without expecting it to be granted automatically. For example:

“When I have a hard day, it helps when you first ask whether I

want advice or just to be heard.” “I wish we sometimes had time

when we didn’t talk only about the children.” “When I don’t hear

from you for several days, I begin to wonder whether you want

contact. Can we agree on what feels natural to both of us?”

An expressed need gives the other person an opportunity to

understand, but it does not guarantee agreement. Care is not an

obligation to meet every need. It is a willingness to take the need

seriously, look for a workable form, or honestly say what we

cannot offer.
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Deposits and Withdrawals: A Useful but
Limited Metaphor
Relationships are sometimes described as an account into which

we deposit positive experiences and from which we draw in

difficult times. The metaphor can help explain why a relationship

with a long history of respect can bear one misunderstanding more

easily than a relationship in which disappointments recur. It also

reminds us that closeness needs ongoing nourishment, not only

emergency repair.

But it is important not to turn a relationship into accounting.

Human gestures do not have fixed values and do not function as

currency. Three attentive dinners do not erase humiliation.

Practical help does not create an entitlement to intimacy. A gift

does not buy forgiveness. Care guided by an expectation of an

exact return easily becomes a transaction.

It is more useful to notice the direction than to count. Is the

experience of interest, respect, and return growing between us? Or

does most contact take place under the sign of disregard, criticism,

and being taken for granted? The metaphor can show a trend. It

should not become evidence in an argument.
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How Routine Changes a Relationship
Routine is not the enemy of closeness. It gives life stability, reduces

the need for decisions, and makes it possible to manage many

responsibilities. At the same time, it also automates the way we

perceive the other person. After a while, we no longer see the

person in all their changeability. We see the role they usually

fulfill.

In a partnership, people can become household managers. In a

family, an adult son remains in his parent’s eyes the person who

needs advice, while the parent remains in the son’s eyes the person

who always wants something. At work, a colleague becomes “the

finance guy” and a manager becomes “the woman who approves

the budget.” Roles are useful, but they flatten. Meanwhile, a person

is changing, experiencing things, losing things, and learning

something new.

Care in the midst of routine does not require constant novelty. It

requires occasionally stepping outside the automatic picture.

Asking a partner not only what needs to be done, but what has

brought them joy lately. Noticing that a teenager now responds

differently to certain things. Seeing more in a colleague than their
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current performance. Allowing that someone we have known for a

long time is not a finished book.

Exhaustion is not a moral failure. When people care for children,

ill loved ones, demanding work, or their own health, they may have

very little capacity left. In such a period, care sometimes means

lowering expectations and protecting together the minimum

contact that is realistic. Perhaps saying honestly: “I don’t have the

strength for a long conversation right now, but I don’t want you to

feel that you are disappearing from me.” Even a brief, truthful

sentence can prevent exhaustion from being misread as

disinterest.

Care in Different Relationships
In a Romantic Relationship

Care between partners includes intimacy, but is not limited to it. It

lives in interest in the other person’s inner world, the sharing of

burdens, tenderness, reliability, humor, and room to be alone.

What matters is that the relationship not become only a logistical

unit. Partners do not need to have deep conversations every day,

but they need opportunities to meet outside the roles they fulfill.
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In a Family

Family relationships often carry the weight of history and an

expectation that closeness should be automatic. Care may mean

regular interest, respect for the other person’s adulthood, practical

help, and the ability not to insist on contact in a way that

disregards their boundaries. Parental care changes as a child

grows: what was once protective may later become controlling.

Maintaining the relationship means learning a new form of

closeness.

In a Friendship

Friendship often has no fixed institution or everyday operation to

hold people together. It can therefore be easily displaced by more

urgent responsibilities. Care does not have to mean frequent

contact at any cost. It can take the form of reliably returning,

showing interest and initiative, and moving beyond the sentence

“We have to get together sometime.” Friendship can bear different

levels of frequency if both people understand what contact means

to them.
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At Work

A work relationship does not need to pretend to be intimate. Here,

care is expressed primarily through respect, fairness,

acknowledgment of contributions, predictability, and human

interest appropriate to the situation. A manager can know

important context about a team member’s life without demanding

personal disclosure. A colleague can offer help, say thank you, or

return to an idea that was overlooked in a meeting. Human

contact is not the opposite of professionalism. It is one of the

conditions that keep professionalism from losing its dignity.

Care and Boundaries
Being attentive does not mean being constantly available. A person

who never rests gradually loses the capacity to give care freely.

They begin providing it out of duty, fear, or guilt. The relationship

may then look close, but resentment accumulates beneath the

surface.

Boundaries protect not only the individual, but often the quality of

contact as well. “I need half an hour alone right now, and then I’ll

come to you” can be a caring sentence if the return actually

happens. “I can’t talk on the phone today; I’ll call tomorrow” is
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more honest than a conversation in which we are irritable and

absent. “I don’t want to discuss this subject with you” can be a

legitimate protection of privacy even in a close relationship.

Every relationship needs a different balance of connection and

space. One person restores themselves through conversation,

another in solitude. Conflict arises not only from the difference, but

from the meaning we assign to it. A need for space can be misread

as rejection; a need for contact as neediness. It helps when people

discuss their rhythm before it becomes an argument about who

loves correctly.

Care that respects boundaries does not impose itself. It makes an

offer and leaves room to decline. It asks whether a touch, advice,

visit, or conversation is welcome. It can accept “not now” without

punitive silence and “I need you” without automatically canceling

its own limits. Closeness and individuality are not rivals. A good

relationship needs both.
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When Trying Harder Is Not Enough
Advice about everyday care has limits. If a relationship includes

coercion, humiliation, intimidation, violence, control, repeated

boundary violations, or long-term one-sidedness with no

willingness to change anything, the problem is not that the person

at risk shows too little appreciation, asks too few questions, or

plans time together poorly.

In such a situation, urging greater care can be unfair and

dangerous. It shifts responsibility onto someone who may already

be expending enormous energy calming the other person,

anticipating reactions, and keeping the relationship together.

Small acts of kindness cannot repair an environment that lacks

basic respect and safety.

What matters is a willingness to take responsibility and change

harmful behavior. When that is absent, protection, support from

trustworthy people, and professional help where appropriate take

priority. No one is obligated to save a relationship at the cost of

their dignity, health, or safety.
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Likewise, a person may honestly discover that a relationship has

lacked a mutual desire to continue for a long time. This is a painful

reality, but it is not automatically proof that they should have tried

harder. Care has meaning where there is at least a basic space in

which it can be received, reciprocated, or explored together.

Pause

Choose one important relationship—not the one toward which you

feel the greatest obligation, but the one you want to understand

better right now.

Ask yourself several questions:

How does this person probably recognize that I care about them?

Is it the same as what I consider care?

What has been working well between us lately but remains

unnoticed?
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What small disconnection keeps recurring?

What do I need to express instead of waiting for the other person

to notice on their own?

What space or boundary do I need to protect so that I am not in

the relationship only out of duty?

Is care between us reciprocal over time, or is it carried mainly by

one of us?

Do not try to answer according to how things should look.

Describe what you actually observe. An honest picture of the

relationship is itself a form of care.
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In Practice: The Team That Stopped Talking to One Another

Markéta led eight people in a customer service department. The

team had good results, very few open conflicts, and clearly divided

responsibilities. Yet something gradually changed in meetings.

People answered briefly, stopped bringing ideas, and left quickly

after the call ended. Markéta felt that the team was losing energy.

So she focused even more on organization: she made the minutes

more precise, introduced a task tracker, and shortened meetings.

The process improved; contact did not. When she asked an

experienced colleague what was happening, he said, “Nothing

major. I just sometimes feel as though we’ve changed from people

into status rows.”

The sentence struck Markéta. She was not an indifferent manager.

During a demanding period, she had tried to protect the team by

being quick and factual. But she had stopped returning to ideas for

which there had not been time. When someone completed a

difficult case, she thanked the team in general. She skipped the

brief human check-in at the beginning of meetings because she

considered it inefficient. People had not lost the safety to admit a
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mistake, but they had lost the experience that someone saw their

specific effort and presence.

Markéta did not introduce mandatory sharing of feelings or a

team-building event. She made several small changes. At the

beginning of each meeting, she asked one optional question about

current capacity: “What do we need to know today so that we can

work together reasonably?” When a suggestion did not fit on the

agenda, she noted when they would return to it—and actually did.

Once a week, she specifically named work that might otherwise

remain invisible. In one-on-one conversations, she asked not only

about tasks, but also about what made the work easier and what

consumed unnecessary energy.

The change was not immediate. At first, some people answered

cautiously because they expected another short-lived initiative.

After several weeks, however, they began offering more ideas and

helping one another more often. Not because every meeting was

pleasant, but because an experience had been restored: “We are

not here only for performance. Our contribution has a name, and

our information does not disappear.”
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At the same time, Markéta maintained boundaries. She did not

want to know the private lives of people who did not wish to share

them, and she did not turn acknowledgment into constant

encouragement. Care in the work relationship remained

professional: specific, fair, and human.

This example shows that a deteriorating relationship does not

always need a major conversation. Sometimes it needs several

small, trustworthy experiences to be restored. What matters is

that they are not a one-time technique, but a genuine shift in

attention.

What You Can Do Today
Return to one earlier sentence. Ask about something the other

person told you in recent days. Not to appear attentive, but to

follow through on the interest you already showed.

Name one specific thing you do not take for granted. Say

what you noticed and what impact it had. Avoid exaggerated

praise and hidden demands alike.
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Create a brief moment without multitasking. It does not have

to last long. Put aside what is distracting you and be fully present

in one conversation or shared activity.

Repair one small disconnection. If you know you were absent,

sharp, or forgot something, return with a simple sentence. There is

no need to wait for a major conflict.

Express one need without testing. Instead of waiting to see

whether the other person guesses it, describe it as a wish or

request and leave room for their response.

Ask what care looks like. Try: “What can I do that would truly

help you right now?” Listen even if the answer differs from what

you enjoy giving.

Check reciprocity and boundaries. Notice whether you are

acting freely or from fear and duty. If you have been carrying the

relationship alone over the long term, do not automatically add

more effort. Name the situation first.
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Practical Exercise: A Week of Attention
The aim of this exercise is not to measure love, collect points, or

prove who is trying harder. It is a seven-day observation of one

relationship and a small experiment that can reveal how contact

arises or disappears between you.

1. Choose One Relationship

Choose a relationship that matters to you and in which it is safe to

make small changes. It does not have to be in crisis. On the

contrary, it may be a relationship that works but that you want to

give more conscious attention.

If the relationship involves coercion, fear, humiliation, or repeated

boundary violations, do not use this exercise as a tool to save it.

Focus first on protection and support.

2. Name Your Intention

Complete the sentence: “This week, I do not want to change the

other person. I want to better understand how contact arises

between us, especially when…”
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You might add, for example: when we come home tired; when we

work through tasks together; when we do not see each other for

several days; when our pace differs; when a work meeting begins.

3. Record Three Brief Moments Each Day

At the end of each day, write down:

Moment of connection: What happened? What did one of us do,

and how did the other respond?

Moment of disconnection: Where did we miss each other, stop

paying attention, or shift entirely into logistics?

Opportunity to return: Did we come back? If so, what helped? If

not, does someone still need to return to it?

A few sentences are enough. Do not judge the person with words

such as “selfish,” “cold,” or “doesn’t care.” Describe what can be
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observed: “I started talking about work. She answered but kept

typing a message. I grew quiet and changed the subject.”

4. Notice the Forms Care Takes

Notice the forms in which care appears. It may be attention, a

question, practical help, a touch, humor, reliability, appreciation,

respect for space, a shared activity, or a return after disconnection.

Do not limit yourself to the form that comes most naturally to you.

Add two brief notes: “I easily recognized this as care” and “I

almost overlooked this because I would express care differently.”

5. Notice Your Own Needs

Each day, ask yourself: “What would help me feel more connected

today, and was I able to communicate it?” Distinguish between a

need and a single prescribed solution. The need may be interest,

rest, reassurance, cooperation, or space. The solution is the

specific way you suggest meeting it.
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Instead of “I need you to talk to me all evening,” a more precise

message might be: “I feel disconnected today. It would help me if

we spent ten or fifteen minutes without our phones telling each

other about our day. Is that possible for you today?” The time is an

example, not a universal prescription.

6. Try One Small Experiment

Choose one change that you alone will try for seven days. It should

be small and specific, and it should not secretly test the other

person. For example:

once a day, I will return to something the other person mentioned

earlier;

when I cannot listen, I will agree on a specific time to return and

keep that agreement;

each day, I will specifically name one thing I appreciate;
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when I arrive home, I will first create a brief moment of contact

and only then open logistical subjects;

once a day, I will notice an invitation to connect that I would

usually pass by;

after a small disconnection, I will try a brief repair without a long

explanation.

Do not track whether the other person returns the same number of

gestures. Observe the impact and your own experience. Does the

change feel more natural, or does it overwhelm you? Does the

other person respond with openness, awkwardness, disinterest, or

relief? Does the form of care need to be adjusted?

7. Reflect After One Week

Ask yourself:

What did I learn about how contact arises between us?
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What expressions of care had I overlooked before?

Where does disconnection recur, and what usually precedes it?

Which return felt natural?

What need do I need to express more clearly?

What is within my power to change, and what requires the other

person’s participation?

Did the week reveal reciprocity, a temporary imbalance, or a

long-term one-sided pattern?

What one realistic step do I want to keep?
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If appropriate, you can share some of what you learned with the

other person. Do not begin with a list of their failures. You might

say, “This week, I paid more attention to when I feel close. It meant

a lot to me when you returned to that conversation. I also realized

that sometimes I start telling you something when you no longer

have the capacity. I’d like us to agree on how we can recognize that

sooner.”

The purpose of the exercise is not to create a flawless week. It is to

see the relationship in finer detail than merely “it works” or “it

doesn’t work.”

Questions for Self-Reflection

What do I most often give in relationships and hope others will

recognize as care?

Can I notice care that does not arrive in my preferred form?

When does my attention turn into control or excessive

availability?

Everyday Care for Relationships

411



What good things have I begun taking for granted?

Can I appreciate the other person without a hidden demand?

How do I respond when someone offers a small moment of contact

while I am busy?

Can I honestly say “I can’t right now” and also offer a genuine

return?

When I feel overlooked, do I express my need or test the other

person?

What minor disconnection tends to be the beginning of greater

distance for me?

Am I trying somewhere to maintain a relationship that the other

person has long refused to carry?
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Which relationship needs more attention now, and which needs

more space?

What would I like the people beside me to experience repeatedly?

Key Takeaways from This Chapter

Without everyday attention, even a safe and trustworthy

relationship can gradually lose closeness.

Small expressions of care are powerful because they are repeated,

not because they are grand.

Attention means not only asking a question, but also responding to

the answer and returning to what mattered.

Specific appreciation restores visibility to effort and value that can

easily be taken for granted in a long relationship.
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Time together supports closeness when it includes genuine contact,

not merely shared presence or logistics.

Minor disconnections are common. Brief, honest repairs keep them

from becoming lasting distance.

Reciprocity is not a precise fifty-fifty division of care, but the

long-term experience that the relationship belongs to both people.

People can experience the same gesture differently; care requires

curiosity about needs and impact.

Someone close to us does not have to read our mind. An expressed

need is more honest than a hidden test.

A relationship is not accounting. The metaphor of deposits can

show a direction, but no gesture buys entitlement, forgiveness, or

intimacy.
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Care includes boundaries, space, and rest. Constant availability is

not proof of healthy closeness.

In an environment of coercion, humiliation, violence, or long-term

one-sidedness, “trying harder” is not enough. Responsibility does

not lie with the person at risk.

A Final Thought from the Author

A relationship stays alive not because people once promised each
other closeness, but because they return to each other again and
again in moments that would be easy to overlook.
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CHAPTER 10

Conflict Does Not Have to Be
the End
When Differences Become Visible

Even a relationship people care for will encounter different

needs, expectations, and priorities. Two people may both be tired

and still need different things. They may love each other and

disagree about money, parenting, time, work, closeness, caring

for parents, or how much space belongs to the individual and

how much to their shared life. They may wish each other well

while imagining different things beneath the same word.

The quality of a relationship is therefore not revealed by the

absence of conflict. It is revealed far more by the way the

relationship holds conflict. Whether people can differ without

humiliation. Whether they can slow down when pressure rises.

Whether they return after a pause. Whether they take facts, the

impact of their actions, and the other person’s boundaries



seriously. And whether they can accept that not every difference

can be removed.

Conflict is not automatically an opportunity. Some conflicts

clarify a relationship; others weaken it. Some uncover a

misunderstanding; others reveal a lasting incompatibility.

Sometimes a good conversation leads to a new agreement; at

other times, it leads to the painful recognition that the current

arrangement cannot continue. And where there is coercion,

humiliation, or violence, the main task is not to “communicate

better,” but to protect safety and dignity.

One Saturday, Two Worlds
Ivana set the grocery bag on the kitchen counter and began

taking things out. Robert was sitting at the table with his phone

in his hand. When she came in, he quickly finished typing a

message and said almost in passing:

“We’re going to my parents’ on Saturday. Dad needs help with

the firewood, and Mom is already expecting us for lunch.”
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Ivana stood still with a carton of eggs in her hand. “Saturday?”

“Yeah. We don’t have anything planned.”

“I thought we’d finally stay home. We’ve been somewhere the

past three weekends.”

Robert looked up from his phone. “We don’t have to be there all

day.”

“That’s not the point.”

“Then what is?”

Ivana wanted to answer calmly. Instead, she heard her voice

come out sharper than she intended: “The point is that once

again you decide for both of us and announce it to me as a done

deal.”
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Robert straightened. To him, this was not “deciding for both of

them.” His father was still taking it easy after surgery, the

firewood needed to be prepared before winter, and in his family,

people had always helped without lengthy negotiations. He

heard Ivana’s sentence as an accusation that he was an

inconsiderate son and partner.

“I didn’t announce a disaster. It’s a few hours. When your sister

needed help moving, I didn’t call a meeting either.”

Ivana closed the refrigerator more forcefully. “My sister asked us

first.”

“Right. So the problem isn’t Saturday. The problem is my family

again.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You don’t have to. It’s the same every time.”
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By then, they were no longer talking about Saturday. Ivana was

fighting for the sense that her time and fatigue carried weight in

their life together. After a week in which she had stayed late at

work twice and managed the household in the evenings, she had

imagined their first slow morning in weeks. Robert was fighting

for something else: his belief that closeness is shown through a

willingness to come when family needs help, and that he must

not be the one who turns away from his own parents.

But neither of them could say this. Ivana heard: Your need for

rest does not matter. Robert heard: Your family is a burden, and

you are failing when you care for them. Every sentence that

followed responded to this hidden meaning, not to the words

that had actually been spoken.

“Then go by yourself,” Ivana said.

“Fine,” Robert replied. “At least I won’t feel as though I’m forcing

you into everything.”
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A silence followed that appeared, at first glance, to mark the end

of the argument. In reality, the conflict continued. Ivana put

away the groceries feeling that if Robert truly saw her, he would

have to understand why his announcement had affected her.

Robert took the dog out and replayed in his mind all the times he

had felt forced to choose between his partner and his family.

That evening, they tried to touch on the subject again. At first,

they returned to the same questions: who had said what, whose

family received more time, who adapted more often. Then

Robert fell silent for a moment and said, “When Dad calls, I don’t

know how to say no. Ever since the surgery, I’ve been afraid that

one day I won’t come when I should have.”

Ivana did not reply immediately. “I don’t want to take your

parents away from you. I just need to know that our time

together isn’t whatever is left over after everyone else.”

Saturday was not resolved by this. But the problem finally took a

more precise shape. It was not only about firewood or a day off.

Loyalty to parents had collided with the need for shared
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decision-making and rest. An imbalance had also become visible:

Robert had committed their time before finding out what their

household could manage. Ivana, in turn, had said “go by

yourself” defensively even though she wanted them to stay

together.

In the end, they agreed that Robert would go alone in the

morning and that they would plan future visits earlier. But

something else mattered even more: they both noticed the cycle

they fell into. Under pressure, Robert began defending his

intention. Ivana increased the pressure because she did not feel

heard. The more he explained that he had done nothing wrong,

the more she tried to prove that he had overlooked her. The

more she tried to prove it, the more defensive he became.

There was no single, simple culprit. But there were specific

shares of responsibility. Robert should not have offered their

shared time without discussing it first. Ivana did not have to turn

one Saturday into a statement about how things were “every

time.” They both needed to stop defending their character and

begin talking about what needed to be arranged differently.
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Pause

•  Which sentence in the story do you think turned a
disagreement about Saturday into a conflict about respect,
loyalty, and one’s place in the relationship?

•  What did Ivana need but initially express as criticism?

•  What was Robert afraid of, and why was visiting his parents
more than a scheduling matter to him?

•  Which step each of them took made it more likely that the other
would respond in exactly the way that troubled them?

•  Do you recognize a similar moment when you argued about
something specific but were actually protecting its deeper
meaning?

You do not have to decide who had “more of a right.” Try to

notice the difference between understanding and excusing.

Understanding why Robert automatically promised to help does

not mean declaring his decision right. Understanding Ivana’s

fatigue does not mean approving every generalization she made.

Precision allows us to hold both: the human reason and

responsibility for how someone acts.
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What Conflict Really Is
Conflict arises when people perceive that their needs, values,

expectations, perspectives, priorities, or possibilities cannot

easily be combined at a given moment. Sometimes the subject is

tangible: money, time, space, workload, or the division of

responsibility. At other times, less visible things collide: a need

for certainty with a need for freedom, speed with care, loyalty to

family with protection of a partnership’s space, or openness with

a need for privacy.

Conflict, then, does not have to mean that one person is

reasonable and the other is a problem. It may mean that two

legitimate interests cannot both be met in full at the same time. A

household may have limited time. A team, a limited budget. A

family, limited capacity to care for an aging parent. A friendship,

different ideas about closeness. A difference becomes a conflict

when the decision truly matters to the people involved and every

possible outcome carries a cost.

This does not mean that every position carries equal weight. A

conflict may involve an error, a broken agreement, a significant

impact, or a power imbalance. The sentence “Everyone has their
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own truth” is sometimes an attempt to avoid facts. People may

have different experiences, but a payment date, the wording of

an agreement, a broken object, or a spoken threat is not merely a

matter of perspective.

It is therefore helpful to distinguish at least four levels:

•  What happened: the observable event, decision, words, and
consequences.

•  What we attribute to it: the meaning we give the situation and
the conclusion we draw about what it says about the other
person or the relationship.

•  What is at stake: the need, value, boundary, role, resource, or
concern we are protecting.

•  What must be decided: the specific agreement, change, repair,
or acceptance of difference.

Conflict becomes easier to understand when we do not collapse

these levels into a single sentence. “You didn’t arrive on time” is

different from “You can’t be relied on.” “I need to know in

advance when you’ll be back” is different from “You have to

report your every move to me.” More precise language does not
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solve the problem by itself, but it keeps a specific disagreement

from being joined by a defense of the whole person.

Conflict Is Not the Same as an Argument
An argument is one form conflict can take. It tends to be loud,

visible, and easy to recognize. But conflict can also unfold

without raised voices. It may hide in delayed decisions, cold

politeness, a repeated “I don’t care,” passive resistance, or the

fact that one person stops raising important subjects because

they do not expect any real space to address them.

Silence, then, does not necessarily mean calm. Sometimes it is a

healthy pause; at other times, resignation. Similarly, agreement

does not necessarily mean genuine consensus. A person may

agree because the subject does not matter to them, because they

changed their mind after consideration, because they want to

protect the relationship from an insignificant dispute—or

because they fear the consequences of disagreement. From the

outside, these situations may look the same, but their meaning

within a relationship is entirely different.
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Nor does a loud exchange by itself determine the quality of a

relationship. Some people speak energetically while preserving

respect, focus, and the ability to say no. Others use a quiet tone to

punish, belittle, or control. More important than volume is

whether dignity, freedom, and a path back to the subject remain

intact.

The measure, then, is not the question “Do we argue?” but

rather: Can we name the difference? Is it possible to disagree

without retaliation? Can we talk about the impact? Does the

conversation have a path toward a decision, or does it merely

repeat? A relationship without open arguments may be very

safe—or so unsafe that no one risks telling the truth.

Why Small Things Become Major Conflicts
The seriousness of a conflict does not always match the size of

the event that triggered it. An unwashed mug may open the

subject of invisible labor. A late arrival may recall years of

uncertainty. A single remark about money may touch a sense of

competence or fear of poverty. This does not mean people are

“overreacting” for no reason. It means the present moment has

connected with additional layers.
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We can imagine them as a simple sum:

The current event + its meaning + earlier experience + fatigue
or stress + the threatened need or value.

The current event is what a camera would capture. Meaning

answers the question: What does this mean to me? Earlier

experience determines what the situation resembles. Fatigue and

stress reduce our capacity to tolerate uncertainty and consider

other interpretations. The threatened need or value explains

why the outcome matters so much.

Imagine that a colleague sends supporting materials late for the

third time. The event is: the materials arrived after the agreed

deadline. The meaning may be: they do not consider my work

important. Earlier experience: on the last project, I had to rescue

someone else’s delay at the last minute. Stress: I am presenting to

leadership tomorrow. Threatened value: reliability and

professional dignity. The sentence “Where are the materials?”

then carries far more charge than its grammar suggests.
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This map is not meant to make us analyze every conflict

endlessly. But it helps us avoid mistaking the trigger for the

whole problem. When a disagreement keeps returning with

disproportionate intensity, it can be useful to ask: What does this

situation keep confirming? What would it mean to me if things

stayed this way? Often, a fear emerges that until then had spoken

only through criticism.

The Primary Problem and Conflict About the
Conflict
The primary problem is the original issue that needed to be

addressed: who will pick up the child, how to divide expenses,

whether to accept a project, when to visit parents, or how to

respond to a broken agreement. Conflict about the conflict arises

when attention shifts from the issue to the way the dispute itself

is unfolding.

People then fight not about the original decision but about tone,

intention, fairness, the past, or who has the right to feel hurt.

“I’m no longer addressing the fact that you were late. I’m

addressing the way you spoke to me when I asked.” The other

person replies, “And I’m not addressing the delay, but the fact
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that you immediately consider me unreliable.” Both new layers

may genuinely matter. The problem begins when they

completely consume the original question.

Conflict about the conflict often grows faster because each

person brings more evidence that their reaction was justified.

One says they raised their voice because the other person was

not listening. The other says they stopped listening because they

were being shouted at. Both describe part of the cycle accurately,

but use it to erase their own step.

It helps to say out loud how many subjects are now on the table:

“We have the original problem with money. Added to it are the

way I spoke to you and your decision to leave without a word. All

of it matters, but we cannot address everything at once. Where

will we begin, and what will we return to afterward?”

This does not minimize any layer. It simply gives the

conversation an order. Sometimes the way people acted must be
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repaired first before they can return to the issue at all. At other

times, stopping the immediate impact—an unpaid bill, for

example, or a decision with a deadline—is more important, and

the relational dimension can be discussed later. What matters is

that “later” not become a hidden word for “never.”

The Escalation Spiral: The Problem Is Not
Only in the Individual
In conflict, it is easy to see the other person’s character: they are

aggressive, oversensitive, cold, or unyielding. We notice the

movement between us less often. Yet that movement explains

why two people repeat the same steps even though those steps

do not serve them.

Typical spirals include:

•  Attack–defense: criticism provokes explanation and
defensiveness; the defense feels like a dismissal of the impact,
so the criticism intensifies.

•  Pressure–withdrawal: one person presses because they need
an answer; the other withdraws because they are
overwhelmed. The withdrawal increases the first person’s
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uncertainty, the pressure grows, and the other person shuts
down even more.

•  Criticism–counterattack: one person’s judgment provokes a
counteraccusation; the original subject becomes a contest over
who caused more hurt.

•  Repeated explanation–shutdown: one person adds more
arguments in the hope of finally being understood; the other
experiences them as overload or pressure and stops
responding.

These descriptions are not diagnoses of people. The same person

may press at work and withdraw at home. Roles may reverse

during a single conversation. What matters is the sequence: each

step changes the likelihood of the other person’s next step.

This does not mean responsibility is always divided exactly in

half. Someone who humiliates, threatens, or violates boundaries

is responsible for their behavior regardless of the other person’s

response. But in ordinary, safe conflict, it is useful to ask not only

“What are they doing?” but also “What happens immediately

after I do what I do?”

A cycle can be interrupted at several points. The person who

presses can replace insistence with an agreement on when to
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return. The person who withdraws can say that they need twenty

minutes and will come back instead of disappearing. Criticism

can return to the specific event. Defensiveness can acknowledge

the impact before explaining the intention. One new step can

sometimes change the entire sequence that follows—not because

one person carries the whole relationship, but because the

dynamic needs to gain another possibility somewhere.

What Happens to Our Thinking Under
Pressure
As conflict grows more intense, our thinking tends to become less

flexible. Attention narrows to what confirms the threat. We

notice a dismissive look more readily than a conciliatory

sentence. Our certainty about the other person’s motives grows:

“They’re doing it on purpose,” “They don’t care,” “They want to

control me.” At the same time, our ability to hold several possible

explanations and truly hear what has changed diminishes.

We do not need to turn this into a dramatic story about reason

“shutting down.” Even under pressure, people retain some

choice and responsibility. But high emotional and physical

arousal does change the quality of attention, memory, and
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decision-making. In haste, we look for a familiar pattern and

protect what we believe is threatened. That is why we so often

prepare our response before the other person finishes speaking.

Under pressure, we also confuse certainty about a feeling with

certainty about an interpretation. The feeling may be

undeniable: I am hurt. I am afraid. I am angry. But it does not

automatically follow that we know exactly what the other person

intended or what their behavior means. The inner sentence “I

feel overlooked, so they are deliberately overlooking me”

combines an experience with an assumption.

A useful sign is the moment when we can no longer repeat the

other person’s view in a way they themselves would find

acceptable. This does not mean that we have to agree with them.

It means we may have stopped taking in new information.

Another argument at that point often adds no precision; it

merely adds material for the defense.
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Before We Try to Calm a Conflict: Safety
Comes First

Ordinary conflict assumes that both people have at least a basic
ability to disagree, end the conversation, and protect their
boundaries. This condition disappears where there is intimidation,
humiliation, threats, physical violence, sexual coercion, economic
control, isolation from loved ones, or punitive control over
everyday life.

Such behavior is not merely a “more intense argument” or a

difference in personality. Conflict can be a mutual clash;

coercion is a way of reducing another person’s freedom. Violence

and control must not be dissolved into the claim that “both

contribute to the dynamic.” Responsibility for violent or coercive

behavior lies with the person who chooses it.

It is particularly concerning when a person must anticipate how

to adjust their behavior to avoid punishment; when they are

prevented from leaving; when the other person controls money,

their phone, movements, or contacts; when they force sexual

activity; or when they threaten the person, children, themselves,

or property.
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In such a situation, it is not appropriate to use a couples exercise

as a shared tool or raise a sensitive subject in a way that could

increase risk. Safety is the priority: support from a trusted

person, individual professional or specialized help, and local

emergency services in immediate danger. A rapid confrontation

or departure may not always be safe without a safety plan.

When It Is Wise to Pause a Conflict
A pause is not a failure of the conversation. It may be a condition

for the conversation to continue at all. It is particularly useful

when activation is so high that people repeat the same sentences,

lose respect, stop taking in the content, move toward

humiliation, or feel a powerful urge to do something they would

later regret.

A good pause has three parts:

1.  Naming: “We are no longer listening to each other, and we are
both becoming harsher.”

2.  Setting limits: “I need half an hour without continuing by
text.”
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3.  Returning: “I’ll come back at eight, and we’ll decide whether
we can continue tonight or tomorrow morning.”

There is no universal length for a pause. Sometimes ten minutes

is enough; at other times, it is wise to sleep on it. The more

sensitive and urgent the issue, the more important a specific

return becomes. The sentence “I can’t do this now, but we’ll sit

down for forty minutes tomorrow at six” gives the other person a

different experience from a slammed door and several days of

silence.

During the pause, it does not help to prepare a more perfect

indictment, recruit allies against the other person, or continue

with a series of messages. The goal is to reduce pressure, restore

the ability to think, and clarify what truly needs to be

communicated or decided. Walking, calm breathing, water,

briefly writing down facts and needs, or a simple question may

help: What do I want to be clearer after this conversation?

Leaving without returning can be a punishment. Likewise, a

pause is not safe if one person uses it to control time, provoke

anxiety, or ensure that no uncomfortable subject is ever
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resolved. In an ordinary safe relationship, the person who needs

to stop has a responsibility to create a credible path back.

How to Return to the Conversation
Returning does not begin with proving who was right. It begins

by restoring the shared subject of the conversation. The listening,

empathy, and precise-expression skills from earlier chapters

remain important here, but they are not ends in themselves.

They help people understand the conflict and create a decision

that will hold after the conversation ends.

A useful return may have six steps:

1.  Describe the event without an overall verdict. “We agreed
on the amount, and the payment went out two days late
without any message.”

2.  Name your own experience and the meaning. “It left me
uncertain because I feel as though responsibility for deadlines
remains with me.”

3.  Acknowledge what is already undisputed. “I know you were
dealing with a sick child. At the same time, we had no
information that would have allowed us to change the plan.”

438



4.  Listen to the other person’s world. Not only their defense,
but the priorities, limitations, and concerns they were
protecting in the situation.

5.  Separate agreement from difference. What do you agree on?
What does each of you see differently? What is fact, and what is
interpretation?

6.  Determine the next step. An agreement, a trial of a new
option, repair of harm, a boundary, or a date for the next
decision.

Sometimes it becomes clear that people describe the same event

similarly but differ about what is acceptable. At other times, they

share a value but disagree on the means. Both may want safety

for the family, but one connects safety with financial reserves

and the other with time spent together. Naming the shared value

is useful, but it must not hide the real decision about how much

money and time will go where.

The return is complete only when it is clear what will be

different—or when both people consciously acknowledge that

the difference remains for now. The sense of relief that follows

understanding is valuable, but it does not replace an agreement

where recurring commitments and consequences are involved.

Conflict Does Not Have to Be the End

439



A Solvable Problem and a Lasting Difference
Some conflicts have a mainly practical solution. Information is

missing, roles are unclear, a rule was never stated, or several

options exist from which to choose. A schedule, a budget, a

deadline, a process change, or a clearer boundary can help. Such

a problem may not be easy, but it is possible to recognize what

“resolved” means.

Other conflicts grow from differences that will not disappear

with one agreement. People differ in temperament, need for

social contact, relationship to risk, ideas about order, degree of

spontaneity, spiritual values, or life priorities. We cannot

reasonably expect one conversation to turn a more introverted

person into a lover of large gatherings or make a person with a

strong need for certainty stop noticing financial risk.

A lasting difference does not mean that everything is permitted

and nothing can change. It means the goal is not to eliminate the

difference but to create an arrangement that is sustainable over

time. This may include taking turns, pursuing separate activities,

setting a minimum standard, reviewing the arrangement
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regularly, or establishing a boundary beyond which one person

cannot go.

Helpful questions include:

•  Is the issue a specific behavior that can change, or a more stable
preference or value?

•  What part of the problem can be resolved by agreement, and
what part will return?

•  What does the current arrangement cost each of us?

•  What are we willing to accept as a difference, and what already
affects our boundary or fundamental direction in life?

•  How will we know in three months whether the agreement is
working?

Sometimes a lasting difference reveals an incompatibility. If one

person wants children and the other is determined not to have

them, this is not a communication misunderstanding or a

problem that can be fairly resolved by “meeting in the middle.”

Maturity here may lie not in compromise but in honestly

acknowledging the consequences. Understanding cannot remove

every choice life places before us.
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Fairness Is Not the Same as Victory
In an intense conflict, the desire for a verdict can easily arise.

Who started it? Who has adapted more often? Whose pain is

more justified? Sometimes these questions matter, especially

when an agreement was broken or harm occurred. At other

times, they become a competition in which one person’s victory

requires the other person’s experience to be invalid.

A fair solution does not mean that both people receive exactly

half or make concessions of equal size. It takes facts, needs,

responsibility, power, options, and consequences seriously.

Parents may not have exactly the same number of minutes of

free time every day, but the long-term arrangement cannot

depend on one person’s fatigue remaining invisible. On a team,

not everyone may have an equal voice in the final decision, but

the manager must explain the criteria and take responsibility for

the impact.

Compromise is only one option. Sometimes it is good: both

people gain something and give something up. At other times, it

creates the worst of both alternatives or conceals pressure from

the stronger person. If, for example, one person does not feel safe
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with a sexual activity, a “compromise” involving partial consent

is not a fair solution. If a team is addressing a safety standard, it

cannot be averaged with the desire to save time.

Instead of asking “Who won?” it is usually more useful to

explore:

•  What facts must we respect?

•  Who carries what responsibility for creating and repairing the
situation?

•  Who will bear the consequences of the proposed solution?

•  Is consent truly freely given?

•  Can the agreement be reviewed and changed later?

Fairness is not revealed only by the tone of the conversation. It is

also revealed by how the burden is distributed afterward.
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Micro-Repairs During Conflict
We will explore apology and recovery after hurt in detail in the

next chapter. But even during conflict, small repairs can prevent

further damage. They do not resolve the entire issue, but they

restore precision and respect to the conversation.

They might sound like this:

•  “I said that harshly. I’ll try again without the attack.”

•  “That generalization wasn’t fair. I’m talking about today, not
about what kind of person you are.”

•  “Right now, I’m defending my intention and missing the impact
on you.”

•  “I brought up the past, which is related, but I shouldn’t have
used it as a weapon.”

•  “Let’s return to the question we need to decide.”

•  “I understand it differently, but I don’t want to deny that it
affected you.”

A micro-repair is not a tactic for calming the other person

quickly. It matters only when the person genuinely adjusts their

next step. The words “I’m sorry, but…” followed by the same

attack repair nothing. Sometimes a small change in tone is
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enough; at other times, the conversation must be paused or a

specific boundary violation acknowledged.

The ability to repair a sentence while a dispute is still unfolding

is a sign of responsibility, not weakness. A person is not giving up

their view. They are simply refusing to let the way they defend it

damage something they are trying to protect.

Conflict in Different Relationships
The basic dynamics of conflict recur across relationships, but

roles, commitments, and power change what can reasonably be

expected.

In a Romantic Relationship

Conflict between partners often touches several layers at once:

practical functioning, closeness, loyalty, sexuality, money, care,

and the vision of a shared future. That is why a small event can

easily touch the question “Do we hold the same place in each

other’s lives?” It is important not only to divide tasks, but also to

notice invisible responsibility: who plans, reminds, anticipates,

and carries the consequences when something does not happen.
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In a Family

Family conflict has a longer memory. Today’s disagreement may

carry old roles: the responsible child, the one who gives way, the

one who is forgiven, the one whose opinion is not taken

seriously. Adult siblings can find themselves in positions created

decades earlier within minutes. It helps to talk not only about the

past but about current capacity and responsibility. Kinship does

not create an unlimited claim on time, money, or obedience.

In a Friendship

Friendship tends to carry fewer formal commitments, and so

conflicts sometimes go entirely unaddressed. Instead of talking,

people gradually stop reaching out. Yet friendship also needs the

ability to name imbalance, disappointment, or changed

expectations. At the same time, it is natural for some friendships

to change in intensity, and not every growing distance is a

betrayal.
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At Work

Workplace conflict easily becomes personal even though its

sources are often roles, goals, resources, processes, or rewards.

The sentence “It’s impossible to work with him” may conceal

unclear decision-making authority, conflicting metrics, or a

missing deadline. Professionalism does not mean the absence of

emotion; it means the ability to connect the impact on people

with the task, authority, and decision.

When Leading People

A manager does not have just another opinion in the room. They

influence evaluations, access to resources, information, and

future opportunities. They therefore carry greater responsibility

for the conditions of the conversation. They must distinguish

disagreement from insubordination, protect the ability to bring

bad news, and state clearly when they are gathering input and

when they are making a decision. Listening does not mean

accommodating everyone; it means not using power to punish

legitimate disagreement.
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Power Changes the Conditions of Conflict
When one person has more power, the same sentence may not

carry the same weight. “I’d like you to stay longer” means one

thing between colleagues and another when it comes from the

person who decides whether a contract is renewed. “You can

choose” is not a free choice if refusal brings disproportionate

retaliation.

Power may come from a role, money, age, physical advantage,

social status, control of housing, information, or access to

children and important relationships. It is not necessarily being

abused. But it creates greater responsibility for the person who

holds it.

A parent is responsible for tolerating a child’s emotions even

when they cannot fulfill the child’s wish. A manager is

responsible for not presenting their preferences as a neutral

rule. A financially stronger partner must not use access to money

as a tool of obedience. A professional is responsible for

explaining options so that the other person can understand what

they are agreeing to.
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When evaluating an agreement, then, we should not ask only

whether both people said yes. We should also ask what the

alternatives were, what would have happened after a refusal,

and whether the less powerful person had time, information,

and an opportunity to seek support. Formal consent alone does

not guarantee that the conflict unfolded fairly.

Pause

Think of one ordinary, safe conflict that recurs in your life. Do not
choose the most painful event or a situation in which you fear
retaliation. For now, something that truly matters but can be
considered without danger is enough.

Slowly ask yourself these questions:

•  What do I say the conflict is about—and what is it really about
for me?

•  What meaning do I assign to the other person’s behavior? What
part is fact, and what part is interpretation?

•  What am I trying to protect: rest, respect, certainty, autonomy,
fairness, closeness, reputation, time?

•  What step do I usually take when I feel threatened? What
follows for the other person?
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•  What would be a small but genuinely different next step in this
cycle?

•  Do we need understanding, a specific agreement, repair, or a
boundary?

You may discover that your anger is not the whole problem but a

carrier of information. You may notice that you repeat an

argument because you fear your need will not be taken seriously

unless it is fully understood. Or that you give way before the

other person even learns what matters to you. Do not look for the

ideal answer yet. Look for a more precise description.

In Practice: When the System Created a “Personal Problem”

Lenka led a product team, and Vojtěch was responsible for sales

to key customers. Their collaboration deteriorated over several

months. Vojtěch claimed that Lenka blocked important requests

and did not understand the market. Lenka felt that Vojtěch

promised features to customers without consultation and then

created artificial pressure on development.

Their latest conflict began over a release date for a new feature.

Vojtěch wrote in the shared chat that the customer expected

implementation by the end of the month. Lenka replied that she
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had never confirmed the date and that such promises were

irresponsible. Vojtěch responded that without speed, the

company would lose the contract. Within an hour, they were no

longer arguing about the date but about professionalism, respect,

and who was truly helping the company.

At first, the department manager told them to “talk it out

between themselves.” But their conversation ended the same

way. Vojtěch brought a list of occasions when the product team

had responded slowly. Lenka brought a list of promises the team

could not fulfill. Each had enough facts to prosecute the other,

but they had no shared decision-making process.

Only when they mapped one specific case did it become clear

that three problems were combining:

1.  An unclear role: it had not been determined who was
authorized to give a customer a binding date.

2.  Different priorities: sales was evaluated on closed deals;
product, on stability and delivery against plan.

3.  An escalation cycle: under pressure from the customer,
Vojtěch made promises more quickly; Lenka responded with a
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harsher refusal; the harsh refusal confirmed Vojtěch’s belief
that he had to bypass the process and create even more
pressure.

The solution, then, was not only about communication. The

company introduced a simple process: sales could mark a

request as commercially critical, but a binding date was set only

after a brief joint review of the impact. Each request specified

who would decide, by when, and according to what criteria. If a

date could not be confirmed, the customer received options, not

a vague promise.

Lenka also acknowledged that her public statement about

irresponsibility had questioned Vojtěch’s professionalism in

front of the team. Vojtěch acknowledged that he had presented

the customer’s wish as an internally approved commitment. This

was not a symmetrical “You both made a mistake, so now you’re

even.” Each took responsibility for a different, specific step.

Over the following weeks, their relationship did not suddenly

become warm. But the conflict became less personal because the

process absorbed some of the tension people had previously

been forced to carry. They still differed in their willingness to
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take risks and their speed of decision-making. That difference

did not disappear. But they now had a place to negotiate it before

it became a public clash.

The example shows something important: sometimes we try to

repair a relationship that is repeatedly damaged by a poor work

structure. People are, of course, responsible for their tone and

actions. But an organization is responsible for the roles, goals,

and processes that predictably produce conflict between them.

What You Can Do Today
1.  Name one conflict in one sentence. Without history or

character judgments, write down what needs to be decided or
changed. If you cannot, you probably have several issues on the
table.

2.  Separate the event from its meaning. Beside the sentence
“what happened,” write “what I interpreted it to mean.” Do not
question your experience; simply give the assumption its
proper name.

3.  Find the cycle, not the character to blame. Complete: “When
I…, the other person usually…; when they…, I then…” Look for a
place where you can change your own next step without
denying your boundary.
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4.  Agree on a pause with a return. If you have a subject that
regularly floods you with pressure, prepare a sentence and a
realistic return time in advance. An agreement about pausing is
easier to create outside conflict than in the middle of it.

5.  Ask whether you are addressing a problem or a lasting
difference. For a solvable problem, look for an agreement and
a deadline. For a lasting difference, look for a sustainable
arrangement, review, and boundaries.

6.  Make one micro-repair. Return to a sentence that was
inaccurate or harsh: “Yesterday I called you selfish. That wasn’t
fair. I need to talk about how we divide our time, not about
your worth.”

7.  Check whether consent is freely given. If you have more
power, ask whether the other person can truly refuse and what
will happen if they do. If you are afraid to refuse, do not view
the situation only as a communication misunderstanding; seek
safe support.

A small step is not insignificant. Conflict is often less about

finding one perfect sentence than about changing the likelihood

of what happens in the next minute.
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Practical Exercise: Mapping One Conflict
This exercise is intended for ordinary conflict in which it is safe to
disagree and pause the conversation. In cases involving violence,
coercion, intimidation, or punitive control, individual safety
support is more appropriate.

1. Choose a Situation and Separate the Facts

Choose one specific scene. Write down what an impartial

observer could record: the actions, the existing agreement, and

the consequences. Leave out “always,” “on purpose,” and

judgments about character; mark what is uncertain as a

question.

2. Name the Interpretation, Emotions, and What Was at
Stake

Complete: “I interpreted it to mean that…” Capture your

emotions and physical signals before, during, and after the

conflict. Then name the need, value, or boundary you were

protecting. An interpretation is an important hypothesis, not

automatically a fact.
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3. Imagine the Other Person’s World as a Hypothesis

Write down what the other person may have been protecting,

what they may have feared, and what you need to check by

asking. Understanding their perspective does not erase the

impact or responsibility for harm.

4. Find the Cycle and the Point of Interruption

Write down four fields: trigger  my step  the other person’s

step  my next reaction. Choose one point you can change: a

more precise question, a pause with a return, acknowledgment

of the impact, refusal of an insult, or a process change.

5. Prepare an Agreement and a Boundary

State exactly what you need to negotiate: who will do what, by

when, and how a change of plan will be handled. Beside it, write

a workable boundary that describes your own action. An

agreement requires both people’s participation; you can hold a

boundary on your own.
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6. Distinguish the Type of Problem

Is the problem mainly solvable, is it a lasting difference, or is it a

combination of both? Determine what can be agreed now and

what will require long-term negotiation or a decision.

7. Plan How You Will Reopen the Conversation

Write only the beginning of the conversation: the specific

situation, its impact, a question about the other person’s

perspective, and what must be agreed. Add to the map after the

conversation. If more precise understanding repeatedly fails to

translate into responsibility and action, that too is important

information.

Questions for Self-Reflection

•  Which conflicts do I try to resolve faster than I truly understand
them?

•  When do I mistake the intensity of my feeling for certainty
about the other person’s intention?

•  What do I do most often under pressure: press, defend myself,
attack, explain, withdraw, or agree prematurely?

•  What effect does my usual protection have on the other person
and on what happens next?
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•  Can I acknowledge the impact of my actions without giving up
my perspective?

•  Which conflict do I keep alive by returning to tone and never to
the original decision?

•  Where do I expect compromise even though the issue is really a
boundary or a fundamental life choice?

•  In which relationship do I have more power, and how does that
change my responsibility for the conditions of disagreement?

•  In which relationship, by contrast, do I agree because I fear the
cost of refusing?

•  How do I know when a pause serves a return and when it
becomes avoidance or punishment?

•  Which difference do I need to stop trying to “fix” and begin
negotiating honestly?

•  What would it mean for me to accept that understanding may
not always lead to the relationship continuing in the same
form?

Key Takeaways from This Chapter

•  A healthy relationship is defined not by the absence of conflict,
but by the ability to differ without losing dignity and safety.

•  Conflict arises from a clash of needs, values, expectations,
priorities, perspectives, or limited resources.

•  An argument is a form conflict takes; conflict can continue
through silence, avoidance, and resigned agreement.
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•  The intensity of a dispute is shaped not only by the event, but
by its meaning, earlier experience, stress, and what is at stake.

•  The original problem must be distinguished from conflict about
tone, intention, the past, and fairness.

•  An escalation spiral is a relational dynamic. Each step changes
the likelihood of the next, but responsibility is not
automatically divided in half.

•  A pause helps only when it protects respect and includes a
credible return.

•  A solvable problem needs an agreement; a lasting difference
needs long-term negotiation, acceptance, and boundaries.

•  Compromise is not always fair. Consequences, freedom of
consent, and the distribution of power matter.

•  A micro-repair can stop further damage even when the whole
conflict has not yet been resolved.

•  Coercion, intimidation, and violence are not “another
communication style.” In these situations, safety takes priority
over a shared exercise or better phrasing.

A Final Thought from the Author

Conflict does not have to be the end of understanding. It becomes
the end of understanding only when defeating the other person
matters more to us than seeing clearly what between us is
asking for change—and what is now asking for a boundary.
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CHAPTER 11

The Art of Apology
Responsibility Without Self-Abasement, Repair Without

Entitlement

Not every situation, however, can be repaired in time.

Sometimes we say something humiliating. We break a promise

on which someone else based a decision. We disclose

information we should have protected. We make someone else

bear the consequences of our haste, fear, or negligence. The

conflict ends, but its impact remains. At such a moment,

changing the subject or acting as though nothing happened is no

longer enough. We need to return to the specific place where our

actions damaged another person’s trust, dignity, or safety.

That is where an apology begins. Not with the word “sorry,” but

with the willingness to acknowledge our part. An apology is not a

magic sentence that erases the past. Nor is it a social ritual whose

correct performance obligates the other person to forgive us. It is



a way of facing what we did with greater precision and

responsibility than we did when it happened.

A good apology does not require us to deny our own dignity. It

does not say, “I am a worthless person.” It says, “This is what I

did. This is the impact it may have had. This is the part I take

responsibility for. I am sorry. And this is what I can repair or

change.” It does not reduce a person to their mistake, but neither

does it allow them to hide behind their humanity to avoid

responsibility.

When “Sorry” Does Not Repair the
Relationship
Alena and Milan had been through weeks in which almost

everything happened under time pressure. Milan was finishing a

demanding project. Alena was juggling work with caring for her

sick mother. At home, most of their conversations were logistical:

who would buy groceries, who would pick up their daughter

from her after-school activity, who would call the doctor. Both

felt they were doing more than they could sustain, and at the

same time that the other did not fully see it.
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On Friday, Alena was supposed to be home at six. Milan was

counting on her because an important video call began at six

thirty. But Alena’s visit with her mother ran long. Her phone was

on silent, and she missed several messages. When she arrived

shortly after seven, Milan was sitting at his computer, their

daughter was crying beside him over spilled tea, and the name of

the next speaker had just come over the computer speakers.

Milan muted his microphone and said more sharply than he

intended, “You really can’t be counted on. You always leave

everything to me and then come home as if nothing happened.”

He did not say it quietly. Their daughter heard him, and the

people on the call may have heard a few seconds as well, because

he was not sure he had muted his microphone in time.

Alena froze. She knew she should have let him know. At the same

time, she had just spent the afternoon waiting with her mother

for an examination and hearing the news they had both feared.

Milan’s words did not feel like a reproach for being late. They

sounded like a verdict on whether she was a reliable partner and

mother. Without a word, she cleaned up the tea, took their
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daughter to her room, and barely spoke to Milan for the rest of

the evening.

The next day, Milan said, “I’m sorry I blew up, but you have to

admit that you put me in an impossible situation. If you had at

least answered your phone, it wouldn’t have happened.” He

expected Alena to accept the apology so that the conversation

could move on. Instead, she replied, “So it’s still basically my

fault.”

Milan felt misunderstood. In his eyes, he had said “sorry.” And he

was right that Alena had broken their agreement and failed to let

him know. Alena did not deny her part either. What she needed

was not for Milan to acknowledge the full complexity of the

situation. She needed him to stop defending his words for a

moment and see what they had done: publicly diminished her in

front of their daughter and perhaps his colleagues, turned one

specific problem into a judgment of her character, and struck her

at a moment when she was already vulnerable.
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That afternoon, Milan returned to the conversation. This time he

did not begin with an explanation. He said, “I want to come back

to what I said yesterday. I had a right to feel stressed, and I

needed you to let me know. But I did not have the right to say in

front of our daughter that you can’t be counted on and that you

leave everything to me. It was humiliating, and I unfairly turned

one situation into a judgment of you. I’m sorry. I’ll talk to our

daughter and tell her that I spoke disrespectfully and that what I

said was not okay. Next time I feel that overwhelmed, I don’t

want to attack you. I need to take a moment, describe the specific

problem, and only then talk about what to do. I understand if

you’re not ready to say everything is okay.”

Alena did not answer immediately. After a moment, she said,

“This sounds different now.” Then she took responsibility for her

part: “And I’m sorry I didn’t let you know. I knew you were

counting on me to be home at six. When I saw that it was going to

take longer, I should have found a way to send you a message.”

Milan’s first apology was mixed with self-defense. Its hidden

meaning was, “I regret my reaction, but you are the main cause.”

The second apology did not pretend otherwise. It did not take
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away Alena’s responsibility, but Milan did not use her part as an

escape from his own. This is one of the most important

distinctions between an apology that seeks to end discomfort and

one that is willing to bear the truth.

Pause

When you apologize, are you primarily trying to understand the

impact of your actions, or to explain as quickly as possible why

you acted as you did?

What happens inside you when the other person does not accept

your apology right away?

Can you take responsibility for your part without taking

responsibility for the entire conflict?
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What an Apology Really Is
An apology is the conscious acceptance of responsibility for a

specific action or omission and for the impact we caused or

contributed to. It includes a willingness to see the situation not

only from within our own inner world, but also from the

perspective of the person affected by our actions. Whenever

possible, it points toward repair and toward change that makes a

recurrence less likely.

An apology names our actions, responsibility, and regret. An

explanation adds context that helps clarify how the situation

arose. An excuse uses context to minimize responsibility or shift

it elsewhere. A request for forgiveness expresses a wish, but

places the decision with the other person. Relationship repair is

a longer process in which words are confirmed by behavior,

reparation, and new experience.
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Why Apologizing Is Psychologically Difficult

At first glance, apologizing may seem simple. All we have to do is

acknowledge a mistake and say a few words. In reality, an

apology often touches a sensitive place in our self-image. We

want to see ourselves as decent, reasonable, caring, or competent

people. When someone shows us that we caused pain,

humiliation, or harm, we may easily hear it as a claim that we

have failed as a person.

Shame comes to the foreground. Guilt says, “I did something for

which I am responsible.” Shame says, “I am bad, and I cannot

bear for anyone to see me this way.” Guilt can lead to repair.

Shame often drives us to attack, flee, minimize, or abase

ourselves, which paradoxically shifts attention back to us. When

we keep saying after an apology how terrible and unforgivable

we are, the injured person may end up having to comfort us.

An apology is also complicated by the fear that accepting

responsibility for one part means taking all the blame. If a

conflict involved several failures, a person may defend

themselves by saying, “I won’t apologize until they admit their

part too.” But this ties together two separate questions. I can take
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responsibility for my insulting words even if the other person

broke an agreement. I can apologize for humiliating someone in

public without agreeing with their version of the entire event.

Taking responsibility for my part does not mean confirming that

the other person had no part of their own.

We also often defend our intention. We know what we meant,

and we feel that the other person should acknowledge it. But

they did not experience our intention directly. They experienced

our words, tone, decisions, and their consequences. Our good

intention may be important information to us, but it may not be

the most important information to the injured person at first.

Finally, we may fear rejection. An apology puts us in a situation

where we cannot control the response. The other person may

remain silent, not believe us, need time, or end contact. If we

apologize only when acceptance is guaranteed, the apology is not

a freely chosen acceptance of responsibility. It is a transaction: I

will acknowledge my mistake in exchange for quick relief.
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An Apology Is Not Self-Abasement

A healthy apology separates a person’s identity from an

evaluation of their actions. The sentence “I did something

wrong” leaves room for responsibility and change. The sentence

“I am a bad person” closes the entire story with a verdict that

offers no precision. A person either collapses under it or begins

to defend themselves.

Apologizing does not mean agreeing with every negative

judgment the other person makes about us. It does not mean

accepting humiliation, insults, or a demand that we give up our

own version of events. We can say, “I apologize for what I said. It

was hurtful, and it was not okay. At the same time, I do not agree

that I did everything deliberately or that I have no right to

describe my perspective.” Responsibility and dignity are not

mutually exclusive.

Self-punishment is not the same as repair, either. A person may

suffer from guilt for a long time and still change nothing

concrete. They may repeatedly call themselves a terrible partner,

parent, or leader while continuing to act in the same way. An

apology gains weight when, instead of passing judgment on
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ourselves, we ask: What exactly did I do? What did it cause?

What can I repair? What do I need to do differently?

An Apology Is Not an Explanation or an Excuse

The sentence “I yelled because I was under stress” may be

accurate. But if it is the first and last thing we say, it carries a

hidden message: stress is reason enough for you to put up with

my yelling. A more responsible order sounds different: “I yelled

at you, and it was intimidating. That was not okay. I’m sorry. I

was under a great deal of stress, but stress explains my behavior;

it does not excuse it. I need to change what I do when I feel

myself losing control.”

An excuse usually minimizes our agency: “I had no choice.” It

locates the source of our actions outside us: “You made me do it.”

Or it challenges the other person’s standard: “Anyone would

have reacted the same way.” An explanation, by contrast,

preserves responsibility: “These were the circumstances that

influenced me, but this was my action.”
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An Apology Is Not “I’m Sorry You Feel That Way”

The sentence “I’m sorry you feel that way” can express

compassion in some situations. By itself, however, it is not an

apology for our actions. The object of regret is the other person’s

feeling, not what we did. The hurt can begin to seem like a

problem with their sensitivity: if they did not feel that way, there

would be nothing to address.

The difference becomes clear through specificity. “I’m sorry you

felt humiliated” may be a beginning, but it still does not say

whether I see my role. “I dismissed your proposal in front of the

others and used sarcasm. I understand that this may have felt

like public humiliation. I am sorry I treated you that way” takes

responsibility for a specific action.

An Apology Is Not a Request for Immediate Forgiveness

The question “Will you forgive me?” may be sincere. But when it

comes too soon, it can place another task on the injured person:

they must decide, reassure us, or prove their generosity before

they have had room to understand their own hurt. The apology

then shifts subtly away from their experience and toward our

need for relief.
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Forgiveness, reconciliation, and continuing a relationship are

three different things. A person may eventually let go of some of

their anger and still not rebuild trust. They may accept an

apology but keep their distance. They may appreciate the other

person’s accountability and still conclude that they no longer

want or are able to continue the relationship. An apology creates

no entitlement to any of these responses.

The injured person has the right to need time. They have the

right to say, “I hear you, but I don’t yet know what this means for

me.” They have the right to want to see change before opening

up again. They also have the right not to accept the apology.

Respect for their pace is not an add-on to an apology. It is one of

its most important tests.

What Makes a Good Apology
There is no single sentence that will ring true in every

relationship and every situation. A formulaic script can help

someone begin, but it cannot guarantee sincerity. A good apology

is more like a map. Some situations require all its elements;

others require only a few. What matters is that the individual

elements do not undermine one another.
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Naming the Action Specifically

A vague “I’m sorry for everything” may sound generous, but it

often fails to show the other person whether we understand

what happened. It is more precise to name the action: I

interrupted you; I disclosed information you entrusted to me; I

promised a deadline I already knew I probably could not meet; I

spoke about you contemptuously in front of the children.

Acknowledging the Impact

An apology is incomplete if it speaks only about our intention. It

needs to address what the other person may have experienced: a

loss of trust, public humiliation, uncertainty, loneliness, financial

harm, a disruption of safety, or the burden of carrying work we

failed to do.

Acknowledging the impact does not mean claiming to know

exactly what the other person feels. We can speak with humility:

“I can imagine that my silence made it seem as though I didn’t

care. I want to hear what it actually meant to you.” This phrasing

does not turn our assumption into fact, while still showing a

willingness to listen.
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Taking Responsibility for Our Part

Responsibility means speaking without a hidden shift of blame:

“This was my choice, my omission, or my part.” Sometimes our

part is complete; at other times it is partial. We do not need to

claim that we caused the entire conflict if that is not true. But we

do need to stop using the other person’s mistakes as a condition

that must be met before we acknowledge our own part.

Genuine Regret

Regret is not theatricality or a measure of self-punishment. It is a

human acknowledgment that we wish our actions and their

impact had been different. It can be expressed simply: “I am

sorry I hurt you that way.” Its credibility often lies not in the

force of the words, but in whether we can stay with the other

person’s pain for a moment without immediately beginning to

defend ourselves.
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Repair Where Possible

Some harm cannot be undone. We cannot take back words,

restore lost time, or ensure that the hurt will never return. Often,

however, something concrete can be done: repay money, correct

false information, take on extra work, secure the data again, pay

for repairs, apologize in front of the people who witnessed the

humiliation, or create space in which the injured person’s voice

can be heard.

The repair should match the nature of the impact. A private

apology may not be enough for a public slight. Flowers may not

be an appropriate response to financial harm. A kind gesture can

express care, but it should not replace what actually needs to be

repaired.
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Concrete Change

An apology for recurring behavior requires more than the

promise “It won’t happen again.” It is more useful to describe

what we will do differently: what trigger we will watch for, what

process we will change, whom we will authorize to stop us, what

support we will seek, what we will stop promising, or how we

will keep the consequences from falling on the same person

again.

Respect for the Other Person’s Pace and Freedom

The final element is the ability to let the other person respond in

their own way. “I understand if you need time.” “I don’t expect

you to believe me right now.” “If you don’t want to continue this

conversation, I will respect that.” These sentences are not tricks

to increase the chance of acceptance. They must remain true

even when the other person actually takes the space offered.
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A guide, not a formula

“I want to name what I did. When I …, it probably affected you by

… I take responsibility for this part, and I am sorry. I can repair

…, and next time I will specifically … I don’t expect you to forgive

me right away. I want to respect what you need now.”

Intention, Impact, and the Limits of
Responsibility
“I Didn’t Mean It That Way” May Be True

Intention matters. It allows us to distinguish a mistake from

deception, awkwardness from deliberate humiliation, or an

accidental impact from a knowingly accepted risk. It is not right

to pretend that intention never matters. At the same time,

intention is not an eraser that removes the consequence.

When we say “I didn’t mean it that way” too soon, the other

person may hear, “Your experience is wrong because it does not

match what was in my mind.” It is better to acknowledge the

impact first and only then add the intention: “I see that my

comment sounded mocking and undermined your confidence in
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front of the others. I’m sorry. I didn’t intend to put you down, but

I understand that the way I chose to say it had that effect.”

Intention is most useful when it helps with repair. It is not

enough to say what we did not mean to do. We also need to show

what we will do next time so that our actual intention is clearer

and safer.

When the Other Person Describes the Impact Differently

Sometimes a person attributes a meaning to our actions that we

disagree with. They say that we wanted to humiliate, control, or

deliberately ignore them. We know our intention was different.

In such a moment, we have two tempting options: accept every

interpretation in order to appear empathetic, or reject their

entire experience in order to protect ourselves. Neither is

necessary.

We can distinguish between experience, observable impact, and

an interpretation of intention. “I believe you when you say that

you felt overlooked in that moment. I also see that I changed our

agreement three times without discussing it with you, so your

478



uncertainty makes sense. But I do not agree that my goal was to

show you that you don’t matter.” This statement acknowledges

the experience and the facts without accepting a claim about our

inner world that we do not believe is true.

When an Apology Is Needed—and When Clarification Is
More Appropriate

Not every disappointment another person experiences proves

wrongdoing on our part. People can also be hurt because we

refused their request, left a relationship that was not working for

us, disagreed with them, or stopped carrying a responsibility that

belonged to them. Empathy for their pain does not mean we

must apologize for our right to make decisions about our own

lives.

An apology is appropriate when we have crossed a legitimate

boundary, broken an agreement, acted disrespectfully,

carelessly, or deceptively, abused power, caused harm, or

unfairly shifted its consequences onto someone else. Clarification

is more appropriate when people differ in their information or

understanding and responsibility is not yet clear. A boundary is

needed when the other person is demanding something to which

The Art of Apology

479



they are not entitled. A two-way conversation is appropriate

when each person contributed in a different way and both parts

need to be heard in turn.

A useful question is: What exactly would I be apologizing for? If

the answer is “because the other person is unhappy with my

decision,” perhaps the apology would not be truthful. If the

answer is “because I communicated my decision

contemptuously,” the responsibility is specific.

When an Apology Is Not Enough—or Not
Appropriate
Over-Apologizing

Some people do not apologize too little, but too much. They

apologize for needing time, having a question, taking up space,

crying, disagreeing, or saying “no.” The word “sorry” becomes

the price of admission for the right to exist without punishment.

It is useful to replace an automatic apology with a more precise

statement. Instead of “Sorry to bother you,” we can say, “Do you

have time for a quick question?” Instead of “Sorry I can’t manage
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it,” we can say, “I won’t be able to take on this task by that

deadline.” Instead of “Sorry I’m emotional,” we can say, “I need a

moment to settle down so I can continue.” On the other hand,

when a delay truly caused complications, it is appropriate to take

responsibility: “I was late, and that disrupted our plans. I’m

sorry.”

The difference between responsibility and taking on blame lies

in precision. Responsibility relates to a specific action. Excessive

blame spills over onto a person’s needs, emotions, and very

existence.

An Apology After a Repeated Pattern

A one-time failure and a repeated pattern are not the same. After

a first mistake, words can carry great weight. After the same

behavior has happened ten times, the injured person is right to

focus primarily on what happens between the apologies.

As we saw in the chapter on trust, trust does not grow from a

convincing declaration but from repeated experience. If

someone is late every time, promises to change every time, and
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leaves the other person to bear the consequences every time, the

problem is no longer the quality of the wording. It is the pattern

of behavior. A new apology without a new practice can even

deepen mistrust because it asks words, once again, to outweigh

experience.

An apology after a repeated pattern therefore requires humility

about the possibility that the other person will not believe it. “I

understand that my words are not enough now. I’m not asking

you to trust me on the basis of another promise. I will take these

specific steps, and I accept that you will decide how close you

want to be based on what you experience over time.”

Repair and Reparation

Reparation is a concrete effort to restore at least part of what was

damaged. It is not a way to buy forgiveness. It is an

acknowledgment that the impact of our actions sometimes lies

not only in emotions, but also in money, reputation, time, health,

opportunities, or the distribution of work.
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If we borrowed money and did not repay it, a realistic

repayment plan is an important part of the apology. If we

unfairly undermined a colleague in front of the team, a private

apology will not restore her standing; we need to correct what

we said in front of the same audience. If a poor decision on our

part placed dozens of hours of extra work on our direct reports,

saying we are sorry is not enough; we need to adjust priorities,

capacity, or compensation. If we disclosed private information,

we cannot take it back, but we can clearly accept responsibility,

limit its further spread, and change the way we handle

confidential information.

Apologies in Different Relationships

In a partnership, an apology can be difficult because the present

moment quickly becomes linked with the history of the

relationship. One forgotten promise can bring back a series of

earlier disappointments. It is therefore important not to use

closeness as an argument for closing the matter quickly: “You

know what I’m like.” Closeness actually increases the importance

of responsibility because a partner bears the consequences of

our behavior repeatedly.
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In families, an apology often touches on roles and generations. A

parent may feel that apologizing will cost them authority. In

reality, it shows a child that power does not mean infallibility

and that the relationship can bear the truth. “I yelled at you and

frightened you. That was not okay. We will deal with the mess in

your room, but my yelling is not your fault.” Such an apology

does not remove the parental boundary. It separates that

boundary from the behavior for which the adult is responsible.

In a friendship, unclear expectations can complicate an apology.

People do not have a contract specifying how quickly they will

reply, what will remain confidential, or what support they are

entitled to expect. An apology may therefore need to be followed

by clarification: what we considered the agreement to be, what

the other person expected, and what we are able to offer in the

future.

At work, it is important to distinguish personal sensitivity from

professional impact. An apology for a mistake should not be a

long emotional performance that burdens the team. It needs to

be clear, proportionate, and tied to repair. The standard is higher

for leaders because of the power imbalance. When a leader
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minimizes their impact, employees often cannot safely insist on

repair. Admitting a mistake is therefore more than a personal

virtue. It is a way to establish a culture of accountability.

A person in authority should not apologize in a way that

pressures people whose evaluations or careers they influence to

reassure them. A leader who waits after an apology for the team

to say, “It’s nothing,” creates more pressure. It is more precise to

name the mistake, repair its consequences, change the process,

and provide a safe way to offer feedback.

When an Apology Is Not Accepted

Sometimes the other person needs more time. Sometimes they do

not believe change is coming because their past experience says

otherwise. Sometimes the hurt is so deep that contact with us is

itself unsafe or unwelcome. And sometimes the refusal may be

harsh or unfair. Even then, we do not have to turn our apology

into pressure.

We can say, “I understand that you don’t want to accept it right

now. I won’t try to persuade you. The offer to make amends still
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stands if you ever want it.” Then we need to respect the

boundary. Repeated messages, gifts, requests to meet, or

attempts to use intermediaries may feel like proof of remorse to

us, but like another invasion of space to the other person.

When Someone Owes Us an Apology That Never Comes

Waiting for an apology can keep a person in an invisible

relationship with someone who hurt them. They keep imagining

the sentence that should be spoken, the acknowledgment that

would finally validate their experience, or the moment when the

other person understands the consequences. This longing is

human. Acknowledgment from the person who caused the hurt

can be deeply valuable. But it is not always available.

We cannot force understanding or remorse. We can name the

impact if doing so is safe and meaningful. We can clearly state

what we need for any further contact. We can set a boundary,

limit closeness, or end the relationship. We can seek validation

and support from people who will not take our experience

lightly. And we can work toward healing without waiting for the

other person to become capable of apologizing.
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This does not mean claiming that no apology was needed. It

means rejecting the condition that our life can move forward

only after someone else admits what they did. The chapter on

forgiveness will return to this subject in greater depth. For now,

it is enough to make this distinction: the apology belongs to the

responsibility of the person who caused the harm; caring for our

own safety and our own life does not have to wait for their

decision.

A Safety Distinction

An apology is not an adequate response to violence, coercion,

controlling behavior, threats, serious boundary violations, or

other repeated harmful conduct. In such situations, the central

question is not whether a person can express remorse

convincingly. The central question is safety, an end to the

harmful behavior, acceptance of the consequences, and change

that can be verified over time.

A cycle of harm, emotional apology, promise, and repetition must

not be romanticized as evidence of deep love or as “fighting for

the relationship.” Strong emotions after causing harm are not in

themselves change. Gifts, tears, pleading, or a brief period of
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calm do not remove the risk if the same pattern of power and

harm returns.

When fear, controlling behavior, or violence is present, safety

takes priority over a shared communication exercise. It may be

important to contact a trusted person, a professional service, or

another source of help appropriate to the specific situation. A

person who is at risk has no obligation to remain close in order

to see whether an apology will one day turn into change.

Pause

Think of an apology you once needed. What was missing from it:

specificity, acknowledgment of the impact, responsibility, repair,

change, or respect for your pace?

Think of an apology you offered. Did any part of it subtly

pressure the other person to comfort you, excuse you, or quickly

assure you that everything was okay?
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Is there a situation in your life where you are apologizing for a

legitimate need or boundary instead of apologizing only for the

way you communicated it?

In Practice: A Leader Who Did Not Minimize Her Mistake

Ivana led a team preparing to implement a new client system.

The deadline was tight, and company leadership wanted to see

rapid progress. When one of the analysts, Bohdan, raised a

data-migration risk, Ivana dismissed his concern in the meeting:

“We really don’t need any more hypothetical problems right

now.” The team continued with the original plan.

Two weeks later, the risk materialized. No data was lost, but

hundreds of records had to be corrected manually. Several

people worked in the evenings, and the client was told that the

deadline had been pushed back. At first, Ivana felt a strong need

to explain how much pressure she had been under and that her

manager had supported the final decision. All of that was true. At

the same time, she knew that the way she had silenced Bohdan

affected not only this particular mistake, but also the team’s

willingness to raise a risk in the future.
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At the next meeting, she said, “I need to correct a mistake I made

at our last meeting. Bohdan raised a specific data-migration risk,

and I labeled his concern a hypothetical problem without our

properly investigating it. I made a hasty decision, and at the

same time I sent the team a message that unwelcome warnings

were not welcome. The result is extra work, a delayed deadline,

and some loss of trust. I am responsible for this decision and for

the way I responded. Bohdan, I am also apologizing to you

publicly because I diminished your contribution in public.”

She did not then ask the team to reassure her that nothing was

wrong. She described the repair: the company would pay for the

additional work; priorities would be adjusted so that people did

not pay for the mistake through further overload; and before

every major migration decision, there would be a brief risk

assessment with a designated person who had the authority to

stop the process. Ivana also asked her manager to make the

record clear that she—not Bohdan or the team—had made the

decision not to put the review in place.

Her apology did not eliminate the exhaustion or the delay. It did

not automatically restore trust to its former level. Yet it changed
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something essential: the mistake was no longer a nameless event

whose consequences were carried by people with less power.

The leader named it precisely, repaired the public impact

publicly, and changed the process that had allowed the warning

to be lost.

What You Can Do Today
•  Notice your first defensive impulse. When someone describes

how they were hurt, catch the sentence that first appears inside
you: “That’s not fair,” “I didn’t mean it that way,” “What about
what they did?” You do not have to deny it. You simply do not
have to say it before you understand the impact.

•  Replace a vague “sorry” with a specific action. Name one
sentence, decision, broken promise, or omission. Precision is
often more convincing than intensity.

•  Separate explanation from responsibility. If you want to add
context, first state what you take responsibility for. Then ask
whether it would be helpful for the other person to hear what
was happening inside you.

•  Look for an appropriate repair. Consider whether the harm
occurred privately, publicly, financially, in the use of time, or in
trust. Offer a repair that addresses that particular dimension.

•  Do not promise change without support. Instead of “never
again,” choose one observable step: a new process, a reminder,
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a limit, a conversation, professional support, or a way to stop a
recurring reaction in time.

•  Leave the other person free to respond. After an apology, do
not demand a hug, reassurance, or a quick decision. If they
need time, respect it through your subsequent behavior as well.

•  Stop apologizing for your legitimate existence. At least once
today, replace an automatic “sorry” with a question, a
thank-you, or a clear boundary. An apology carries more
weight when we do not use it as the price of having needs.

Practical Exercise: An Apology That Takes
Responsibility
Choose one specific, safe situation. It should be meaningful

enough that you want to address it, but not so serious that the

exercise exposes you to coercion, violence, or another danger. Do

not choose a situation in which you merely set a legitimate

boundary and the other person is punishing you for having one.

If you are unsure, begin by working only in writing or with

trusted support.

•  What exactly did I do or fail to do? Describe the observable
action without diagnoses, judgments, or explanations. What
would a camera or an email record show?

•  What was my intention? Name it honestly. Were you trying to
protect yourself, gain time, secure an outcome, avoid
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disappointment, help, or did you act without enough thought?
Write down your intention, but do not use it as a defense yet.

•  What impact might it have had? Consider both emotions and
concrete consequences: lost time, uncertainty, public
humiliation, diminished trust, extra work, financial harm, a
breach of privacy. What do you know about the impact, and
what are you only assuming?

•  What is truly my responsibility? Separate your part from the
other person’s part. Write one sentence that does not take on
the entire story but does not hide your actions behind theirs,
either.

•  What do I need to acknowledge? Which fact will be hardest
for you to say aloud? That you knew about the risk? That you
used your power? That your tone was humiliating? That you
promised something you could not deliver? This is often where
the heart of the apology lies.

•  What can be repaired? List concrete possibilities. What can
you return, correct, provide, set straight publicly, take on, or
replace? If the harm cannot be repaired, what can you do to
avoid increasing its consequences further?

•  What specifically will I change? Choose a small number of
observable steps. When will they begin? How will you know
you are following through? Do you need a reminder, a change
in process, a limit, support, or professional help?

•  What can I not ask of the other person? Write down what is
not within your control: immediate forgiveness, restored trust,
continuation of the relationship, reassurance that you are not a
bad person, or agreement with your interpretation.
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•  Prepare a natural apology without a disruptive “but.” It does
not have to include every part of the exercise. But it should be
specific, clear, and short enough that the other person does not
lose the main message. You can save the explanation for a later
part of the conversation.

•    Choose a safe way and time. Would an in-person
conversation, a phone call, a message, or a letter be more
appropriate? Does the other person need the option not to
respond? If they have explicitly asked you not to contact them,
respecting that boundary may be part of taking responsibility.

Finally, read the apology you have prepared and look for three

hidden movements: minimizing the action, shifting blame, and

asking to be reassured. If you find them, revise the sentence so

that it bears more truth and exerts less pressure.

Questions for Self-Reflection

•  In childhood or in important relationships, what did admitting
a mistake mean to me: safety, humiliation, punishment,
weakness, or the possibility of repair?

•  Which part of an apology comes most easily to me, and which
do I avoid: specificity, impact, responsibility, regret, repair,
change, or respect for the other person’s pace?

•  When do I use an explanation to promote understanding, and
when do I use it as protection from shame?
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•  How do I respond when my good intention does not match the
impact? Can I allow both realities to stand side by side for a
while?

•  Do I tend to take responsibility for the entire conflict, or do I
wait for the other person to apologize first?

•  What legitimate needs, emotions, or boundaries do I apologize
for even though I am not violating anyone else’s rights?

•  Is there an apology whose credibility now depends more on
changed behavior than on further words?

•  If someone owes me an apology, what can I do for my own
safety and healing even without it?

Key Takeaways from This Chapter

•  An apology is not a magic sentence, but an acceptance of
responsibility for a specific action and its impact.

•  Admitting a mistake does not mean denying our own dignity or
taking all the blame for an entire conflict.

•  An explanation provides context; an excuse uses context to
erase responsibility.

•  “I’m sorry you feel that way” does not name our role and is not,
by itself, an apology.

•  A good intention matters, but it does not erase the actual
impact.

•  A good apology is usually specific, acknowledges the impact,
expresses regret, offers an appropriate repair, and shows
observable change.
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•  An apology does not create an entitlement to forgiveness, trust,
or continuation of the relationship.

•  We do not need to apologize for a legitimate boundary or
disagreement; our responsibility may lie in the way we
communicated it, not in the “no” itself.

•  After a repeated pattern, behavior between apologies matters
more than the force of more words.

•  An apology from a person in authority carries special
importance because people with less power often cannot safely
insist that a mistake be acknowledged or repaired.

•  An apology without safety and genuine change is not an
adequate response to violence, controlling behavior, or serious
repeated harmful conduct.

A Final Thought from the Author

An apology is not a moment when a person makes themselves
smaller to reassure someone else. It is a moment when they
stand tall enough to bear the truth about their actions—and
leave the other person free to decide what to do with that truth.
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CHAPTER 12

Forgiveness
This is where the subject of forgiveness begins. An apology

belongs to the responsibility of the person who caused harm.

Forgiveness belongs to the freedom of the person who was

harmed. There is no automatic exchange between these two

steps. Even a precise apology cannot buy forgiveness. Nor

does forgiveness retroactively make harmful behavior

acceptable.

The word forgiveness carries many meanings. For some, it

means liberation; for others, it evokes pressure to stop

talking about what happened. It is therefore easy to use the

same word while speaking about different things.

In psychology, forgiveness is generally understood as a voluntary
change in one’s attitude toward the person who caused harm—not
as denying the harm, excusing the act, or automatically reconciling.
That is how I use the term in this book; rebuilding trust, resuming
contact, or restoring the relationship to its former shape remains a
separate decision for the person who was harmed.



An apology can open a door. But the person who was harmed
has the right to decide whether to walk through it, when to do
so, and where to go next.

The Apology Came, but Relief Did Not
When Filip apologized to his sister Soňa after almost a year,

he did many things right. He did not say, “I’m sorry, but.” He

did not defend himself by pointing to family tensions or the

pressure he had been under at the time. He stated clearly

that, without her consent, he had told their parents

something she had shared with him in confidence, and then

dismissed her outrage as an overreaction. He admitted that

he had not merely betrayed one secret. He had also

undermined the safety that had existed between them until

then.

“I shouldn’t have told them,” he said. “And when you

confronted me, I was mainly trying to prove that I wasn’t a

bad brother. I couldn’t face what I had done. I understand

that you may not trust me now. If there’s anything I can do

to make amends, I want to do it. I won’t pressure you.”
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Soňa could tell that the apology was not a rehearsed phrase.

Filip did not try to get quick reassurance, and for several

months he genuinely respected the fact that she no longer

told him personal things. Even so, the relief Soňa expected

did not come. As she left his home, she felt a mixture of

sadness, anger, and guilt. She had wanted to hear an

apology. When it finally came, she discovered that words

alone could not restore what had been lost.

Their mother saw it differently. “He apologized, didn’t he? It

would be a shame to divide the family over one mistake.”

Their aunt added, “You have to let it go.” And a friend asked,

“How much longer are you going to be angry with him?”

Soňa began to see her own pain as a failure. She forced

herself to act as if everything were normal. At a family

celebration, she joked with Filip even though she remained

tense inside. When she returned home, she burst into tears.

Only later did she ask herself a different question. Not “Why

can’t I forgive him yet?” but “What do I need so I don’t have
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to pretend to feel safe when I don’t?” She acknowledged that

she had lost not only a secret, but also her image of her

brother as someone she could approach without being on

guard. She needed time and a boundary: for now, she would

not discuss sensitive matters with him.

When she told him, Filip fell silent. She could see that it hurt

him. Then he replied, “I’m sorry we lost that. I understand

that you can’t promise to give it back. I’ll respect what you’re

telling me now.”

Soňa did not tell him that day that she forgave him. She still

did not know whether that word matched her experience.

But she did something important: she stopped confusing

honesty with cruelty. She acknowledged the apology while

also acknowledging her own pain. She allowed Filip to bear

the consequences without humiliating him, and she allowed

herself to heal without turning it into a public performance

for the sake of family harmony.
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Gradually, she stopped thinking about him every day. Trust

returned in small pieces and in a different form. Their

relationship was not the same as before, but neither was it

defined solely by one moment of betrayal. This was not a

simple happy ending. It was Soňa reclaiming the right to

decide how close she wanted to be.

Pause

Before we continue, try setting aside for a moment the

question of whether you have forgiven someone “the right

way.” Instead, you might ask yourself several more precise

questions:

What does the word forgiveness mean to me personally?

Who taught me what I should feel after being hurt and how

quickly I should return to normal?

Do I sometimes confuse forgiveness with resuming contact,

rebuilding trust, or restoring the closeness we once had?
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Is there something in me that still needs to be acknowledged

before I decide what I want to let go of?

Do I feel free in my situation, or do I feel pressure, shame,

and obligation?

You do not have to answer these questions right away.

Sometimes the first important answer is simply realizing

that the question “Have you forgiven them yet?” came too

soon and skipped over everything that first needed to be

named.

What Forgiveness Can Really Mean
Forgiveness is difficult to define in a single sentence because

people use the word for different processes: deciding not to

seek revenge, experiencing less inner conflict, changing one’s

relationship to the person who caused the harm, or

changing one’s relationship to one’s own story.
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It may be helpful to understand forgiveness as one possible

path along which a person gradually stops allowing an

injury they suffered to determine their present without end.

This does not mean the event ceases to matter. But it may

cease to be the sole center around which their attention,

energy, and decisions revolve.

This kind of change may take the form of less inner tension.

A person remembers, but does not have to enter the same

courtroom every time. The person who caused the harm

remains responsible, but no longer has to occupy their entire

inner world. It is possible to want just consequences without

seeking revenge, and to preserve memory without fighting

an endless battle with the past.

Sometimes forgiveness includes compassion; sometimes it

does not. It may lead to a conversation, happen without

words, or be a concept a person does not need. It is

meaningful only when it leaves room for truth,

consequences, and freedom. Once it requires the denial of

harm or boundaries, it becomes pressure.
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What Forgiveness Is Not
Much of the confusion comes not from what forgiveness is,

but from what people demand in its name. That is why it is

important to distinguish several things that may—but do

not have to—happen together.

Forgiveness is not forgetting. Memory reminds us what

happened and what we need to protect. Erasing the event is

not a condition of inner change.

It is not denying the harm. The phrase “But you’ve already

forgiven them” sometimes asks not for forgiveness, but for

silence. The impact can be named truthfully without reliving

the struggle every day.

It is not excusing the act. Understanding another person’s

fear, immaturity, or pain does not mean declaring their

behavior acceptable. Boundaries and responsibility remain.
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It is not erasing the consequences. Practical, professional,

legal, or parental consequences can protect people, restore

justice, and prevent harm from recurring.

It is not mandatory reconciliation. Forgiveness may be a

one-sided inner process, but a safe relationship cannot be

created without the cooperation of both people.

It is not rebuilding trust. Trust rests on experience and

repeated reliability. A person may forgive and still verify

what they are told or limit access to sensitive information.

It is not a return to the closeness that once existed. The

relationship may take a new form, remain distant, or end.

Closeness that is not restored does not in itself prove that

forgiveness has not occurred.

It is not a ban on anger. Anger may fade slowly and return

when something brings the event to mind. Its presence does

not automatically mean failure.
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Forgiveness, Acceptance, Reconciliation,
and Trust
These words are often used as synonyms, but they describe

different processes.

Forgiveness primarily concerns the injured person’s

relationship to the wrongdoing, the person responsible for

it, and their own inner burden. It may involve a weakening

desire for revenge, releasing a permanent demand that the

past be repaired in a way that is no longer possible, or

deciding not to pass the injury on.

Acceptance means acknowledging the reality of what

happened without approving of it. It is an end to fighting the

fact that the past cannot be reversed. Acceptance may sound

like this: “What happened was not right. But it happened,

and I need to make decisions from where I am today.” Some

people find this concept more helpful than forgiveness.

Reconciliation is a relational process. It requires sufficient

safety, honesty, and cooperation. It often also requires
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remorse, amends, and changed behavior. Reconciliation

cannot be forced through one person’s effort alone. You may

be ready for a conversation and still find that the other

person is not capable of repairing the relationship.

Trust is an expectation based on experience. It does not

return because we have decided to be good, but because

present behavior begins to provide new evidence. Trust can

also be specific to a particular area. You may trust someone

to arrive on time, but not to keep information confidential.

You may trust their good intentions, but not their ability to

handle conflict safely.

Distinguishing these concepts relieves pressure. We can

accept reality without reconciling, forgive without trusting,

or rebuild limited trust without using the word forgiveness.

This is not a staircase with a required order, but a set of

different questions, each of which needs its own answer.
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Why People Sometimes Want to Forgive
Chronic inner conflict is exhausting. A person replays the

words they should have said and waits for acknowledgment

that never comes. The effort to understand an event is

natural; but when the injury occupies almost all of their

attention for a long time, they may begin to want a different

relationship with the past.

For them, forgiveness may mean no longer being defined

solely by what someone did to them. Not because the injury

was small, but because their life is larger. Energy can return

to work, closeness, creativity, or rest.

Some people do not want to pass the pain on to other

relationships. They notice that one betrayal has led them to

suspect every new person. Forgiveness is then not a gift to

the person who caused the harm, but an effort to keep the

past from making decisions about people who were not part

of it.
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All of these are possible reasons, not obligations. Healing

does not have a single gateway. Some people find relief in

forgiveness, others in acceptance, grief, justice, safe

distance, or the creation of new meaning. The claim “You

will never heal unless you forgive” can take away the very

freedom a person needs to regain.

When Forgiveness Is Not Possible or the
Time Is Not Yet Right
Sometimes what a person needs above all is safety. If the

harmful behavior is ongoing and there is a threat of

violence, coercion, controlling behavior, or humiliation, the

primary task is not to change one’s feelings toward the

person causing the harm, but to seek protection and support

and restore one’s freedom to make decisions.

At other times, the injury is too recent. The person is only

beginning to understand its impact. Quick forgiveness can

bypass pain that is still too difficult—or too socially

inconvenient—to acknowledge.
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A lack of information can also slow the process. Uncertainty

keeps the mind on alert: What exactly happened? Is it still

happening? Who knew about it? Is the apology complete?

Without a sufficiently truthful picture, it is difficult to make

decisions about trust and boundaries. There is no need to

force forgiveness in order to make uncertainty disappear

when only time, facts, or observation of future behavior can

resolve it.

Pressure from others can also block the process. When

people hear that they “should be over it by now,” they often

do not begin to feel freer. Instead, they begin to hide their

true emotions and monitor whether they appear generous

enough. This creates a second injury: alongside the original

event comes the experience that even their response has no

right to exist.

Sometimes grief must come first. Not only grief for what

happened, but for what will never be: the parent who was

supposed to protect us, the partner who was supposed to

honor an agreement, the friend who was supposed to stand

by us, or the workplace where fairness was supposed to
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prevail. Until this loss is given a name, the word forgiveness

can sound like a demand that we surrender even our right to

be sad.

Anger and Forgiveness
Anger is often portrayed as an obstacle to forgiveness. Yet it

may be telling us that a boundary was crossed, an

agreement was broken, or someone’s dignity was called into

question. It provides energy for self-protection and

sometimes for leaving.

What matters is what we do with anger. It can lead to a

clear boundary, or to retaliation and further harm. It needs

to be heard, not followed without thought.

If forgiveness comes, it does not have to mean that anger

disappears completely. A person may feel less bound to the

past and still feel angry when they witness a similar

injustice or when the person responsible once again

minimizes the impact of their behavior. Sadness may also

remain for what could not be restored. Emotions are not a
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vote on whether we have forgiven. They are a changing

response to the meaning of the event.

A more useful question than “Why am I still angry?” may be

“What is my anger protecting today, and does it still need to

do that work in the same way?” Sometimes it protects a

boundary that needs to remain. At other times, it repeats an

alarm in a situation that has already ended. Distinguishing

between the two requires time, safety, and compassionate

precision—not a ban on feeling.

Forgiveness Without an Apology
Some apologies never come. The person who caused the

harm rejects responsibility, distorts events, is unavailable,

or has died. The injured person then faces a painful reality:

the part of the repair that depended on the other person will

not be completed.

But this does not mean they must remain trapped forever in

waiting. They can work with their relationship to the event

even without the cooperation of the person who caused the
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harm. They can name precisely what happened, trust their

own experience, seek validation from safe people, grieve the

loss, and decide what boundaries will protect their present

life. They can write a letter they do not send or hold an

imagined conversation whose purpose is not to create a

false reconciliation, but to give words to what remained

unsaid.

Forgiving without an apology is not a statement that no

apology was needed. It is the possible choice not to bind the

rest of one’s life to a step the other person refused to take.

Some people call this choice forgiveness. Others call it

closure, acceptance, or a return to themselves. What

matters is that they do not have to invent remorse where

none exists or doubt their own memory in order to move

forward.
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When an Apology Has Come
A good apology can make the process considerably easier. It

affirms reality, reduces the injured person’s isolation, and

can offer new evidence of the other person’s capacity to take

responsibility. There is a difference between a situation in

which someone has to fight for the event itself to be

acknowledged and one in which the other person says, “Yes,

it happened. It was my choice. I see what it did to you.”

Even such an apology does not obligate anyone to reach a

particular outcome. The injury may be deeper than the

person responsible could imagine. The consequences may be

irreversible. Change may have only been promised so far,

and the injured person needs time to observe it. An apology

can be accepted in the sense of “I hear that you are taking

responsibility” without saying, “Everything between us is

fine now.”

Sometimes contact resumes only in part. People can be

together at a family celebration without sharing private

matters. They can collaborate on a project without again

entrusting each other with decisive authority. They can
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speak to one another without returning to a romantic

relationship. Limited contact does not have to be a

punishment. It can be a realistic form of relationship that

respects the current level of safety.

The person who apologized may contribute most by

tolerating this uncertainty. They will not demand a deadline

for forgiveness, treat every friendly gesture as proof that the

repair is complete, or use their remorse as an argument that

the impact should no longer be discussed. Consistently

reliable behavior over time gives an apology the chance to

carry weight.
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Self-Forgiveness
Self-forgiveness is sometimes confused with quick

reassurance that what we did was not really so terrible.

That is not self-forgiveness; it is an escape from

responsibility. At other times, a person believes that

responsibility means permanent self-punishment. But that

does not repair the harm either. Prolonged

self-condemnation may appear moral, but it often focuses

attention on one’s own badness rather than on the needs of

the person who was harmed.

Healthy self-accountability begins with precision. What did I

do? What was my choice? What was the impact, even if I did

not intend it? What can I repair? What change do others

need to see in my behavior, not merely hear in my words?

And what do I have no right to ask of them?

Only then can the question arise of whether it is possible to

release the endless judgment of oneself. Not because the act

has ceased to be serious, but because a person does not

become more useful by identifying forever with their worst

choice. Self-forgiveness can mean: I will not deny my
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responsibility, but I will allow myself to live in a way that is

not governed solely by shame. I will accept that some

consequences will remain and that the other person does not

have to grant me absolution.

This process should not be a shortcut around making

amends. If it is possible to return money, correct false

information, acknowledge responsibility for a mistake,

change the way one works, or respect a refusal of contact,

those steps come before grand words about self-forgiveness.

Sometimes, however, full repair is not possible. Then

responsibility may mean carrying remorse, learning from it,

and not allowing one’s guilt to create further harm.

Self-forgiveness does not erase responsibility. It is a decision
that responsibility will take the form of truth, amends, and
change—not lifelong inner punishment that helps no one.
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Forgiveness in Different Relationships
In a Romantic Relationship

In a romantic relationship, forgiveness is often linked to the

idea that the couple must stay together. In reality, these are

two different decisions. A person may want to gradually let

go of some bitterness while also concluding that a shared

life is no longer safe, trustworthy, or compatible with their

values. They may also stay and rebuild the relationship

without promising that the pain will disappear according to

the other person’s timeline.

Continuing the relationship requires honesty, boundaries,

and concrete change. Where there is violence, coercion,

controlling behavior, or repeated abuse, protecting the

injured person takes priority over pressure for the couple to

reconcile.

In a Family

Family relationships have long memories and fixed roles.

Forgiveness may then be demanded as a return to the role of

“the sensitive one” or “the one who always makes a scene,”

in which old humiliation is never discussed.
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Being related does not guarantee safety. A person may limit

certain topics, shorten visits, meet in a neutral place, or end

contact. They may have compassion for a parent and still

choose not to leave their children alone with that parent.

In a Friendship

The loss of a friendship is sometimes minimized, even

though a betrayal of trust or abandonment during a

difficult time can hurt deeply. Some friendships are

repaired, others become occasional contact, and still others

end without hatred and without continuing.

It is possible to acknowledge that the other person had their

limitations while also admitting that we no longer want to

carry the relationship alone. Sometimes the greatest change

is not restoring the friendship, but becoming able to enter

new relationships without the conviction that every person

we become close to will eventually leave in the same way.
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At Work

In the workplace, forgiveness can be confused with the

obligation to “be a team player.” Professional collaboration,

however, does not require an employee to pretend that

personal trust has been restored after an apology or to

overlook humiliating behavior.

A person can accept an apology and still want written

agreements, clearer authority, or a formal resolution. They

can work together professionally without the same informal

openness, or leave without their departure being an act of

revenge.

Family Pressure to Forgive
“But they’re family.” “Do it for the children.” “It was a long

time ago.” These phrases often arise from a desire to restore

peace. But peace within the system is not the same as safety

for the individual. A family may want Christmas together, a

smooth celebration, or an end to uncomfortable

conversations. The price of that peace is then paid by the

person expected to return to a level of closeness they do not

yet feel ready for.
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Time alone does not rebuild trust. It can reduce the intensity

of emotions, create distance, and allow for new

understanding. But if the behavior has not changed, the

silence has continued, and boundaries are still being

challenged, the calendar is not evidence of safety. The

statement “It was a long time ago” may be true of the date,

but not of the present risk within the relationship.

The argument “for the children” also needs to be treated

with care. Children may benefit from adults who can behave

civilly toward each other. But they do not benefit from

people pretending to be close at the cost of fear, humiliation,

or unclear boundaries. They learn not only from seeing

people reconcile, but also from seeing how people protect

dignity, take responsibility, and respect a refusal.

The person who was harmed has the right to reply, “I

understand that you want us to be together. Right now, I

need a different level of contact.” They do not have to

convince the entire family that their boundary is justified in

order to hold it.
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When Forgiveness Becomes a Tool of
Coercion
The language of forgiveness can be misused. A person who

causes harm sometimes demands forgiveness so they will

not have to face the consequences. Others may support them

with appeals to generosity, family, faith, or a “fresh start.”

Attention shifts away from their behavior and toward the

injured person’s supposed lack of kindness.

One warning sign is a demand for forgiveness in the absence

of safety, truthful acknowledgment, and change. Other signs

include forbidding discussion of the event, pressuring

someone to keep it secret, or claiming that boundaries are

revenge. Especially in cases of abuse, violence, coercion,

controlling behavior, or systematic humiliation, “forgive

and go back” can restore the conditions in which the harm

continues.

No one is entitled to quick forgiveness—not a partner,

parent, spiritual authority, therapist, manager, or extended

family. A helping professional can offer space for different

paths, not prescribe a moral outcome. If there is ongoing
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danger, it is appropriate to seek support that understands

safety and will not force contact with the person who caused

the harm.

Forgiveness is meaningful only as a freely chosen process.

Forced forgiveness is often not forgiveness at all. It is

adaptation to power.

Forgiving and Still Leaving
Leaving does not have to be the opposite of forgiveness.

Sometimes it is precisely the boundary that allows the inner

struggle to gradually subside. As long as a person remains

in an environment where the same harm is repeated, their

body and mind have reason to stay on alert. Distance can

create a space in which, for the first time, they do not have to

decide under pressure.

In time, a person may come to realize that they no longer

want to feed hatred or wait for a different past. At the same

time, they may know that returning would not be wise. They

can wish that a former partner would live more responsibly
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and still refuse to take them back. They can stop arguing

with a parent in their mind and still not speak to them. They

can let go of the desire for revenge against a former

employer and still insist on a formal settlement.

A firm boundary does not have to be evidence of bitterness.

It may be a form of learning, self-respect, and care for the

people for whom we are responsible. Inner release and

outward distance can exist at the same time.

Not Forgiving and Still Moving Forward
For some people, the word forgiveness is not helpful. It is

associated with pressure, minimization, or the experience of

being asked to pretend that reconciliation had occurred.

Others simply do not feel that it accurately describes their

path. We do not have to label them immature, bitter, or

trapped.

Even without this word, it is possible to work toward giving

the injury less space. A person can accept that the event

cannot be changed, create distance, restore boundaries,
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search for meaning, invest energy in present relationships,

and allow the future to be more than a continuation of the

past. They may say, “I do not forgive in the sense in which

you use that word. But I no longer want this person to

determine every day of my life.”

This position is not less valuable simply because it does not

use a culturally celebrated word. What matters is whether

the path expands freedom, honesty, and the capacity to

live—not whether it meets other people’s expectations.

A Process Rather Than a One-Time Decision
Forgiveness is often described as a moment: a person

decides, and the matter is closed. Sometimes it may indeed

be experienced that way. More often, however, it resembles a

changing process. One day we feel calm; the next, the pain

returns. A new stage of life reveals a consequence we did not

understand before. An encounter, a sentence, or a similar

situation reactivates an old memory.
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The return of pain does not automatically mean that we

“forgave badly.” It may mean another layer of loss has

emerged or that something in the present recalled the

danger we felt then. There is no need to take the moral test

again. It is more helpful to notice what is happening right

now and what we need.

The process does not have to move in only one direction. A

person may be less overwhelmed by anger but clearer about

their boundaries. They may feel more compassion for the

other person’s circumstances while being less willing to

resume contact. They may let go of one part of the story

while continuing to grieve another. Inner freedom is not the

same as emotional perfection.

What Can Help the Process
There is no universal formula, but some conditions tend to

be helpful.
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Naming the harm. What happened, and what impact did it

have? Precision helps distinguish pain, loss, and the

protection that is needed.

Acknowledging emotions. Anger, sadness, fear, shame,

relief, and ambivalence can exist side by side without being

quickly fixed.

Enough safety. When harmful behavior continues, the first

step may be protection, distance, or support.

A realistic view of responsibility. Not everything is

“fifty-fifty.” Each person bears a share based on their

choices, power, and options.

Grief for what never was. Some things cannot be repaired,

only grieved. Acknowledging what cannot be undone

releases us from waiting for an impossible restitution.
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Working with meaning. Injury creates broad conclusions,

such as “No one can be trusted.” We can explore whether

these conclusions still protect us or now limit safe

relationships as well.

Support. Someone close, a support group, or professional

help can offer a safe space. With long-term injury,

professional help is an opportunity not to go through the

process alone, not an obligation to forgive.

None of these points determines how the story should end.

They can only help ensure that the next decision does not

arise solely from pressure, fear, or unnamed pain.

Pause

Choose only a situation that feels safe enough for you to stay

with for a moment. If you feel intensely overwhelmed while

reading, you do not have to continue. You can look around

the room, feel the chair supporting you, return your

attention to your breath, or set the text aside. Self-reflection

is not a test of endurance.

528



If you can continue, complete these sentences silently:

What hurt me most was not only …, but also …

The people around me expected me to …, while I needed …

When I hear the word forgiveness, my first reaction is …

The boundary I do not want to lose is …

For me, a sign of greater freedom would not be …, but …

Do not try to manufacture the right answer. Notice whether

your sentences reveal a stronger need for safety,

acknowledgment, grief, justice, distance, contact, or peace.

This may suggest which question truly matters to you today.
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In Practice: The Boundary That No Longer Had to Shout

Radek had worked at a small company for eight years. When

he prepared a proposal that won an important client, his

manager presented it as the work of the entire leadership

team and mentioned Radek’s authorship only in passing. In

private, he told him that “team players don’t keep score over

credit.” When Radek objected, he received a lower

performance review and was excluded from important

meetings for several months.

After a change in leadership, the situation was partially

reopened. His former manager admitted that he had

minimized Radek’s contribution and that their conflict had

influenced the review. He apologized, but added that the

company had needed to appear united at the time. Radek

heard both the acknowledgment and the remaining

self-defense. He felt no need to argue, but neither did he feel

a need to say that everything was forgiven.

He decided to leave for another company. Before leaving, he

asked for written confirmation of his role in the project and

for the internal record to be corrected. Some colleagues told
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him that he had already “won” and should let the matter go.

But Radek did not see his request as revenge. He needed the

boundary to take a practical form.

During his first few months at the new job, he returned to

the story almost every day. In his mind, he continued old

conversations, and at every presentation he anxiously

checked who was credited as the author. Gradually, he

noticed that his past experience was beginning to shape his

relationships even with people who had taken nothing from

him. He did not want to forget or become carefree again. But

he wanted to distinguish between his former manager and

his current colleagues.

So he began agreeing in advance on authorship and

responsibility for important projects. Not as an accusation,

but as a routine workplace agreement. When someone

appreciated his work, he did not treat it as compensation for

the old harm; he simply allowed himself to recognize a new

experience. He stopped talking about his former company at

every opportunity, but when someone asked him directly

why he had left, he answered matter-of-factly.
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Radek never said that he had forgiven his former manager.

After two years, however, he realized that he no longer held

conversations with him in his head. If they met again, Radek

would not need to defeat or convince him. At the same time,

he would not entrust him with his work without a clear

agreement. The boundary remained, but it no longer had to

shout every day.

This story does not use forgiveness as its happy ending. It

has a different ending: the past became part of Radek’s

experience rather than the only lens through which he

viewed the present. The lesson remained. Vigilance turned

into a concrete practice. And the energy consumed by an

endless dispute could return to the work still ahead of him.

What You Can Do Today
The following steps are not instructions for forgiving

quickly. They are options for gaining a little more precision

and freedom.
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Separate the questions that have blended together. Write

each one down separately: Do I want less inner conflict? Do I

want contact? Is it safe to rebuild trust? Do I need

consequences or amends? Each question may have a

different answer.

Name the current situation without judging it. Instead of

“I’m a terrible person because I haven’t forgiven,” try “I still

feel angry, and I do not feel safe when we are in contact.”

Description creates room for a decision; condemnation

narrows it.

Check whether the harm is continuing. If it is, focus first on

safety, support, and boundaries. Inner peace is difficult to

build in the midst of repeated danger.

Choose one boundary you can make concrete. It might mean

a shorter visit, written communication, not sharing

sensitive information, having another person present, or

refusing to discuss a particular subject.
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Decide what you do not want to give any more energy to

today. It does not have to be the whole story. It might be one

imagined conversation, following the other person’s life, or

the need to explain yourself to people who refuse to listen.

Find a safe witness. Share your experience with someone

who will neither pressure you toward quick reconciliation

nor encourage retaliation. You need space for the truth, not

another verdict.

Return a small part of your attention to the present. Take

one step unrelated to the person who caused the harm:

finish a task you have put off, reach out to someone safe,

return to movement, creativity, or rest. This is not about

distraction, but about remembering that your life has other

chapters too.
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Practical Exercise: What I Want to Let Go of
and What I Need to Keep
Do not choose for this exercise a situation that currently

involves immediate danger or can easily overwhelm you.

Begin with an event from which you have enough safety and

distance. You do not have to contact anyone or decide to

reconcile.

1. What Happened

Describe the event as concretely as possible. Separate

observable facts from assumptions about intention. For

example, “He told others something I had shared with him in

confidence” is more precise than “He wanted to destroy me.”

Intention may be important, but if you do not know it, you do

not have to fill it in.
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2. What Was Lost

Write down what you lost. It may have been trust, a sense of

safety, your reputation, money, an opportunity, time, your

image of the relationship, or the belief that a particular

person would protect you. The loss is often broader than the

act itself.

3. What Still Hurts

Notice which part is still alive today. Is it the memory,

present contact, an impact that was never acknowledged,

repeated behavior, other people’s reactions, or fear that the

same thing will happen again? Each possibility points

toward a different next step.

536



4. What I No Longer Want to Carry

Choose one specific burden. It might be the obligation to

appear fine, the need to prove your version to everyone,

checking on the other person every day, the belief that you

cannot live without their acknowledgment, or the habit of

punishing yourself for your powerlessness at the time. Do

not write what you “should” let go of. Write what no longer

serves you today.

5. What I Need to Keep

Write down what you do not want to give up: a boundary, a

lesson, responsibility, the right to consequences, memory, or

fidelity to your values. Letting go of part of the burden does

not mean discarding everything that protects you.

6. What Is Within My Power

List the steps you can influence: how you have contact, what

support you choose, a formal process, a request for amends,

a decision not to respond, or work on the conclusions you

have carried into other relationships.
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7. What Is Not Within My Power

Name what you cannot guarantee: someone else’s remorse,

a change to the past, your family’s agreement, an exact form

of justice, or the return of someone who has died.

Acknowledging the limits of your influence is not

resignation, but a way of protecting your strength.

8. What Small Step Leads Toward Greater Freedom

Choose a step that is safe, concrete, and achievable within

the next few days. For example: “This week I will stop

checking their profile,” “I will write down a boundary for the

family visit,” “I will ask for written confirmation of the

agreement,” “I will tell one safe person what still hurts,” or

“I will schedule a professional consultation.”

Finally, read the two lists side by side: what you want to let

go of and what you need to keep. A more realistic path often

lies between them than between the commands “forget” and

“never give an inch.” You can let go of the endless dispute

and keep the boundary. You can release the hope of an
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apology and keep an honest name for the harm. You can give

up retaliation without ceasing to demand responsibility.

Questions for Self-Reflection

What message about forgiveness did I receive from my

family, culture, or faith? Does it help me, or does it force me

to deny part of my experience?

What do I imagine would happen if I forgave? And what am I

afraid I would lose by doing so?

Am I waiting for an apology, amends, or acknowledgment

that may never come? How can I live without denying that it

should have come?

Is my current anger primarily protection, a source of

energy, a connection to the past, or a mixture of all three?
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Which consequences and boundaries are still necessary even

if my inner relationship to the event changes?

Is there someone in my life from whom I am demanding

forgiveness mainly so I can feel better? What do I need to

demonstrate consistently through my actions instead?

What am I responsible for, and what belongs to the other

person? Am I taking on their share, or am I avoiding my

own?

What would greater freedom look like if returning to the

relationship were not the proof of it?

What do I want to carry from this story as a lesson, and

what do I no longer want to carry into other relationships?

What kind of support would help me make decisions under

less pressure?
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Key Takeaways from This Chapter

An apology belongs to the responsibility of the person who

caused harm. Forgiveness belongs to the freedom of the

person who was harmed.

Even a good apology does not create an entitlement to

forgiveness, trust, contact, or continuation of the

relationship.

Forgiveness is not forgetting, approving of the act, erasing

consequences, or mandatory reconciliation.

Acceptance, reconciliation, trust, and forgiveness are

different processes; they can develop independently.

Anger can protect boundaries and alert us to injustice. The

goal is not to forbid it, but to work with it so that it does not

govern an entire life.
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In cases of violence, abuse, coercion, controlling behavior,

or systematic humiliation, safety and the injured person’s

freedom to make decisions take priority.

A person can forgive and still leave. They can also choose

not to forgive and still live more freely, more honestly, and

with less emotional constriction.

Forgiveness is often a process rather than a one-time act.

The return of pain does not automatically mean failure.

Self-forgiveness does not replace responsibility. It follows

precision, amends, and change.

The goal is not to manufacture the right feeling, but to find a

relationship to the past that preserves truth and boundaries

and allows the present to reclaim its own space.
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A Final Thought from the Author

Forgiveness is not an obligation to open the door to someone
who once entered without respect. It may be the moment when
we stop standing guard at that door every day—and still keep
the key in our own hands.
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CHAPTER 13

Intimate Relationships
Closeness, Freedom, and Agreements Between Two People

Who Keep Changing

An intimate relationship is sometimes described as a state.

A person “is in a relationship,” as if that settled the matter.

In reality, a long-term relationship is more like an evolving

form of closeness that must continually be negotiated.

People change, enter new stages of life, gain some things,

and lose others. Needs that were easy to reconcile at the

beginning may clash years later. Agreements that once

worked without being spoken may no longer fit the life a

couple actually lives.

This does not mean the relationship is broken. It means that

no bond stays alive through the force of an original decision

alone. It requires the ability to notice change and ask again:

How do we want to be together now? What does each of us

need in order to feel neither abandoned nor consumed by the



relationship? What belongs in our shared life, and what

must remain each person’s own space?

An intimate relationship is neither the only nor the highest

form of a fulfilling life. A person can live a deep, responsible,

and meaningful life without a partner. And simply being in a

relationship is not proof of maturity, just as its ending is not

automatically proof of failure. This chapter is therefore not

meant to persuade you that every relationship must

continue. It is meant to help you see more clearly what is

happening between two people, what they can change

together, and where one person’s goodwill is no longer

enough.

An intimate relationship is not two lives merging into one. It is
the art of creating a life together without either person
disappearing from it.
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Two Meanings of “Together”
Veronika and David had been together for eleven years. They

had a seven-year-old daughter, an apartment they were

gradually renovating, several mutual friends, and a

collection of small rituals that no one else would know

about. In the morning, David left the last sip of coffee in the

pot for her because he knew she got up ten minutes later.

Veronika remembered which meetings exhausted him and

did not send him one logistical message after another on

those days. They loved each other. If someone had asked

whether their relationship was good, both would have said

yes.

Yet in recent months, they had often missed each other. Not

physically. They sat next to each other on the couch, ate at

the same table, and fell asleep in the same bed at night. What

they missed was what each of them expected from those

moments.

Veronika experienced closeness mainly through sharing.

When she came home from work, she needed to talk for a

while—not because she wanted David to solve her problems,
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but because she wanted him to be with her in them for a

moment. She wanted to know what was going on inside him,

what had pleased him, what was weighing on him, and what

he was thinking about. When he answered in a single

sentence and opened a book, she felt pushed aside. She did

not merely tell herself, “He’s tired.” Gradually, a different

sentence began to echo inside her: “He doesn’t want to be

with me anymore.”

David experienced closeness too, only differently. After a full

day surrounded by people, he needed silence. To him, home

was a place where he did not have to respond immediately.

When Veronika started talking the moment he walked

through the door and kept asking questions while he was

trying to retreat into calm, he did not experience it as

interest but as pressure. He did not merely tell himself, “She

wants to talk.” In his inner world, it sounded like this: “Even

at home, I have no right to my own space.”

One Thursday evening, Veronika asked whether they could

make some time just for themselves that weekend. David

replied that he would like to go on a longer hike by himself
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on Saturday. Veronika fell silent. David interpreted her

silence as yet another way of making him feel guilty.

Irritated, he said, “We don’t have to do everything together.”

“We hardly do anything together,” she replied.

Both knew that neither sentence was entirely accurate. They

did many things together. But Veronika was talking about

connection, while David was talking about presence. She felt

they shared a household but did not share themselves. He

felt that every moment of his free time already belonged to

the relationship in advance. This was not love pitted against

a lack of love. Two ideas of what it meant to be together had

collided, and both had changed over the years without the

couple ever truly talking about it.

Their first conversation did not go well. Veronika presented

evidence of how many times in the past month David had

chosen something other than her. David listed how much

time he spent caring for the family. The more Veronika

sought reassurance of their closeness, the more defensive
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David became. The more defensive he became, the more

strongly Veronika felt she had to push. In the end, they went

to bed feeling misunderstood by the other.

The shift did not come through one perfect sentence. It came

when they stopped asking whose need was “normal” and

began describing their own rhythms. Veronika was able to

say that the hike itself was not what hurt; what hurt was the

long stretch of time without a moment when she felt truly

connected to him. David was able to say that he did not need

to leave the relationship. After demanding days, he needed

time for his nervous system to settle so that he could return

willingly, not under pressure.

They agreed on a small experiment. When David came home,

he would have half an hour without logistical questions

unless something was urgent. Then they would spend fifteen

intentional minutes together without their phones and tell

each other about their day. They would protect one evening

a week for time together, but would not assume that every

free weekend had to look the same. After three weeks, they
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would revisit the agreement and adjust it based on their

experience.

It was not an agreement that solved their entire

relationship. It was an agreement that stopped turning

Veronika’s need for closeness into an attack and David’s

need for space into rejection. Only then could they both take

responsibility for how they would navigate their difference

together.

Pause

•  When did you last talk with your partner about what
“being together” means to each of you now?

•  Which agreements in your relationship have actually been
spoken, and which do you merely assume?

•  When do you interpret a need for space as rejection? And
when do you interpret a need for connection as pressure?

•  What has changed in your life without the shape of your
relationship changing with it?
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What Holds a Relationship Together
More Than Feeling

Love is an important foundation for many intimate

relationships. On its own, however, it does not determine

how people will live together. Two people can love each other

and at the same time treat one another in ways that create

uncertainty, loneliness, or a lasting imbalance. They can

love each other and still hold incompatible views about

children, fidelity, where to live, or how to divide

responsibility. Feeling tells us that the other person matters

to us. It cannot create safety, fairness, or shared

decision-making on our behalf.

A relationship is usually held together by several interwoven

realities. Trust means a person does not have to keep

checking whether words can be relied on. Safety creates

room for truth, disagreement, and vulnerability without

fear of punishment. Respect protects human dignity even

when we do not understand each other. Mutuality keeps the

relationship from becoming a long-term arrangement in

which one person serves the other. The capacity for change

allows a couple to respond to a new reality instead of

enforcing an old arrangement. And shared decision-making
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recognizes that a choice that fundamentally changes both

people’s lives cannot belong to only one of them.

These elements are not separate items that can be checked

off once. They reveal themselves in situations both small and

large: whether we can rely on a promise, whether we are

allowed to say no, whether our time is taken into account,

whether our work at home remains visible, whether we are

free to change our minds, and whether something actually

shifts after a conflict.

Closeness and Autonomy

A mature relationship needs both connection and

separateness. Without connection, two people can become

coworkers managing a household. Without separateness,

the relationship may begin to occupy the space a person

needs for their own thinking, friendships, creativity, rest, or

bodily integrity.

Personal space is not automatically rejection. A person may

need to be alone without loving any less. Likewise, a strong
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need for connection is not automatically immaturity or

dependency. Some people settle themselves by sharing,

others through silence; some feel connected through shared

activity, others through conversation. The meaning of a

need cannot be determined by its intensity alone. What

matters is whether a person can express it without coercion,

whether they respect the other person’s freedom, and

whether both seek an arrangement that makes room for

their differences.

Autonomy does not mean living as though the relationship

did not exist. One person’s decisions can have a real impact

on the other person’s time, finances, care responsibilities, or

safety. Nor does closeness mean entitlement to

uninterrupted access. A partner is not a public space we are

free to enter at any time. A relationship needs a negotiated

rhythm: when we are together, when we are alongside each

other, when we are each on our own, and how we reconnect

after time apart.

This rhythm can change. It looks different when people are

falling in love, when they have a young child, during illness
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or intense periods at work, or after their children leave

home. The point is not to find the ideal balance between

closeness and space once and for all. The point is to

recognize when the current arrangement has stopped

working for at least one partner and put it into words before

the difference begins to define the entire relationship.

Two People Over Time
A Relationship Does Not Follow a Single Correct Path

The intensity at the beginning is often connected to novelty,

focused attention, and the desire to get to know the other

person. In a long relationship, some of that intensity

naturally changes. This does not have to mean that love has

diminished. A different kind of closeness may emerge:

familiarity with small gestures, shared memories,

reliability, and calm. At the same time, it is not helpful to

explain every loss of vitality as “normal routine.” Sometimes

routine protects energy; at other times, it conceals

long-standing disconnection.

Life does not unfold in uniform stages. Some couples have

children; others do not want them or cannot have them.
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Some people build a career early, while others change

direction in midlife. Illness may come after a year or after

forty years. Caring for aging parents can transform a

couple’s time, finances, and emotional capacity. A move,

unemployment, education, menopause, the loss of someone

close, a new health limitation, or a spiritual change can

rewrite what a person needs and what they are able to offer.

That is why it is not enough to say, “This is how we’ve always

been.” A partner’s past self is not a contract requiring them

to remain the same. At the same time, not every change gives

one person the unilateral right to rebuild their shared life

without a conversation. Two truths meet in a relationship:

every person is entitled to grow, and both are responsible

for the impact that change has on their shared world.

Sometimes change brings joy. A partner discovers work that

brings them alive, begins taking care of their health, or finds

an interest that restores their energy. At other times, change

triggers fear because it disrupts an old balance. The

important question then is not only “Do you support me?”

but also “What does this change mean for us, and what do
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we need to renegotiate?” Support does not mean remaining

silent about the impact. And concern does not necessarily

mean an attempt to hold the other person back.

Different Needs Are Not a Flaw in the System

Partners may differ in their needs for time, touch, sexual

contact, privacy, conversation, social life, order, financial

security, adventure, stability, care, and rest. The difference

may concern frequency, intensity, timing, or meaning. One

person wants to plan visits; the other enjoys spontaneity.

One rests through movement, the other through inactivity.

One needs to talk before making a decision; the other needs

to think alone first.

People sometimes try to resolve a difference by deciding

whose need is healthier, more mature, or more normal. That

turns practical negotiation into a judgment of the person. It

is more precise to examine four things: what each person

needs, what meaning they attach to it, what impact meeting

that need has on the other person, and where there is room

for free agreement.
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Not all needs can be met at the same time, and not every

request can be accepted. A need is not a command. The

sentence “I need you not to go anywhere without my

permission” contains genuine insecurity, but the demand

restricts the other person’s freedom. Conversely, rejecting

every form of consideration in the name of one’s own

autonomy is not partnership either. Any arrangement must

take both people, the consequences of power, and the

practical possibilities seriously.

It helps to avoid rigid typologies. A person who needs more

peace and quiet today may seek connection at another time.

Needs change with fatigue, health, safety, and the subject at

hand. A label may offer a quick explanation, but it can lose

sight of the living person. A relationship needs curiosity

more than classification.
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Roles, Invisible Work, and the Mental Load

Every couple divides the work required for a shared life in

some way. Some of it is visible: shopping, cleaning, cooking,

earning money, caring for children, making repairs, or

providing transportation. Other parts easily remain hidden:

remembering deadlines, monitoring supplies, scheduling

medical appointments, anticipating what will be needed,

keeping in touch with family, preparing for a trip, or

noticing that something is going on with a child. Then there

is emotional labor: opening difficult subjects, calming

tension, monitoring the atmosphere, and reminding each

other of the need for time together.

The problem does not arise only from the number of tasks. It

also comes from who has to hold the entire system in their

mind. “You just have to tell me what to do” may be meant

helpfully, but it leaves the planning, checking, and

reminding to the other person. Helping is not the same as

taking responsibility. Someone who truly carries

responsibility notices the task, plans it, completes it, and

deals with the consequences as well.

558



Roles often emerge without an explicit agreement. One

person takes over the finances because they are faster with

numbers; the other organizes the family because they

remember dates better. Over time, a practical division

becomes an expectation about what each person is

“supposed” to do. A change can then look like a character

failing, even though the original arrangement was only a

habit.

Fairness does not require both people to do the same things.

It requires transparency: the burden must be visible, the

agreement must be open to question, and both people must

have a genuine opportunity to shape it. This includes

financial responsibility. One person’s income does not

automatically give them a greater right to make decisions;

nor should unpaid care be romanticized in a way that

overlooks its cost and the dependence it can create.
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Mutuality Is Not an Exact 50/50 Split

A relationship is not a ledger in which every gesture is

recorded in the proper column. There are periods in life

when one person carries more. Illness, education, caring for

a child, job loss, or an acute crisis can significantly shift the

balance of strength and work. A short-term imbalance can

be an expression of love and solidarity if it is acknowledged,

voluntary within the limits of what is possible, and

accompanied by an effort to protect the person carrying the

larger share.

The situation is different when imbalance becomes a

long-term rule. One person plans, reminds, starts

conversations, repairs conflicts, cares for the household,

and at the same time reassures the other that they are not

asking too much. The other benefits from the results but sees

responsibility as something to assume only after receiving

specific instructions. Such a relationship may appear to

function from the outside, but exhaustion and loss of respect

accumulate within it.
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Mutuality, then, is not sameness but both people’s

participation in the life of the relationship. Sometimes it

takes the form of work, at other times initiative, care,

money, a willingness to learn, or the ability to bear the

discomfort of change. What matters is that neither person

becomes the permanent manager of their shared life while

the other remains a guest.

Intimacy, Trust, and Boundaries
Intimacy Is an Invitation, Not an Obligation

Intimacy can be emotional, physical, or sexual. Emotional

closeness develops when a person can share their inner

world without being mocked or punished for it. Physical

closeness includes touch, embraces, resting together, and

tenderness that does not have to lead to sex. Sexual intimacy

is one possible part of an intimate relationship, not

mandatory proof of it or a universal measure of its quality.

Needs for intimacy change. They are affected by health,

stress, fatigue, medication, bodily experience, parenthood,

pain, a sense of safety, the quality of the relationship, and

many other circumstances. Differences in desire are not

Intimate Relationships

561



automatic proof that something is wrong with someone. But

they are a subject that deserves honesty, because silence

easily fills the space with shame, assumptions, and pressure.

Consent must be freely given, specific, and ongoing. Past

consent is not consent today. A relationship, marriage,

shared home, or previous intimacy does not create a

permanent entitlement to another person’s body. A person is

free to change their mind, slow down, or stop. Hurt silence,

reproaches, coercion, threats of infidelity, financial

punishment, or the argument “if you loved me” undermine

the freedom of consent.

Respecting a boundary does not mean the other person is not

allowed to have feelings. Rejection can hurt, and a long-term

mismatch can have profound consequences for a

relationship. These feelings and consequences can be

discussed, but not at a moment when the conversation is

meant to persuade the other person to accept contact they

do not want. The goal is not to negotiate access to someone’s

body. The goal is to understand the situation, seek voluntary
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forms of closeness, and acknowledge when the difference

remains unbearable for one or both people.

When Closeness and Space Collide

Veronika and David became caught in a cycle that appears

in many relationships in different forms. One person

experiences distance and intensifies contact: they ask

questions, press, and want an immediate decision. The other

experiences pressure and withdraws: they shorten their

answers, leave, or postpone the conversation. The first

person experiences the withdrawal as confirmation of

abandonment and therefore pushes harder. The other

experiences the growing pressure as confirmation that they

have no space and withdraws even further.

It is not helpful to turn this description into a label for

people. Roles can change depending on the subject. Someone

who pushes for closeness may withdraw during a

conversation about money. Nor does the cycle itself

automatically divide responsibility equally. If one person

uses threats, humiliation, or punitive silence, their behavior

must be named, not merely folded into a “shared dynamic.”
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The cycle can weaken when it is discussed outside the peak of

tension and both people take responsibility for their part.

The person who presses can try to make a specific request

and give the other person time without turning it into an

endless wait. The person who withdraws can name their

need for a pause and promise a realistic return: “I can’t

listen without becoming defensive anymore. I need an hour

alone, and I’ll come back to this at eight.” A pause without a

return feels like abandonment to the other person; a

conversation with no possibility of a pause can become

overwhelming.

It helps to talk about the process, not only the content:

“When I move closer by asking questions, you withdraw.

When you withdraw, I get scared and push harder. How can

we stop this cycle sooner?” A sentence like this does not

erase the original problem. But it gives the couple a chance

not to turn their difference into proof that one loves too

much and the other too little.
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Jealousy, Insecurity, and Trust

Jealousy can be a painful mixture of fear, insecurity, anger,

and a sense that our importance to the other person is under

threat. The feeling itself is not a wrongdoing. It may arise

without a clear reason, but it may also be a response to a

specific broken agreement, secrecy, or unclear boundaries

with a third person. It is therefore important neither to

ridicule every concern as irrational nor to treat every

instance of jealousy as proof of guilt.

The conversation requires precision. What actually

happened? What agreement did the couple have? Was it

clear? What is observation, and what is assumption?

Repeated lying or concealment is not the same as ordinary

insecurity. Likewise, an anxious thought does not

automatically give someone the right to restrict the other

person.

Jealousy is not a license to monitor a partner’s phone,

passwords, location, clothing, friends, or professional

contacts. Information shared voluntarily is different from

enforced surveillance. Control may briefly reduce

Intimate Relationships

565



insecurity, but it does not create trust; it teaches the

relationship that one person’s peace of mind should be

purchased with the other person’s freedom.

If there is a legitimate reason for concern, rebuilding trust

may involve greater transparency and specific changes. But

these should be agreed upon, proportionate, and directed

toward repairing the breach, not permanent submission.

Trust does not return through the quantity of data provided,

but through the experience that truth, agreements, and

boundaries carry weight over time.

Boundaries Protect Two Separate People

An intimate relationship does not cancel the right to

privacy, friends, personal interests, time, money, one’s body,

or one’s own opinion. Privacy is not the same as secrecy.

Privacy is space in which a person is allowed to think,

communicate, and be themselves without constant

surveillance. A secret is withheld information that may be

relevant to the other person’s freedom to make decisions,

such as hidden debt, another relationship, or a serious

breach of an agreement.
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A boundary is not a punishment: “If I don’t get my way, I

won’t speak to you for a week.” Nor is it a way to control the

other person’s behavior: “My boundary is that you aren’t

allowed to see your friends.” A boundary states what a

person will do to protect their integrity: “I won’t continue

this conversation while you’re yelling at me. I’ll come back

when we can talk without insults.” Or: “I can’t share

finances with you if you hide debts from me.”

Every boundary has consequences. The other person does

not have to agree with it, and sometimes a boundary reveals

that two people’s ideas about the relationship are

incompatible. A boundary is not meant to preserve the

relationship at all costs. It is meant to ensure that

preserving the relationship does not require the loss of

self-respect, safety, or freedom.
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Shared Life and Major Choices
Shared Decision-Making

Some decisions are reversible and can be tried for a month.

Others fundamentally shape a life: whether to have a child,

where to live, who will cut back on work to provide care,

whether to move to another country, how to combine

finances, whether to take responsibility for caring for

parents, or what to do about a large debt. Such decisions

require informed consent and genuine room for

disagreement.

Compromise is not always the most mature solution. A

couple cannot have “half a child” or move halfway to a place

where one person does not want to live. With major choices,

a false compromise may only conceal that one person

yielded under pressure and will bear consequences they did

not choose. Sometimes it is necessary to search for an

alternative for a long time. At other times, a painful

incompatibility becomes clear.

Genuine consent requires the ability to say no without

punishment, ridicule, or time pressure. It also requires
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information: about financial effects, the work of providing

care, health risks, and who will take on which specific

responsibilities. “We’ll manage somehow” may express hope,

but it is not a plan if the consequences are likely to fall

mainly on one person.

Good decision-making asks not only “What do we want?” but

also “Who will bear the cost? What happens if the plan fails?

Which parts are reversible? What does each person need in

order for their yes to be freely given?” Sometimes postponing

a decision is a sign of respect. At other times, the respectful

thing is to admit that there is no shared answer.
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How to Recognize That a Relationship Needs to Change

Every relationship goes through difficult periods. Conflict,

fatigue, or temporary disconnection alone do not mean that

a relationship is bad. What matters more is the pattern and

the willingness to respond. A relationship especially needs

change when the same conflicts keep recurring without any

movement; when one or both people feel lonely for a long

time even in the other’s presence; when the practical or

relational burden remains persistently one-sided; when

respect is disappearing; when it is impossible to speak

honestly without fear; or when every proposal for change is

met with indifference or a promise without follow-through.

A warning sign is not only the intensity of the problems but

the narrowing of space. A person gradually stops raising

important subjects because “there’s no point anyway.” They

adjust in advance to prevent the other person’s reaction.

They shrink their needs, friendships, or plans, so that the

relationship may contain fewer arguments, but only at the

cost of their own diminishing presence within it.
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Change does not have to begin with a major decision. It can

begin by precisely naming one recurring pattern and making

a concrete agreement with an observable result. At the same

time, it is important not to confuse one more attempt with

endless postponement. If one person repeatedly says what

they need and the other only promises that “things will get

better,” it is time to evaluate behavior over time, not the

quality of yet another conversation.

When “Communicating More” Is Not Enough

Communication is a tool, not a protective spell. If a

relationship involves coercion, controlling behavior, sexual

coercion, violence, economic control, isolation from loved

ones, intimidation, or systematic humiliation, the problem is

not simply that the people have not found the right words. A

person cannot communicate safely when their openness is

used against them.

In such a situation, safety takes priority over couples

communication techniques. An attempt at direct

confrontation can sometimes increase the risk. It is

advisable to turn to a trusted person and to a professional
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service that understands violence and coercion, and to plan

the next steps with the specific circumstances in mind. When

there is immediate danger, emergency assistance is

appropriate. Responsibility for violent or controlling

behavior belongs to the person who uses it; it cannot be

divided by saying that “both people contribute to the

dynamic.”

Couples therapy is not automatically a safe solution when

violence or coercion is occurring in a relationship. A joint

session may give the controlling person more information or

an opportunity for retaliation. Safety must first be assessed

individually by a qualified professional. Only then is it

possible to consider what kind of help is appropriate.
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Stay, Reshape the Relationship, or Leave

Some relationships need repair. Both people see the problem,

are willing to take responsibility, and gradually change

specific behaviors. Other relationships need to be reshaped:

finances, living arrangements, care, the amount of time

together, or expectations need to be organized differently.

And sometimes the mature step is to acknowledge that the

relationship needs to end.

Choosing to stay is not automatically courageous, and

leaving is not automatically a failure. Nor is it right for

outsiders to advise a breakup lightly when they do not know

the full reality of the people’s lives, their safety, children,

health, finances, or values. It is more helpful to ask what is

actually happening in the relationship, whether there is

genuine freedom to make changes, and whether both people

are carrying the work of change.

Love can be real and still not be enough for a good life

together. The end of a relationship also does not

retroactively erase everything that was valuable within it.

Sometimes a person leaves not because they never loved, but
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because the form the relationship has taken demands

something over the long term that they can no longer or no

longer wish to bear.

When it is possible to decide safely, it helps to distinguish

among these questions: What can change? What is the other

person actually changing, rather than merely promising?

What is a temporary crisis, and what is a long-term pattern?

What is the cost of staying for each of us? What is the cost of

leaving? It is not necessary to have every answer

immediately. But it is important not to let uncertainty be

used to maintain indefinitely a situation that is destroying

one partner.

574



Professional Help Is Not a Sign of Failure

Couples therapy or counseling can create structure for

conversations that repeatedly fall apart at home. It can help

distinguish the subject of a conflict from the cycle that

intensifies it, make agreements more precise, translate

defensiveness into more understandable language, and

determine whether there is a shared willingness to change

the relationship. It is not a court that assigns blame, nor a

repair service that will fix the relationship without the

people’s participation.

Help is more likely to be useful when both people can speak

freely and the therapist or counselor is appropriately

qualified. It is reasonable to ask about their approach,

experience with the specific issue, rules of confidentiality,

and how they address questions of safety. If one person is

afraid to speak truthfully in a session because of what will

happen at home, that is essential information, not a minor

obstacle in the process.

Professional help can also support a dignified separation or

help arrange cooperative parenting. The goal does not have
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to be preserving the couple at any cost. It may be greater

safety, truth, and responsibility in the decision people

genuinely need to make.

Bringing Understanding into Your Life

Pause

Before you begin evaluating the relationship, try to notice

the place you are looking from. Have you just had a conflict?

Are you exhausted or frightened? Are you seeking the truth

or quick certainty? Some questions need time; others cannot

bear further delay. A brief pause is not meant to minimize

the problem. It is meant to help you see it without

immediately blaming yourself or the other person.

•  Where in the relationship do I feel most like myself?

•  Where do I feel genuinely connected to the other person?

•  What have I been giving over the long term without its
being seen or renegotiated?

•  What am I afraid to talk about, and what do I fear would
happen if I did?

•  Which difference between us needs an agreement, and
which may need acceptance?
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•  What specific behavior strengthens my trust? What
weakens it?

•  If nothing changed, what would it be like to live in this
relationship a year from now?

In Practice: When the Problem Was Not a Lack of Love

Petra and Jakub came to discuss their relationship with

different descriptions of the problem. Petra said she had to

handle everything on her own. Jakub felt that he did a great

deal and was still constantly criticized. Both worked, both

cared for their son, and neither saw themselves as someone

who avoided the relationship.

When they began describing a particular week, it became

clear that Jakub really did perform much of the visible work.

He cooked, picked up their son twice a week, and took care of

the car. But Petra carried the family’s entire calendar. She

scheduled medical appointments, communicated with the

school, knew when new shoes needed to be bought, planned

childcare, gifts, and visits, monitored payments, and

reminded Jakub about the tasks they had divided between

them. She was also almost always the one who started a

conversation when tension built between them.

Intimate Relationships

577



At first, Jakub objected that Petra only had to tell him what

to do. It was only when they broke one area down together,

from noticing through planning to completion, that he saw

that “telling him what” was work in itself. Petra, in turn,

noticed that she sometimes handed over a task but then

monitored how it was done so closely that Jakub had little

room to take responsibility in his own way. The difference

was not just in the amount of work. It was about ownership,

trust, and invisible coordination.

They did not create a long list of duties for the entire year.

They chose two areas. Jakub took over communication with

the school and everything connected with their son’s soccer,

including schedules, equipment, and transportation. Petra

stopped reminding him, but together they established which

outcomes had to be ensured. At the same time, they agreed to

have a brief Sunday meeting about the coming week so that

planning would not once again become solely her

responsibility.

After a month, their life was not perfectly balanced. But

Petra felt that she no longer had to keep certain things in her

578



head, and Jakub no longer felt like a helper waiting for

instructions. There was one more important change: they

stopped interpreting the conflict as proof that Petra was

ungrateful or Jakub indifferent. A more precise agreement

allowed them to see that their original system was unfair

without turning either of them into a bad person.

What You Can Do Today
•  Name one assumption. Choose an expectation you take for

granted and check whether the other person understands
it the same way. Do not start with the most painful subject
if you do not have a safe setting for the conversation.

•  Ask about your current rhythm of closeness. Instead of
saying generally, “We don’t spend enough time together,”
discuss when each of you needs connection, when each
needs quiet, and what reconnecting after time alone should
look like.

•  Make one piece of invisible work visible. Follow the entire
chain from noticing through planning to completion. Agree
on who holds responsibility, not only who performs the
final task.

•  Replace a test with a specific request. Say what would help
you without claiming that a loving partner should know it
on their own. The other person has the right to consider
and decline the request.
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•  Protect one small “we” and one small “I.” Plan a brief
period of shared time and be equally intentional about
respecting each person’s individual time. Let the form of
both emerge through agreement.

•  Check whether consent is freely given. With an important
decision, ask whether the other person can truly say no
and what would happen if they did. This applies to time,
money, family, and intimacy.

•  Set a date to revisit the agreement. When you make a new
agreement, decide when you will evaluate it. An agreement
is not proof that something will remain right forever; it is a
working arrangement that can be adjusted in light of
experience.

Practical Exercise: Our Relationship Map
This exercise is meant to help clarify one area of your

shared life. It is not a test of the relationship’s quality or a

tool for pushing a partner toward greater openness,

connection, or sex. If you do not feel safe in the relationship,

do not attempt a joint conversation simply because it is

recommended here. Choose individual support and an

approach suited to your safety needs.
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1. Begin by Working Separately

Choose from the following areas: emotional closeness,

personal space, communication, trust, everyday

responsibilities, finances, physical and sexual intimacy,

time together, individual time, relationships with family and

friends, care, and the future. You may add an area that is

important to your life.

For each one, briefly note:

•  What is working in this area, and what do I want to
preserve?

•  What am I missing, or what feels burdensome?

•  What do I actually know from an agreement or repeated
behavior?

•  What am I merely assuming about the other person’s
wishes, motives, or expectations?

•  What agreement exists between us? Has it been stated, or
do I only assume it?

•  What am I willing to offer, and where is my boundary?

Be specific. “I miss closeness” is an important beginning, but

it needs to be translated further before it can become an
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agreement: In what situations do I recognize closeness? How

often do I miss it? What would be one small, observable

difference?

2. Choose Only One Area

Do not try to resolve the entire relationship in one

conversation. Each of you should identify one area that is

important and also safe enough to work on together. If you

chose different areas, agree on which one you will open first

and when the other will have its turn. That agreement is

already part of the exercise.

3. Share Your Map Without Immediately Defending
Yourself

One person begins by describing their notes. The other may

ask clarifying questions but does not yet explain why the

situation is different. Then they summarize in their own

words what they have understood. After that, switch roles.

Understanding does not mean agreement. The sentence “I

understand that after three evenings of work obligations,
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you feel pushed aside” does not mean “I agree to everything

you want from me.” It means that the other person’s

experience does not have to be denied before a conversation

about possibilities can begin.

4. Separate Assumptions, Needs, and Agreements

Together, identify:

•  What is observably happening?

•  What meaning does each person attach to it?

•  What need or value are they trying to protect?

•  What are they asking of the other person?

•  What is the other person able to offer freely?

•  Where is there a difference that cannot be resolved right
now?

If the conversation turns into an attempt to prove love or

character, return to the specific situation. The goal is not to

decide who is the right kind of partner. The goal is to find

out what arrangement is possible and whether it is

acceptable to both people.
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5. Design a Small Experiment

The experiment should be specific, time-limited, and

mutually accepted. For example: “When we come home from

work, we’ll each have twenty minutes to ourselves, followed

by ten minutes together without our phones to briefly

reconnect.” Or: “For three weeks, one person will take full

responsibility for communication with the school; the other

will not give reminders unless an important deadline is at

risk.”

In the area of intimacy, the experiment must not create an

obligation to touch, have sex, share details, or engage in any

other form of openness. For example, you can agree on a

safe time to talk about your experience, on nonsexual

closeness that both people want, or on seeking a professional

consultation. Every individual interaction remains

voluntary.

6. Agree to Review It in Two to Four Weeks

When you review the experiment, do not ask only whether

you kept the agreement. Ask:
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•  What helped us?

•  What was more difficult than we expected?

•  Did we both feel more respected and more able to influence
our shared life?

•  Was there an unexpected impact on our time, energy, or
other areas?

•  Do we want to keep, adjust, or end the agreement?

An unsuccessful experiment does not automatically mean an

unsuccessful relationship. It is information. It shows

whether the agreement was too vague, whether there was

not enough capacity, whether a deeper difference emerged,

or whether one partner does not actually want to carry the

work of change. The last possibility, in particular, should

not be excused indefinitely with yet another plan.

Questions for Self-Reflection

•  What idea of partnership did I bring with me from my
family of origin? What do I want to preserve from it, and
what do I not want to carry forward?

•  When do I treat the other person’s need as information,
and when do I hear it as criticism of me?

•  Can I ask for closeness without testing my partner and
accept that a request is not an entitlement?
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•  Can I ask for space without leaving the other person
waiting indefinitely?

•  Which parts of our shared life do I carry in my mind, and
which does my partner carry?

•  Is there an area in which I have long benefited from the
other person’s work without fully seeing it?

•  Where are our agreements based on genuine consent, and
where are they based more on fear of conflict?

•  How do I respond to rejection concerning time, touch,
sexuality, or major decisions?

•  What do I do when I feel jealous or insecure? Do I seek
understanding or control?

•  Which boundary do I need to express more precisely? And
which of the other person’s boundaries am I struggling to
respect?

•  What specific behavior shows me that we are both working
toward change?

•  If I did not have to prove that the relationship is successful,
what would I honestly say about its current form?

Key Takeaways from This Chapter

•  An intimate relationship is an evolving form of closeness,
continually negotiated between two separate people.

•  Different needs for connection and space do not have to
mean different degrees of love, but they require a clear
rhythm and agreement.
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•  An expectation the other person does not know about and
has not agreed to is not a shared contract.

•  A relationship is held together by both feeling and concrete
experiences of trust, safety, respect, mutuality, and shared
influence.

•  Fairness is not a mathematical 50/50 split, but neither
person should become the permanent manager of their
shared life while the other remains a guest.

•  Intimacy, including sexual intimacy, remains voluntary.
Consent is ongoing and can be changed at any time.

•  Jealousy deserves understanding, not the right to
surveillance and control.

•  Boundaries protect integrity; they are not tools for
punishing or controlling a partner.

•  In major life choices, we cannot idealize a compromise that
in reality eliminates the freedom to say no.

•  When violence, coercion, or systematic control is present,
safety takes priority over couples’ communication
techniques.

•  Repairing a relationship, reshaping it, and leaving it can
all be responsible decisions under different circumstances.
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A Final Thought from the Author

A good intimate relationship is not one in which two people
never again have to ask how they want to live together. It is one
in which they are free to reopen that question whenever life
changes—and where the answer does not have to silence one
person in order for their “we” to survive.
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CHAPTER 14

Family
Relationships That Began Before We Could Choose Them

That is precisely why family can be a source of extraordinary

support as well as extraordinary tension. In the same room, a

person can feel love, gratitude, obligation, anger, tenderness, and

the need to go home early—all at once. These feelings do not

cancel one another out. Family closeness is not automatically

safe simply because the people involved are relatives. Nor does

one conflict or a need for distance mean that a family has failed.

A family has a long memory. But a healthy relationship needs
more than a memory of who we once were to one another. It
also requires a willingness to notice who we are today.



When Help Remains Stuck in an Old Role
Matouš was thirty-six. He and his partner Barbora were

expecting their first child and deciding whether to remain in

their rental or take out a mortgage on a small apartment. His

mother, Helena, had worked at a bank for most of her life. When

Matouš was growing up, the family went through a difficult

period, and Helena became accustomed to resolving things

quickly. She knew how to negotiate, keep track of deadlines, and

find a way forward when others hesitated. Matouš had

experienced many situations in which her ability to take the lead

had genuinely helped them.

When she learned about their housing plans, she began acting

just as she had before. She sent her son links to listings, pointed

out risks, and called him several times during working hours.

Then, without his knowledge, she contacted a former colleague

and arranged a consultation for him. When Matouš said he was

not interested, she replied, “I’m not forcing you to do anything. I

just don’t want you to make a mistake that will cost you years of

your life.”

590



Helena meant no harm. The thought of her son getting into

trouble stirred an old anxiety in her. Helping was how she

expressed love, and it was also an area in which she felt useful.

She did not see control. She saw experience that it would be

irresponsible not to use.

But Matouš heard something else: I don’t trust you to make

decisions about your own life. When his mother questioned one

of Klára’s ideas, he also felt the need to protect the space he and

his partner shared. He did not say so directly. He began

answering the phone less often, kept his responses brief, and

preferred not to tell his mother about important matters

anymore. Helena interpreted his distance as ingratitude. The less

information she received, the more often she asked questions.

The more she asked, the less Matouš told her.

The tension surfaced at a family lunch over something that

seemed minor. Helena asked whether they had sent the

documents to the mortgage advisor yet. In front of the others,

Matouš said, “Mom, I’m thirty-six. You don’t have to manage

every decision I make.” Helena fell silent. After a moment, she

replied that if she did not care about his future, she certainly
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would not ask. Matouš regretted his tone, yet he also felt relieved

that it had finally been said. Helena left feeling as though

everything she had done for her son was suddenly being held

against her.

There was no shortage of love. What they had was an old form of

love that no longer fit their current relationship. Helena was still

offering care in the way her adolescent son had needed during

an uncertain time. But Matouš now needed a mother who could

show interest without taking charge. He also needed to learn to

express a boundary before it erupted into anger and distance.

When they spoke later, they did not begin by asking who had

been right about the mortgage. They talked about what form

their relationship should take. Matouš said that he did not want

to lose the benefit of his mother’s experience, but needed her to

ask first whether he wanted advice. Helena admitted that she

often found it difficult to recognize when help stopped being

helpful. They agreed that she could ask, “Do you just want me to

listen, or do you want my perspective?” Matouš, in turn,

committed to not using silence as his only form of protection and

to stating more clearly what he did not want to share.
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Their relationship did not change because of one sentence.

Helena still caught herself several times as she was about to

write to her former colleague, and Matouš sometimes responded

irritably. But the direction changed: from parental control

toward adult respect. The point was not for Helena to stop

caring. She was learning to care in a way that left room for her

son’s autonomy and responsibility.

Pause

•  Where in your family does a role persist that once made sense
but now restricts the relationship?

•  What does help look like in your family? Can it be declined
without being understood as a rejection of the person offering
it?

•  What do you do when you do not feel respected: speak up, give
in, attack, or distance yourself without explanation?

•  When did you last allow someone close to show you who they
are today instead of responding to their old role?
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The Family as a Relationship System
A family is more than the sum of its individual members. It is a

network of relationships in which every person’s actions affect

someone else while also arising in response to the actions of

others. When one family member begins taking responsibility

more often, another may gradually take less initiative. When

someone avoids conflict, another person may increase the

pressure simply to get a response. When a family protects one

member from consequences for a long time, the others may

learn that fairness does not apply equally to everyone.

Talking about a system does not mean claiming that everyone

bears equal responsibility. A child does not have the same power

as a parent. A person who is being intimidated does not bear half

the responsibility for the intimidation. A systemic perspective

simply helps us see recurring connections: what happens

between people, how they respond to one another, and what

keeps an old way of functioning in place.

Every family develops customs around emotions, money, help,

conflict, privacy, success, and failure. Some are stated openly:

“We have lunch together on Sundays.” Others are learned from
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people’s reactions: sadness is not discussed; challenging elders is

punished with silence; help cannot be refused; the successful

family member is expected to rescue the others. What repeats

begins to feel like the natural order, even though it is really only

one of many possible forms of family life.

The Roles We Learned to Fit Into
Roles often emerge in families: the responsible one, the sensitive

one, the troublemaker, the successful one, the peacemaker, the

one who is always forgiven, or the one who never needs

anything. Roles are not diagnoses or complete descriptions of

personality. They are simplifications that allow the system to

predict quickly who will do what. They may help a family

manage a particular period, but over time they begin to conceal

the actual person.

The “responsible child” may automatically be assigned the task

of organizing care for aging parents because they have always

managed everything. The “problem sibling” may be viewed with

suspicion even after they have changed. The “strong family

member” may receive no support because everyone assumes

they do not need it. And people may stop listening to the
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“sensitive one” on the grounds that they take everything too

deeply.

Roles are maintained through language. Sentences such as

“you’ve always been…” or “we can’t expect anything else from

you” turn the past into a judgment on the present. Change begins

with a more precise view: What is this person doing today? What

is no longer true? What responsibility do they actually have, and

what do we assign to them simply out of habit? A family can find

it unsettling when one member begins to behave differently,

because that person’s change forces the others to change as well.

The Rules No One Ever Stated
An unspoken family rule is powerful precisely because it is never

discussed. “Family always helps family” can mean beautiful

mutual support, but it can also mean an obligation to be

available at any time, regardless of one’s own capacity. “Family

matters stay in the family” can protect privacy or prevent

someone from seeking help. “You don’t talk back to your elders”

can encourage courtesy but also silence legitimate disagreement.

596



Rules such as “we don’t talk about problems,” “one person’s

success belongs to everyone,” “people close to each other don’t

keep track of money,” or “the family has to be together at

Christmas” are similarly ambiguous. Conflict often begins not

with a broken agreement, but with a violated expectation that

the other person did not know about or never accepted.

It helps to turn a hidden rule into an explicit sentence and ask

three questions: What purpose did it once serve? Whom does it

protect today, and whom does it burden? Do we want to keep,

change, or abandon it? A family tradition can become a genuine

agreement only when the people who want to change it are also

allowed to discuss it.

Adult Children and Parents: A Shift in Power
Parenthood begins with a great inequality. A young child needs

an adult to make decisions about safety, routines, and many

everyday matters. Healthy independence, however, requires this

power to change gradually. An adult son or daughter can respect

a parent’s opinion without submitting their housing,

relationship, work, finances, faith, or parenting choices to it.
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A parent is not automatically entitled to all information simply

because their questions come from love. They do not have the

right to decide whom their adult child chooses as a partner,

demand immediate answers, or enter their home without

making arrangements. But adulthood does not mean that a child

owes their parents nothing in the way of ordinary consideration.

They can say no without humiliating anyone, acknowledge their

own mistake, and state a boundary before contempt

accumulates.

For a parent, the change in role can be painful. Experience that

was needed for a long time is suddenly no longer received in the

same way. Interest can easily turn into interrogation, and advice

into making decisions for the other person. The new parental

question is therefore not only “How can I help?” but also “How

will I know whether my help is wanted?” An adult relationship

between parent and child is not a relationship without a past. It

is one in which the past no longer serves as a claim to permanent

superiority.
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Caring for Aging Parents
Aging can turn family roles upside down once again. A parent

who once provided support begins to need help. Adult children

may feel love, gratitude, and moral obligation, but also

exhaustion, fear, old resentment, or resistance to the expectation

that everything will somehow be taken care of. These feelings

are not proof of bad character. They are information about the

significance of the relationship and the person’s actual capacity.

Care is not one thing. It includes time, physical presence,

transportation, phone calls, finances, paperwork,

decision-making, emotional availability, and often the constant

monitoring of what will be needed next. Some of this work

remains invisible. A family may then believe that tasks are being

shared even though one person is actually carrying almost all the

coordination.

A fair division does not have to mean equal hours. Siblings may

live at different distances, have different health, incomes,

childcare responsibilities, or histories with the parent. But they

need to make the burden visible and not measure willingness by

only one kind of help. One person may provide transportation to
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medical appointments, another manage the finances, contribute

toward professional services, or regularly take over part of the

weekend.

Professional help is not a family failure. In-home services, respite

care, health care support, or an appropriate residential option

can protect both the parent’s dignity and relationships among

loved ones. Family loyalty has value, but it should not

automatically turn one member’s life into a long-term sacrifice

decided on by the others without that person’s consent.

Siblings and Several Truths About the Same
Childhood
Siblings grow up in the same family, but not always under the

same conditions. Parents may be uncertain with their first child

and calmer with the next. In the meantime, the family may

become wealthier, become poorer, or go through illness, divorce,

or loss. Children have different temperaments and are given

different roles. Two people may therefore remember the same

period honestly and yet in completely different ways.
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One sibling may say, “Dad was always there for us.” The other

replies, “Not for me.” Neither has to be lying. The first may have

experienced support in sports; the second, humiliation over

academic performance. Trying to impose a single correct family

memory often obscures a more important question: What might

I not have seen in what you are describing?

Old roles return when caring for parents, dealing with

inheritance, and attending family celebrations. Property can

carry the meaning of love, recognition, or old inequality, so a

dispute over an object can easily become a dispute over an entire

lifetime. It helps to separate the practical level from the

relational one: what must be decided legally and financially,

what we need to name emotionally, and what we may no longer

be able to receive from a sibling or a deceased parent. Not every

sibling relationship has to be close in order to be civil and

predictable.
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What Families Pass Down
Intergenerational transmission is not a mysterious force or a

sentence. It consists of thousands of small experiences from

which we learn what people do in close relationships. How is

fear discussed? Who decides about money? What does it mean to

be a man or a woman? Who provides care, and who has the right

to rest? Is it permissible to disagree with authority? What

happens when someone makes a mistake?

We often pass on even what we have defined ourselves against.

A person may reject a parent’s yelling and still use the same tone

under stress. Or they may avoid yelling so consistently that they

never say a clear no. Conscious change is therefore not simply

the decision “I will be different.” It requires recognizing the

trigger, practicing a different response, and bearing the

discomfort that arises when we depart from a familiar family

script.

A family legacy is not only a burden. Families also pass on forms

of humor, perseverance, the ability to stand together, practical

skills, a language of love, and stories that give a person roots.
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Adulthood allows us to choose: to accept some things with

gratitude, reshape others, and stop carrying still others forward.

Tradition, Loyalty, and the Right to Live
Differently
Traditions can create continuity. Christmas, Sunday lunches,

celebrations, faith, or shared rituals remind us that we belong to

someone. The problem does not lie in tradition itself, but begins

when participation becomes a test of love and a different choice

becomes proof of betrayal.

An adult has the right to celebrate differently, move away,

choose a partner, change careers, decide not to enter the family

business, raise children differently, or reconsider their faith. The

family may feel disappointed. It does not have to approve every

choice. But disappointment does not create the right to decide for

the other person, punish them with silence, threaten the loss of

the relationship, or recruit allies against them.

Loyalty that requires the loss of one’s adulthood is no longer

freely chosen closeness. At the same time, autonomy does not
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mean we need not consider others. The difference is between

consideration and submission: I can communicate a decision

sensitively, listen to the response, and make room for sadness

without giving others a vote over my life.

When the Family of Origin Enters a Couple’s
Relationship
An intimate relationship does not arise outside the family. Each

person brings habits, expectations, and patterns of loyalty from

their family of origin. One sees a daily phone call to their parents

as a given; the other experiences it as an intrusion on privacy.

One is accustomed to telling their mother about every conflict;

the other feels that their relationship is no longer a safe space.

A couple needs shared rules. What parts of our private life may

be shared? How often and under what conditions do we receive

visitors? How will we respond to unsolicited advice, financial

help, or criticism of a partner? Whose parents will take priority

during the holidays, and how will we ensure that the decision is

not always determined by whoever applies more pressure?
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Standing up for a partner does not mean blindly declaring that

they are always right. It means protecting the agreed way in

which you make decisions together. If one’s own parent crosses a

boundary, it is usually more effective for their adult child to

name it: “We make decisions about our home together. We are

happy to hear your opinion, but we don’t want you contacting

Barbora separately about it.” This keeps the partner from having

to become a lone defender against the entire family.

Sharing a partner’s sensitive information requires particular

care. Our need for support is legitimate. But it does not

automatically give us the right to pass on information about their

health, sex life, mistakes, or confidential disclosures to relatives.

Support should be sought with as little intrusion on the other

person’s privacy as possible while also not isolating the person

seeking help.
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Grandparents and Grandchildren
A relationship with grandparents can offer a child another safe

bond, family memory, and a different rhythm from life at home.

But its value does not create an automatic right to unlimited

contact. The child’s parents bear primary responsibility for

safety, routines, and rules. Grandparents do not have to do

everything the same way, but they do need to respect boundaries

that protect the child and the parents’ responsibility.

A disagreement about sweets or bedtime is not the same as

repeatedly humiliating a parent in front of the child, ignoring

health restrictions, or forcing a child into physical contact. An

appropriate response depends on the severity and repetition.

Sometimes a clear agreement is enough; at other times,

supervision or limits on contact are needed. Idealizing an

intergenerational relationship at any cost can obscure what the

child is actually experiencing.

A child should not be a messenger between adults or proof of

family loyalty. Sentences such as “Grandma will be sad if you

don’t go” place responsibility for an adult’s emotions on the

child. A relationship with a grandparent should grow from safe
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contact, not from a sense that the child must hold the family

together.

Children Need Boundaries and Room to Feel
A child is not a small adult, but they are a full human being with

emotions. They need age-appropriate guidance as well as the

experience that their inner world does not have to disappear for

them to be accepted. A boundary on behavior is not the same as

prohibiting an emotion. A parent can say, “You can be angry, but

you cannot hit me.” This does not mean abandoning the rule. It

teaches the child that a feeling can be borne and behavior can be

regulated.

Sentences such as “don’t cry,” “there’s nothing to be afraid of,” or

“good children don’t get angry” are often attempts to calm a

child. But they can send the message that some feelings have no

place in the relationship. A long psychological explanation is not

necessarily a better response. Sometimes it is enough to say, “I

can see that you’re upset. We’re leaving now, and you’re allowed

to be disappointed.” A child does not need a parent to analyze

every emotion. They need not to be required to deny it.
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A parent will not always remain calm either. They may raise

their voice, respond unfairly, or overlook something. Apologizing

to a child does not weaken authority if the parent also maintains

their responsibility. “I should not have yelled at you. I was tired,

but my tone was not your fault. The rule about screen time still

stands, but I will talk to you without yelling.” An apology like this

does not reverse the roles. It teaches that power does not free a

person from responsibility.

Adolescence: The Relationship Changes
Shape
Adolescence brings a collision between the need for protection

and the need for independence. Conflict during this period is not

automatic proof that the family is being lost. It is often part of

restructuring the relationship. The adolescent tests what they

can decide for themselves; the parent determines where they

must still carry responsibility and where they can begin moving

from commands to consultation.

The degree of freedom should reflect age, maturity, and the

specific risk. Decisions about what time someone must be home

are different from decisions about their taste in music, clothing,
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or future school. Control that does not recede as a young person’s

responsibility grows may keep the relationship outwardly

obedient but inwardly secretive. Conversely, a parent’s complete

withdrawal under the banner of “it’s their life” can leave an

adolescent without the structure they still need.

The transition goes better when rules can be explained, are

predictable, and remain open to revision. A parent can say, “I am

still partly responsible for your safety. But I want to hear how

you see this and what would help you earn more freedom.” The

goal is not to win the last dispute before adulthood. It is to

prepare a relationship in which the young person can return for

advice without having to give up their own life.

Privacy, Secrets, and Confidentiality
Privacy is space a person does not have to share with everyone.

A secret may be a harmless surprise, but it can also be

information whose concealment prevents others from making

free decisions or protects harmful behavior. A family needs to

make distinctions, not demand either complete transparency or

automatic silence.
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An adolescent may need a private journal. An adult family

member does not have to disclose their income. A person may

ask for their health information not to be shared. It is a different

matter when a child is forced to conceal touches that make them

uncomfortable, when a family hides a serious health risk

relevant to others, or when a “family secret” protects violence,

fraud, or financial abuse.

Confidentiality has limits where immediate safety or the

protection of a vulnerable person is concerned. When there is

uncertainty, it may be important to consult a professional who

can help assess what can remain private and what requires

action. “Don’t tell anyone or you’ll destroy the family” must not

be used as a tool to transfer responsibility onto the person who

needs help.
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Boundaries in Families
Family boundaries concern visits, phone calls, money, care,

children, advice, physical contact, information, and time. They

are not a punishment and do not have to mean the end of a

relationship. They define the conditions under which contact can

continue without one person paying for closeness over the long

term through the loss of privacy, safety, or personal

responsibility.

A good boundary is more specific than a reproach. Instead of

“you’re always interfering in my life,” it might be: “I’ll tell you

about our decision once it’s final. I don’t want to discuss the

individual options right now.” Instead of “you never respect my

time”: “I need visits to be arranged in advance. If you don’t let me

know, I may not be home or answer the door.”

A boundary primarily states what I will do. It cannot guarantee

that the other person will stop criticizing, but it can establish that

I will end a conversation about my body or how I raise my child.

It cannot force a relative to handle money responsibly, but it can

state that I will not provide another loan. A boundary without
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any possible action easily turns into a wish the other person does

not have to take seriously.

Proportion matters. Some situations need a small adjustment—a

shorter visit, less frequent phone calls, a clearer topic. Others

require greater distance. The intensity of contact is not limited to

a choice between total availability and a complete break. Contact

can be in writing or take place in a neutral location, meetings can

include another person, less personal information can be shared,

or there can be a temporary pause.

When a Family Does Not Accept a Boundary
A boundary may cause sadness, disagreement, or fear in a

family. The other person has a right to their response. But they

are not automatically entitled to overrule the decision. Endless

explanation is a common trap. A person hopes that if they find

perfectly kind arguments, the relative will accept the boundary.

Sometimes, however, every additional explanation is treated as

an invitation to negotiate again.
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There is a difference between offering an explanation and asking

permission. “This year we’ll spend Christmas Eve at home. I

know that disappoints you; we’ll come on December 26” is

information communicated with consideration for the other

person. If repeated persuasion follows, one can reply, “I

understand that you disagree. The decision is not changing.” We

do not have to prove that our reasons are good enough.

Sometimes a boundary must be reinforced through behavior. If

we have said we will end a call when insults begin but remain on

the line for another hour defending ourselves, the relationship

learns that the boundary changes nothing. Consistency is not

cruelty. It can be calm: “I’m going to end the call now. We can try

again next week.” At the same time, it helps not to use

consequences as covert revenge. The goal is to protect the

conditions for contact, not to cause the other person pain.
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Limiting Contact and Family Estrangement
Limiting or ending contact is neither an easy universal solution

nor an automatic moral failure. For some people, it is a response

to violence, long-term humiliation, addiction-related behavior

that creates danger, or a repeated inability to respect basic

boundaries. For others, it may be a temporary period of distance

during which the situation settles and the form of the

relationship is rebuilt.

Such a decision often comes at a cost. Alongside relief may come

grief, doubt, pressure from the wider family, and the loss of

other relationships. It is wise to consider the degree of risk,

previous attempts at change, available intermediate steps, and

one’s own capacity. A safe consultation with a therapist,

counselor, or other professional who is not involved in the

family pressure can sometimes help.

The opposite advice requires equal caution: “You have to make

peace—it’s family.” Reconciliation requires at least a minimal

possibility of respect and safety. Kinship alone does not create

that possibility. Sometimes the most honest response is to

614



acknowledge that closeness in its current form is not possible

while continuing to recognize the complexity of the story.

Coercion, Violence, and Abuse
Where physical or sexual violence, intimidation, economic

control, threats, stalking, or systematic humiliation are present,

recommending better communication is not enough.

Responsibility lies with the person engaging in the harmful

behavior. Family loyalty must not be used as an argument for

tolerating danger or maintaining a shared secret.

Safety is the priority. It may involve an exit plan, keeping

documents in a safe place, contacting a trusted person or a

specialized service, or reaching out to local emergency services

when there is immediate danger. A joint conversation or family

therapy may not be appropriate if it could increase the risk of

retaliation or provide more opportunity for manipulation. Help

should respect the pace of the person at risk and should not

pressure them into confrontation.
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Neither a child nor a dependent adult should bear responsibility

for protecting the family’s good name. A person’s safety takes

priority over keeping the system calm.

“It’s Family” Is Not the Final Argument
The phrase “it’s family” can remind us that relationships have a

history and that not every discomfort is a reason to leave. It can

lead us toward greater patience, repairing a mistake, and a

willingness to see the broader context. But it cannot create

limitless availability, override consent, or turn love into an

obligation to endure anything.

The opposite extreme is equally simplistic: the idea that anyone

who does not accommodate us or has hurt us at some point

should be cut off immediately. Relationships require proportion.

A single act of insensitivity calls for one response, repeated

disrespect another, and danger still another. A mature boundary

is not the harshest possible response. It is the least restrictive

measure that genuinely protects dignity and safety in the

situation.
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Pause

•  Which family rule do you follow even though you never
consciously chose it?

•  What price do you pay for your current role, and what does
that role give you in return?

•  Where do you need to explain less and act more clearly?

•  In which relationship would a small adjustment in contact help
more than a dramatic “all or nothing” decision?

•  What in your situation is discomfort, what is long-term
exhaustion, and what is genuine danger?

In Practice: The Care No One Saw

Alžběta lived twenty minutes from her seventy-seven-year-old

mother. After her mother’s hip surgery, she began handling

groceries, transportation to medical appointments, and

medication. Her brother, Karel, lived two hours away. He called

their mother regularly and occasionally sent money. Both

believed they were making an effort. Yet tension between them

continued to grow.

Alžběta felt that everything had been left to her. It was not only

the visits. She monitored prescriptions, scheduled follow-up

appointments, dealt with a broken heating system, listened to
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her mother’s fears, and carried in her head a list of things that

might go wrong. When she told Karel she could not keep going,

he replied, “Just tell me what you need. I can’t read your mind.”

Alžběta heard another task in his answer: even the division of

work was hers to design.

Karel saw the situation differently. He had two young children,

an irregular work schedule, and could not make the trip to their

mother’s home several times a week. He remembered Alžběta as

the one who always made the decisions and then criticized

others for doing things incorrectly. When he offered to order

groceries online, Alžběta replied that their mother needed fresh

food and human contact. Karel took away the message that his

help would never be good enough anyway.

The conflict looked like a dispute between a devoted daughter

and an unwilling son. In reality, it involved different capacities,

invisible work, and old roles. Alžběta automatically assumed

responsibility before anyone had reached an agreement. Karel

waited for specific instructions and explained his passivity by

saying that his sister wanted to control everything. Each had a
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legitimate part of the experience, and each was also maintaining

a pattern that hurt them.

In a conversation together, they first listed every activity from

the previous month, including phone calls, planning, and being

on call. Only when it was on paper did Karel see the extent of

Alžběta’s burden. Alžběta, in turn, heard which days and tasks

her brother could realistically take over. They did not begin by

dividing blame, but by dividing responsibility.

Karel took over ordering medication, communicating with the

insurance company, and two scheduled Saturdays each month.

He began contributing his own money toward an in-home

service that helped with the household once a week. Alžběta

continued accompanying their mother to medical appointments

because that was logistically easier, but she stopped being the

only person who had to keep track of everything. They also

raised a subject with their mother that they had long avoided:

accepting help did not mean that every preference she had could

be met by her children.
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The agreement was not perfectly equal, and not every old

grievance disappeared. But it was more specific and fairer.

Alžběta gained time, Karel gained a clearly defined area of

responsibility, and their mother received care that did not rest

solely on one person’s exhaustion. Change did not begin with

greater self-sacrifice. It began when invisible work became

visible and people’s capacities were no longer mistaken for the

measure of their love.

What You Can Do Today
1.  Name one old role. Complete the sentence: “In my family, I

tend to be the one who…” Then notice whether you are still
choosing that role today or merely fulfilling it automatically.

2.  Identify one unspoken rule. Rewrite it as a sentence that can
be discussed, such as: “We expect to spend the holidays
together.”

3.  Ask before giving advice. Use a simple question: “Do you want
my opinion, practical help, or just for me to listen?”

4.  Turn one reproach into a specific boundary. State the subject,
the condition, and what you will do if the boundary is not
respected.

5.  Make invisible work visible. In caregiving or family
organization, list not only the tasks but also the planning,
communication, and time spent on call.
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6.  Protect the privacy of a relationship. Before sharing something
sensitive with relatives, check whether it is your information or
someone else’s.

7.  Choose the smallest effective change. You do not have to
address the entire family. Choose one conversation, a shorter
visit, a clearer refusal, or one specific agreement.

Practical Exercise: A Map of Family Roles
and Boundaries
Choose one family relationship that matters to you and in which

you also experience recurring tension. Do not choose a

relationship in which you could face retaliation, violence, or

another threat. In such a situation, the goal is not to prepare for a

conversation together, but to develop a safe course of action with

the support of a trusted person or professional service.

1.  Describe the relationship today. Who is the other person, how
often are you in contact, and what is the current source of
tension? Begin by staying with observable facts.

2.  Name your usual role. Are you the one who rescues, organizes,
stays silent, calms others, rebels, explains, or quickly
withdraws? What does this role allow you to do, and what does
it cost you?

3.  What role do you assign to the other person? Write it down,
then turn the label into a description of behavior. Instead of
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“they are manipulative,” describe what they specifically say or
do.

4.  Complete the unspoken rule. For example: “Anyone who
refuses help is rejecting the family” or “The oldest family
member has the final say on major issues.” Who actually
agreed to this rule?

5.  Identify what works. What do you want to preserve in the
relationship—humor, practical help, time together, a particular
tradition, the ability to ask for advice?

6.  Name what is out of date. Which part of the relationship still
treats you or the other person according to the past? What
change in age, role, or life circumstances has not yet been
acknowledged in the relationship?

7.  State a need and a boundary. What do you need to protect
more fully? Write the boundary concretely: “When… I will…”
Avoid a demand that can only be carried out if the other person
changes.

8.  Separate your part from the other person’s cooperation. What
can you do on your own—share less information, decline a
task, end an insulting phone call? What is possible only
together—divide caregiving more fairly, rebuild trust, create a
new holiday plan?

9.  Consider the level of risk. How might the other person
respond? What will help you remain safe and not exceed your
own capacity? Do you need a neutral location, written
communication, another person present, or no direct
conversation at all?
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10.  Choose a small step. It might be one question before offering
advice, one refusal without a long defense, a list of caregiving
tasks, or a proposal for a specific agreement. Decide how you
will know the step helped—not because the other person
changed immediately, but because you acted with greater
precision and safety.

Return to the map after a few weeks. What changed in your

actions? What changed in the relationship? What did the

boundary reveal about the other person’s willingness to

cooperate? The map is not meant to help you repair the entire

system on your own. It helps you distinguish where you have

influence, where you need agreement, and where you must

accept the limits of the relationship.

Questions for Self-Reflection

•  Which quality of mine am I free to develop only outside my
family role?

•  How does a parent’s or child’s disagreement register within me:
as information, rejection, or a threat to my worth?

•  What kind of help do I offer when I am afraid?

•  Can I accept “no” without punishing the other person through
distance, reproach, or pressure?

•  What do I protect in my family out of love, and what do I
protect out of fear of how others will react?
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•  Where do I mistake an equal division for a fair one?

•  Whose experience in my family do I tend to question because it
differs from my own?

•  What privacy do I need to protect, and which secret now
protects harm more than the relationship?

•  Which value from earlier generations do I want to preserve?

•  What do I not want to pass on in the same form?

Key Takeaways from This Chapter

•  Family closeness is not automatically safe, and family conflict is
not automatically proof of failure.

•  Roles are not diagnoses. They may once have helped and may
now keep us from seeing one another accurately.

•  An unspoken rule is not a shared agreement if it cannot be
discussed or disagreed with.

•  An adult relationship between parent and child requires a shift
from control to consultation and respect.

•  Caring for aging parents should include a visible agreement
about capacities, tasks, and outside help.

•  Siblings can hold different yet equally honest memories of the
same childhood.

•  Boundaries define the conditions for contact; they are neither
punishment nor a guarantee that the other person will
approve.

•  When coercion, violence, or abuse is present, safety takes
priority over loyalty and keeping the peace.
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•  A family legacy can be sorted: some things can be accepted,
some transformed, and some no longer passed on.

A Final Thought from the Author

A family is not healthy because everyone remains in the place
once assigned to them. It becomes healthier when its members
are allowed to grow—and when the relationship learns to know
them again without exacting a price for their change in the form
of guilt, silence, or the loss of love.
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CHAPTER 15

Friendship
A Relationship We Choose

After partnership and family, we come to a relationship with

a different structure. We generally do not choose our family,

and partnership tends to involve explicit agreements, a

shared life, or a vision of the future. Friendship, by contrast,

often begins quietly. Two people start spending time

together, find common interests, understand each other, and

keep returning to one another. There is rarely a moment

when they sign a contract stating what they expect from this

closeness. Yet expectations, commitments, and places where

both can be vulnerable gradually emerge within it.

That very freedom of choice gives friendship a special

lightness. A friend is not with us because they have to be.

They come because they want to. We can meet outside family

roles, workplace hierarchies, and the demands of daily life

together. With friends, we sometimes discover parts of



ourselves that have less room elsewhere: humor, curiosity,

spontaneity, a shared interest, or a similar view of the world.

Yet that same freedom of choice also makes friendship

fragile. When two people stop reaching out, there is often

nothing to compel them to name the change. There is no

shared household whose logistics must be managed, nor a

family gathering where they will meet again. A friendship

can weaken for a long time without a word. One person waits

for a message; the other assumes the relationship can

withstand the silence. One sees regular contact as proof of

caring, while the other sees closeness as something that

endures without frequent reminders.

When the Rhythm Changes
Patrik and Matěj had known each other since college.

Together they had gone through their first jobs, several

moves, breakups, and long evenings spent talking about

everything that mattered and nothing at all. After college,

they lived in the same city. They saw each other almost every

week and messaged without giving it a thought: a quick note,

a photo, a comment about a movie, an invitation for coffee.
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Several years later, Patrik’s second child was born. He took

charge of a new team at work, while at home, sleep

alternated with illnesses brought back from daycare, and

most weeks were planned around who could pick up the

children. Matěj lived with a partner who traveled often and

had flexible working hours. Friendship remained one of his

main sources of closeness. When Patrik turned down a

weekend together for the third time and took several days to

answer two messages, Matěj interpreted the change simply:

I’m not important to him anymore.

He did not say so. He began reaching out less often so he

would not be the one who was always “pestering” Patrik.

When Patrik suggested a quick lunch a month later, Matěj

said he would see how work looked. He wanted Patrik to feel

the same uncertainty. Patrik did feel it, but interpreted it

differently: Matěj probably doesn’t want to meet. He was

tired and did not have the energy to find out why. He did not

offer again.

Several months later, they met at a mutual friend’s party.

Their conversation was polite, almost cheerful, yet both felt
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the tension. Finally, Matěj said, “I felt like you’d completely

blown me off.” Patrik was defensive at first. He pointed to

several messages he had sent and explained how much he

was dealing with at home. Matěj heard excuses. Patrik heard

an accusation that he could not be both a good father and a

good friend.

Only later did they manage to speak more precisely. Matěj

did not need everything to return to their college years. He

needed to know whether Patrik still saw him as part of his

life. Patrik did not need to justify every evening that had

fallen through. He needed his limited capacity not to be

automatically interpreted as lack of interest. They agreed to

call every other week on the way home from work and to set

aside an evening in advance every two months. It was not the

carefree spontaneity of earlier years. It was a more realistic

way to care for the relationship under new circumstances.

Neither was blameless. Matěj punished Patrik by

withdrawing without saying what hurt. Patrik relied for too

long on their shared history to explain everything by itself.

But the heart of the problem was not a lack of affection. It
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was their different levels of capacity at that stage of life, the

different meanings they assigned to contact, and an

unspoken contract each considered self-evident.

Pause

As you read the story, try asking yourself a few questions:

•  When was the last time you interpreted a friend’s reduced
availability as a message about your own worth or the
importance of the relationship?

•  What does it mean to you when someone does not reach out
for a long time: lack of time, lack of interest, trust that the
relationship will last, or something else?

•  Does the person you are thinking of have a way to know
your expectations, or can they only guess?

•  Do you distinguish between what you would like, what you
have agreed on together, and what you consider the other
person’s obligation?

•  When has a relationship truly become one-sided, and when
is it merely passing through a period in which one person is
carrying a heavier load?

The point is not to convince ourselves that nothing should

hurt. Limited contact, repeated rejection, or silence can be
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painful. Precision, however, helps us understand what the

pain means and what kind of response it needs. Otherwise,

we may react to the loss of closeness before checking

whether the closeness has actually been lost.

What Holds a Friendship Together
There is no single universal blueprint for friendship. Even so,

we can identify several elements without which long-term

closeness usually withers. They include freedom of choice,

mutual interest, trust, respect, reasonable availability,

discretion, reciprocity, and a willingness to renew the

relationship. They do not all need to be equally strong in

every season. What matters is whether, together, they can

sustain the friendship over time.

Freedom of choice does not mean a lack of commitment. It

means the commitment arises not from a role, but from the

repeated choice to remain in the relationship. A friend has

no legal or family obligation to come when we are struggling.

But if they consistently show up only when they need

something, the word “friendship” begins to lose its

substance.
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Interest is more than gathering information. It is a

willingness to notice what the other person is living through,

what is changing within them, and what matters to them. It

does not have to take the form of many questions. Sometimes

we recognize it when the other person remembers an

important detail, returns to a subject we raised, or gives us

room to speak without turning the conversation into a

contest over whose experience is bigger.

Trust and discretion create safety to be open. They do not

mean absolute agreement or a promise that a friend will

never make a mistake. They mean reasonable confidence

that our vulnerability will not be used against us, ridiculed,

or passed along as social currency.

Reciprocity is not bookkeeping. In one season, one person

gives more; in another, the other does. Mutuality is better

recognized by the direction of the relationship: can both

people feel seen over time? Can each sometimes need and

sometimes offer? Or does one consistently provide attention,

time, and care while the other uses the relationship as a

service?
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Respect for differences allows friends not to be copies of

each other. They may differ in their views, financial

resources, pace of life, family arrangements, and ways of

spending time. Closeness that survives only when there is

agreement is, in fact, highly conditional.

And finally, there is the ability to be happy for the other

person. A friend does not have to be unreservedly

enthusiastic at all times or never feel envy. What matters is

whether they can refrain from diminishing the other

person’s success, punishing them for it, or turning every

piece of good news back to themselves.

Friendship Does Not Mean Automatic
Availability
In a time when a message can be sent in seconds, it is easy to

assume that the reply should come just as quickly. A phone’s

constant accessibility can be mistaken for a person’s

emotional availability or available time. A read receipt then

begins to look like an obligation, and a delay like rejection.
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A good friend does not have to be constantly on their phone.

They may be sleeping, working, caring for a child, needing

quiet, spending time with their partner, dealing with their

own health, or simply lacking the capacity to enter a difficult

conversation. The fact that they could physically answer does

not mean they can truly be present.

At the same time, it is not helpful to hide a long-term lack of

interest behind the broad claim that “no one owes anyone

anything.” Friendship may not be an emergency service, but

it does need some form of accessibility. If every attempt at

contact is met with months of silence and only one person

keeps trying to renew the relationship, this is no longer

merely a healthy boundary. It is information about the

relationship as it exists now.

It helps to separate urgency from importance. Some

messages can wait several days. Others concern a genuine

crisis and need a faster response, if we can offer one. Instead

of assuming, we can use a simple sentence: “This is important

to me. I could use ten minutes today. Do you have the

capacity, or should I call someone else?” This gives the other
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person a chance to tell the truth and gives us a way not to go

without support simply because we placed everything on one

person.

Expectations and Unspoken Contracts
Many conflicts between friends begin not with the violation

of a real agreement, but with the violation of an agreement

only one person knew about. One assumes a close friend will

come to their birthday without a special invitation. The other

takes it for granted that they can share sensitive information

with their partner. One expects a friend to cancel their plans

during a crisis. The other believes loyalty means not asking

uncomfortable questions.

An unspoken expectation is not a mistake in itself.

Relationships would be exhausting if every detail had to be

negotiated in advance. The problem arises when we treat our

own idea as the only decent option and immediately

interpret the other person’s difference as proof of bad

character.
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It is useful to discuss several areas before they become tests

of the relationship: How do we let each other know we need

support? What does “I’ll get back to you” mean? Do we

automatically consider information shared in private

confidential? What do we expect when one of us cannot

come? How do we handle borrowed money? And what does

loyalty mean to us?

Loyalty is not an obligation to affirm every opinion or cover

up conduct that causes harm. A more mature form of loyalty

may look like this: I will not humiliate you in public, I will not

misuse what I know about you, and when I fundamentally

disagree with you, I will tell you directly and respectfully. A

friendship that demands blindness, silence, or complicity

confuses closeness with obedience.
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Different Layers of Closeness
Not everyone whose company we enjoy needs access to every

part of our lives. We have close friends, longtime friends,

friends connected to a particular interest, colleagues,

neighbors, and acquaintances. These words are not fixed

compartments. Rather, they describe different degrees of

trust, shared history, availability, and commitment.

A situational friendship can be deep even if it formed around

a single stage of life. For several years, parents of young

children may offer one another exceptional closeness and

practical help. Colleagues may form a close, trusting

relationship that naturally becomes less intense after a job

change. Two people may meet every week to play a sport and

know almost nothing about each other’s families, yet the

relationship may still be a genuine source of support.

Difficulty arises when we expect a relationship in one layer

to carry the commitment of another. An acquaintance from

work may not be prepared to hold our most intimate

disclosures. A longtime friend may not be the best person for

daily contact. And someone who helped us through a difficult
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period does not have to remain our closest friend forever

simply because our shared past mattered.

Naming the layer more precisely does not diminish the

relationship. It can free it from expectations it cannot meet.

When we acknowledge that we share a love of music with

someone but not deep mutual vulnerability, we do not need

to blame them for failing to give us something we never built

together.

Friendship over Time
Life changes not only how much free time we have, but also

what we understand, what we need, and what we are able to

offer. School creates natural closeness through daily contact.

Work connects people through a shared task. Parenthood

redistributes attention. Illness can shrink the world to basic

needs. Moving removes chance encounters. A change in

career, values, or partnership transforms both the subjects

we discuss and the rhythm of contact.
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A change in intensity therefore does not necessarily mean a

change in significance. Some friends go months without

seeing each other and pick up again without a sense of debt.

Others need regular, small acts of care or the closeness fades.

Neither is a higher form of friendship. What matters is

whether the arrangement generally works for both people.

Sometimes we try to maintain the same frequency of contact

because it protects an earlier version of ourselves. Yet the

meetings no longer bring closeness, only an obligation to

reenact who we once were. At other times, we leave a

relationship too soon because we cannot accept that

someone important is now available in a different way.

Friendship over time needs renewal, not necessarily

continuity. Renewal can be small: a message without

reproach, a specific suggestion of a date, a reminder of a

shared experience, a question that shows genuine interest in

the present. History helps, but it cannot sustain a

relationship by itself. If two people are to continue knowing

each other, they need to get to know each other again from

time to time.
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Imbalance and the Weariness of
One-Sidedness
Mutuality cannot be measured by the number of messages,

coffees paid for, or hours spent listening. Exact equality

would turn friendship into an account book. Yet long-term

one-sidedness leaves a mark. One person always writes first,

suggests a time, travels across town, listens, reassures, and

adjusts. The other receives, cancels, and returns mainly

when they need something.

Before calling a relationship one-sided, it is worth

considering the time frame. Caring for an ill parent, the birth

of a child, emotional exhaustion, demanding work, or

financial hardship may temporarily reduce a person’s ability

to give. A friend under strain may not offer what they did

before, but they can still show interest to the extent that is

realistic: express thanks, acknowledge the imbalance,

refrain from taking help for granted, and show at least brief

interest in the other person too.

A long-term pattern looks different. When someone

repeatedly overlooks our needs, refuses any attempt at an
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agreement, and treats our availability as a resource they can

take for granted, our fatigue is not petty. It is information

that the current arrangement is not sustainable.

The conversation can begin concretely: “Over the past six

months, I’ve suggested most of our get-togethers, and you’ve

canceled three of them on the day. I miss feeling that we are

both making an effort to stay in touch. I need to know

whether you want it right now and what you can realistically

offer.” A sentence like this does not demand immediate

symmetry. It asks for honesty.

Support Without Taking Over Someone
Else’s Life
Being supportive means being present with another person’s

experience, not becoming the manager of their life. We can

listen, help them think through options, accompany them to

a difficult appointment, or offer practical help. We cannot

make decisions for them, end their relationship, manage

their finances, monitor their treatment, or bear the

consequences of their repeated choices.
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Taking on responsibility often begins with good intentions. It

troubles us that a friend remains in a relationship that

harms them, borrows money again, or postpones seeking

professional help. We begin searching for solutions,

reminding, monitoring, and persuading. Gradually, we

become more preoccupied with their life than they are.

When they do not listen, we feel anger or helplessness; they

may feel pressure, shame, or a need to hide things from us.

Support requires asking for consent: “Would you rather I

listen right now, help you think it through, or take a specific

step?” It also requires a boundary: “I can go over your budget

with you, but I can’t lend you money again.” A boundary does

not negate care. It protects care from turning into control,

debt, or exhaustion.

In situations involving violence or serious danger, it may be

important to name the risk and offer safe professional help.

Even then, however, a friend does not have unlimited power

to decide for another adult. The exception is an immediate

threat to life or health, when safety takes precedence over a

promise not to act.
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Friendship in a Crisis
When a friend is experiencing loss, illness, a breakup, or

unemployment, we often do not know what to say. An effort

to quickly take away the pain can then produce advice,

comparisons, and reassurance that leave the person feeling

more alone. Phrases such as “you have to think positive,” “at

least you have . . . ,” or “if I were you . . .” may be attempts to

help, but they also shift attention away from the friend’s

experience and toward our own need for the situation to

improve quickly.

Support often lies in being precise and concrete. “I’m sorry

you’re going through this. Do you want to talk about it?” “I

can bring food on Wednesday or drive you to the doctor.” “I

don’t know what to say, but I don’t want to disappear.” A

practical offer is often more useful than a general “let me

know if you need anything,” because a person in crisis may

not have the strength to organize help.

A friend, however, is not a therapist or a round-the-clock

crisis service. They can say, “I don’t have the capacity to

continue today, but I’ll call you tomorrow.” They can help
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broaden the support network: involve family with the

person’s consent, recommend professional care, or look for a

crisis service. If a friend talks about self-harm, suicide,

violence, or immediate danger, it is not safe to promise

absolute secrecy. We can be kind and clear at the same time:

“I care about you too much to carry this alone. We need to

bring in someone who can help keep you safe.”

When One Friend Is Thriving and the Other
Is Not
A friend’s success can awaken both joy and pain. Their new

relationship reminds us of our loneliness. A promotion raises

the question of whether our own career has stalled. A

pregnancy touches an unfulfilled longing for a child.

Financial security highlights our own uncertainty. Envy in

such a moment does not necessarily mean we begrudge our

friend their happiness. It may tell us what we ourselves long

for, what we are grieving, or where we feel left behind.

Maturity does not mean never feeling envy. It lies in what we

do with it. We can first admit it to ourselves without turning

it into a verdict. Then we can separate two truths: “Your joy
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is real, and my pain is real too.” Sometimes we need to

celebrate our friend and process our own sadness elsewhere.

At other times, we can gently say to someone close to us, “I’m

happy for you. At the same time, this touches something

difficult for me, so I may be a little quieter for a while.”

What damages the relationship is not the feeling itself, but

acting it out unconsciously: diminishing the success, looking

for a flaw, competing, using irony, or withdrawing as

punishment. It can be equally insensitive for the more

successful friend to expect unlimited availability for

celebration without taking any interest in where the other

person currently is in life. Joy between friends does not

require denying how differently their lives are unfolding.
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Confidentiality and Safety
What a friend confides in us is not automatically a story we

may pass on. Not to our partner, not to a shared group, not

even to “just one person.” If we need to share someone else’s

experience, it is appropriate to ask, “Is it okay if I tell my

partner?” Consent to one listener is not consent to an

audience, and something shared in private is not an

invitation to make it a public joke.

Confidentiality also applies to photographs, voice messages,

personal conversations, and information we happen to learn.

Technical access to something does not mean we have

relational permission to spread it. A group of friends

requires particular caution, because information can quickly

become common knowledge and the person concerned loses

control over who knows what about them.

Absolute secrecy, however, cannot be promised when safety

is seriously at risk. If we learn of planned violence, serious

child neglect, an immediate risk of suicide, or another

situation in which serious harm may occur, we need to seek

additional help. There is no need to spread the information
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widely. The goal is to involve the smallest necessary circle of

people or services that can contribute to safety.

When we must cross the boundary of confidentiality, it

helps—when safe—to tell the person beforehand and act with

them as much as possible, not merely about them. This will

not remove their fear or possible anger, but it preserves the

greatest possible respect in a situation where complete

privacy cannot be maintained.

Friendship Alongside Partnership and
Family
A partner does not have to replace friends. No one person

can be expected to fill the roles of romantic partner, closest

confidant, sole companion, adviser, teammate, and entire

social network. Friendships can enrich a partnership by

expanding both people’s worlds and providing additional

sources of closeness, interest, and support.

At the same time, it is not healthy to use friendship to

systematically circumvent the agreements of a partnership.

Friendship

647



If we share intimate information about our partner with a

friend without our partner’s knowledge, cover up infidelity,

regularly cancel family commitments, or create a secret

parallel relationship, it is not enough to say that “friendship

is free.” Multiple relationships can exist alongside one

another when we take seriously the boundaries and dignity

of the people in them.

Sometimes tension arises in the opposite direction: a partner

demands that we give up friends, controls our contact, or

labels every close person a threat. Such restriction cannot

automatically be presented as proof of love. There is a

difference between a specific concern about particular

conduct and a demand for social isolation.

A useful question is: Am I acting in a way that keeps jealousy

and secrecy from determining the shape of my relationships?

Respecting a partner does not mean handing them control of

our social life. Respecting a friend does not mean ignoring

commitments we freely made elsewhere.
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The Conflict That May Never Happen
In a partnership or family, circumstances often force us to

address a conflict at least on a practical level. In a friendship,

we can simply stop writing. Silence reduces immediate

discomfort but leaves room for assumptions. One person has

no idea what they did; the other waits for an apology for

something they never named.

Not every disappointment requires an extensive

conversation. If it is something minor or the relationship is

not very close, adjusting expectations may be enough. A

conversation makes more sense when the relationship

matters, the problem recurs, trust has changed, or

significant pain remains.

We can begin by describing the event and its meaning, not

judging the other person’s character: “When you told that

story at the party—the one I shared with you in private—I

felt exposed. I need anything I tell you is personal to stay

between us.” The other person can then explain their

intention, but an explanation does not erase the impact. If

the relationship is to continue, there needs to be not only
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regret, but also understanding of the boundary and a change

in behavior.

Sometimes the conversation reveals that both people want a

different kind of relationship. That can hurt, but clarity is

kinder than maintaining appearances for a long time. The

friendship can be redefined: “I care about you, but I can’t

stay in such frequent contact anymore.” Or: “I’m happy to see

you in a group, but I don’t want to restore our private

closeness.” A new definition is not always a punishment.

Sometimes it is an honest description of what the

relationship can now hold.

When a Friend Lets Us Down
Some disappointments are ordinary imperfections: a

forgotten appointment, clumsy advice, a late reply. Others

strike at the foundation of the relationship: revealing a

secret, being absent during a major crisis despite a clear

promise, public humiliation, repeated exploitation, or a

deliberate lie.
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Seriousness is determined not only by the act, but also by the

context, repetition, impact, and response afterward.

Someone can make a serious mistake and take responsibility

for it. They can also turn a smaller mistake into a major

rupture by denying it, ridiculing our experience, or accusing

us of being too sensitive.

When deciding whether to rebuild trust, it helps to consider

several things: Does the friend understand what they did?

Can they talk about it without reversing the roles? Do they

offer appropriate amends? Does their behavior change even

after the uncomfortable conversation has passed? Do they

respect that our closeness may not return as quickly as they

would like?

Forgiveness, if it matters to us, does not automatically

restore access. We can stop feeding a conflict and still share

less. We can accept an apology and not renew the

relationship. We may need time. Friendship is not a

courtroom in which the only outcomes are complete

acquittal or a life sentence. There are many forms of contact

and distance between the two.
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A Temporary Strain or a Long-Term Lack of
Interest?
Distinguishing a temporary imbalance from a change in the

relationship can be difficult because in both cases we may

receive less. The difference often shows in the response the

person can offer. A person under strain may say, “I don’t

have the strength right now, but I know you’ve reached out

and I appreciate it.” A person who is no longer interested

may return only with another need, without any curiosity

about what we have been living through in the meantime.

Temporary strain is usually tied to concrete circumstances.

It may not have a precise end date, but it can be discussed. A

long-term lack of interest is often accompanied by vagueness,

repeated promises without action, or a refusal to

acknowledge that the one-sidedness exists at all.

Observation cannot always remove uncertainty. Sometimes a

direct question is necessary. The answer does not have to be

perfectly phrased; a willingness to look for a workable form

of the relationship often says more than words. If the other

person cannot offer what we need, they are not necessarily a
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bad person. But we do not have to keep offering closeness to

an extent that exhausts us.

Grief over this reality is not excessive. The loss of a

friendship tends to receive less social recognition than a

romantic breakup, yet it can hurt just as much. There is no

ritual for it and often no clear name. That is precisely why it

deserves not to be minimized.

When a Friendship Grows Distant
Friends can grow apart without betrayal. One begins living in

another city, the other changes their values, both develop

different rhythms, or the subjects that once sustained the

relationship no longer connect them. No one has to be at

fault, and the loss can still be real.

Sometimes the difference concerns lifestyle: one stops

drinking alcohol, while the other still spends most gatherings

in bars. One focuses on family, the other on travel. One seeks

calm, the other intensity. The relationship may find new
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common ground, but it may not. There is no obligation to

pretend closeness merely because it once existed.

At other times, values change so fundamentally that contact

is no longer safe or dignified. Respect for differences does

not require us to remain close to someone who repeatedly

humiliates others, supports violence, or disregards our basic

boundaries. Tolerance is not an obligation to give everyone

access to our private life.

We can be grateful for the past without giving it the right to

govern the present. The sentence “It mattered to me” does

not have to continue with “and therefore it must last

forever.” Some relationships fulfill their role by truly

accompanying us through a particular season.
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The End of a Friendship
Some endings need a conversation. This is especially true

when the relationship was close, there are shared

commitments, the other person repeatedly tries to make

contact, or the reason for ending it is a specific hurt they do

not yet know about. A brief, honest sentence may be painful,

but less hurtful than suddenly disappearing: “Our

relationship has become exhausting for me over time, and

after several attempts to change it, I no longer want to

remain in close contact.”

Other relationships naturally thin out. Two acquaintances

stop writing, former colleagues do not reconnect after a job

change, and a situational friendship closes with the stage of

life that created it. Requiring a formal breakup conversation

for every one of them could be disproportionate.

It is not helpful to present ghosting as a universal ideal of

self-protection. A sudden disappearance can leave the other

person confused, especially after a long period of closeness.

But there are situations in which explaining is neither safe

nor reasonable: stalking, coercion, repeated disregard for a
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refusal, or the threat of violence. Safety takes precedence

over social courtesy.

An ending does not have to be a judgment on the entire

history. The relationship may have been good and no longer

be good now. We can regret how it ended while also

recognizing what it gave us. Grief is not proof that we made

the wrong decision. It is the natural price of something

having mattered.

Friendship and Boundaries
Boundaries in friendship tend to be less visible than in family

or at work, so they are often tested only in practice. They

concern time, money, visits, advice, children, partners, work,

alcohol, physical contact, and the sharing of private

information.

With money, it helps to know in advance whether it is a gift

or a loan, when and how it should be repaid, and what will

happen if repayment is not possible. Ambiguity may protect

us from an uncomfortable conversation in the short term,
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but later burden the relationship with shame and hidden

anger. A person can be generous and still say, “I don’t lend

money to friends,” or “I can give you this amount, but no

more.”

With time, it helps to distinguish an invitation from an

entitlement. A friend may decline a visit, vacation, or

celebration without automatically rejecting the relationship.

With advice, it is important not to turn experience into a

right to direct the other person. With children and partners,

we cannot assume that closeness to us automatically means

the same closeness to them.

A boundary is not only a sentence about what we do not

want. It is also a decision about what we will do. “I don’t want

you to call me when you’re drunk” is a wish; “if you’re drunk,

I’ll end the call and get in touch the next day” is a boundary

we can actually hold. A good boundary does not promise

power over the other person. It clarifies our participation.
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Friendship Amid a Power Imbalance
Friendly closeness can also develop between people in

unequal roles: a manager and an employee, a mentor and a

student, a doctor and a patient, a therapist and a client, or

another professional and a person receiving their services.

The mutual liking may be genuine. The roles, however,

create an asymmetry that good intentions cannot remove.

A manager, for example, influences an employee’s

opportunities, evaluations, and income. Even an informal

invitation may therefore be difficult to decline. Information

shared “as friends” may later affect a workplace decision.

Other team members may reasonably question the fairness

of the arrangement even if both people believe they keep

work and private life separate.

In helping professions, boundaries protect not only the

institution but, above all, the more vulnerable party. A

professional has access to sensitive information, and their

attention may carry special significance. A transition to

friendship therefore cannot be assessed solely by mutual
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affection; ethical rules, the duration of the influence, and the

possibility of genuinely free consent also matter.

Caution does not mean denying our humanity. It means

acknowledging that “we feel like equals” is not the same as

“we have equal power.” The greater the asymmetry, the

greater the responsibility of the person in the more powerful

role to keep boundaries clear.

Coercion, Control, and Violence Are Not
Closeness
A strong friendship is sometimes romanticized as a

relationship in which people can get away with anything. In

reality, intensity alone says nothing about safety. Monitoring

someone’s phone, forbidding other relationships, making

threats, using a secret to blackmail someone, humiliation,

destroying property, physical assault, or pressuring someone

for sex are not signs of extraordinary closeness.

Manipulation can also be subtler: “If you were a real friend,

you’d do it.” “After everything I’ve done for you, you owe
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me.” “No one knows you like I do.” One clumsy sentence does

not define an entire relationship. But a repeated pattern that

uses guilt and fear to restrict our freedom cannot be resolved

simply with better wording.

In such a situation, safety takes precedence over preserving

the relationship. It may be necessary to limit contact, avoid

being alone with the person, tell someone trustworthy about

the situation, preserve evidence of threats, or seek

professional help. Talking it through together is not

appropriate if it would increase the risk of retaliation.

Responsibility for coercion or violence does not lie with the

person who failed to be calm, empathetic, or clear enough.

Pause

Choose one friendship that matters to you or that has

occupied your thoughts recently. For now, do not judge

whether it is “good” or “bad.” Try to notice specific facts.

•  How do you usually feel after spending time together:
calmer, more alive, tired, guilty, under pressure?
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•  Can you say no in the relationship without punishment,
ridicule, or prolonged coldness?

•  Do you know what the other person is actually experiencing
now, or are you responding mainly to your idea of it?

•  What do you receive in the relationship, and what do you
offer? Is the imbalance temporary, agreed upon, or lasting?

•  Which expectations have you actually expressed to each
other?

•  What do you need to say, ask for, or stop promising?

•  What form of this friendship could you accept, even if it
were not the same as before?

The goal is not to prepare a case against the other person. It

is to separate wishes, facts, meanings, and boundaries. From

this distinction may come a conversation, a change in your

own behavior, more realistic expectations, or a decision to

let the relationship go.
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In Practice: A New Agreement Instead of a Return to the
Past

Zuzana and Simona had known each other for nearly fifteen

years. In the early years, they called several times a week.

Simona knew about every decision Zuzana made at work,

and Zuzana was there for Simona’s breakup and later her

wedding. When Zuzana had a baby at the same time her

mother began treatment for a serious illness, their contact

changed. Zuzana replied briefly, often only after several

days. Simona tried to be considerate, but it gradually began

to hurt that they hardly ever talked about her own life.

After a year, Simona stopped initiating contact. She hoped

Zuzana would notice and reach out on her own. Zuzana did

notice, but assumed Simona was respecting the pressure she

was under and had plenty of other people in her life. When

they met several months later, each arrived with a story

about the other’s lack of interest.

The conversation changed only when they stopped talking

about which one was the better friend. Simona said, “I don’t

expect long calls. But I do need you to ask about me
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sometimes too. When all our contact revolves around what

you’re dealing with, I start to feel more like a service

provider than a friend.” Zuzana replied, “I felt I had no right

to ask anything more of you. When you stopped reaching out,

I thought you’d had enough.”

They discovered that both had been trying to protect each

other without checking—and punishing each other with

silence at the same time. Zuzana could not promise a return

to long phone calls. But she could send a voice message once

a week and intentionally ask what was happening in

Simona’s life. Simona could say when she did not have room

to carry another difficult conversation instead of

disappearing. Once every six weeks, they scheduled a walk

together that they would not cancel for routine obligations.

The new form was not as intense as before. Yet it was more

mutual than the previous year had been. The important

change did not lie in a perfect schedule. It lay in contact

ceasing to be a test of love and becoming a matter of

agreement. Both could honestly say what they needed and

what they could offer.
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This story is not meant to suggest that a regular appointment

will save every relationship. Their agreement worked

because interest remained on both sides, along with the

ability to take a reasonable step. If one of them had only

made promises, minimized the other’s pain, or demanded all

the care without giving any back, a more precise

conversation might instead have led to greater distance.

That, too, would have been a useful truth.

What You Can Do Today
1.  Reach out without a hidden test. Send someone you have

been thinking about a simple message without reproach: “I
was thinking of you. How are you?” Do not monitor whether
they reply exactly as quickly or write exactly as much as
you would like.

2.  Name the meaning instead of making an accusation. If
silence or a canceled meeting hurts, try saying what you are
reading into it: “When our plans are repeatedly canceled, I
start to wonder whether you want to stay in touch.” This
gives the other person a chance to confirm or correct the
meaning.

3.  Offer a specific amount of capacity. Instead of an unlimited
“I’m here anytime,” say, “I can listen for half an hour
today,” or “I can help you move from three to six on
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Friday.” Specificity protects trust better than a generous
promise that cannot be kept.

4.  Ask what kind of support the other person wants. One
sentence—“Would you like me to listen, think it through
with you, or offer practical help?”—can prevent a great
deal of well-intended advice.

5.  Check one unspoken contract. Choose a subject where you
often assume something is self-evident: confidentiality,
loans, visits, contact during a crisis, or sharing information
with partners. Check whether the other person
understands it the same way.

6.  Bring curiosity back into the relationship. Ask about
something you do not know concerning a longtime friend’s
present life. The past creates closeness, but it can also
tempt us to assume that we already know the other person
completely.

7.  Adjust one unsustainable commitment. If you are giving
more than you can, do not wait for an explosion. Reduce the
help, change the frequency, or say no to a specific request.
Care that requires us to abandon ourselves over the long
term usually ends up harming both people.
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Practical Exercise: Map of One Friendship
Choose one specific friendship. Ideally, it should be a

relationship that matters to you but that you do not

understand in some way or find exhausting. Take a sheet of

paper and write your answers as specifically as possible.

Avoid “always” and “never” unless you can support them

with a recurring pattern.

1. What Actually Works in the Relationship

Write down three to five specific things. They might include

humor, reliability in practical situations, a shared interest,

feeling safe to be open, the ability to reconnect after a long

time, or respect for different opinions. The purpose is to

capture the relationship’s genuine resources, not to force

yourself to add something positive merely for balance.
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2. What I Am Missing

Avoid a general phrase such as “more interest.” What would

interest look like? One message a week? A question about

your health? Timely notice that plans have changed? A

willingness to come to you sometimes? The more precise the

need, the easier it is to find out whether it can be met.

3. The Meaning I Assign to Contact and Its Absence

Complete the sentences: “When they reach out, I tell myself . .

.” and “When they don’t reach out, I tell myself . . .” Then ask

what is fact and what is interpretation. Silence can mean lack

of interest, but also overload, different messaging habits, or

trust that the closeness will last. Your interpretation is not

meaningless, but it needs to be checked.
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4. What Has Been Said and What I Am Only Assuming

Divide the page into two sections. On the left, write down

agreements that have actually been stated. On the right, list

expectations the other person may not know about. These

may include the frequency of contact, help in a crisis,

privacy, money, birthdays, visits, relationships with

partners, and how conflict is handled.

5. What I Offer

Write down not only what you wish to offer, but what you

actually do over time. Do you initiate? Ask questions?

Maintain confidentiality? Know how to share in the other

person’s joy? Tell the truth about your capacity? You may

offer a great deal in one area and little in another.

6. What I Expect from the Other Person

For each expectation, mark whether it is a wish, a request, a

mutual agreement, or an essential boundary. A wish does not

have to be fulfilled. A request may be refused. An agreement

binds both parties until they revise it together. A boundary

describes how you will act if a particular situation arises.
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7. Temporary Strain or a Long-Term Pattern

Look at the past six months to a year. What is objectively

happening in the other person’s life? Do they acknowledge

the imbalance? Are there small signs of mutuality? Can the

situation be discussed? Or does the same behavior return

regardless of the circumstances, with every attempt at a

conversation ending in minimization or attack?

8. What Boundary or Conversation Would Help

Write one or two sentences you could actually say. Begin with

a specific situation, its impact, and your need. For example:

“When you call me late at night after drinking, I’m exhausted

the next day. I won’t answer these calls after ten anymore;

we can talk in the morning.”
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9. What Form of Friendship I Am Willing to Accept

Perhaps the relationship can sustain closeness, but less

frequent contact. Perhaps it works in a group but not for

intimate sharing. Perhaps it needs a break. And perhaps

what the other person offers is not enough for you to keep

calling it a close friendship. Write down the minimum form

in which the relationship would remain honest and not

exhausting for you.

10. What I No Longer Want to Carry

End with specifics: I no longer want to keep paying off

someone’s debts; I do not want to be the only person

available for late-night crises; I do not want my private

information shared with the group; I do not want to stay in

touch only because I am afraid of appearing ungrateful. This

section is not a verdict on the other person. It defines a

responsibility that does not belong to you.

After completing the map, choose just one next step. It might

be a conversation, a specific invitation, an apology, reducing

the help you give, checking an assumption, or consciously
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accepting a new distance. Do not try to repair the entire

history in a single meeting.

Questions for Self-Reflection

•  How do I know that someone is a close friend to me?

•  Which expectation do I take for granted even though I have
never voiced it?

•  Can I accept a refusal without immediately using it to
measure my worth?

•  Can I tell the truth about my capacity before I become
irritated or start disappearing?

•  When was the last time I showed interest in a longtime
friend’s present life instead of relying only on our shared
past?

•  Can I be supportive without directing the other person’s
life?

•  What do I do with envy when a friend is succeeding in an
area that is painful for me?

•  Do I handle confidential information the way I would want
others to handle mine?

•  Is there a power imbalance in one of my friendships that I
am overlooking?

•  Which friendship am I keeping alive more out of obligation,
guilt, or fear rooted in the past?
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•  Which relationship, by contrast, may I be too quick to
consider lost when it only needs a new rhythm?

•  What small, honest form of care can I offer without making
a promise I cannot keep?

Key Takeaways from This Chapter

•  Freedom of choice gives friendship freedom, not the right to
treat the other person without consideration.

•  Limited availability does not necessarily mean lack of
interest, but a long-term absence of mutuality is important
information.

•  An expectation that has not been voiced is not a mutual
agreement.

•  Mutuality is not exact mathematics, but a relationship
cannot rest on one person alone over the long term.

•  Support means presence and help within sustainable limits,
not taking responsibility for someone else’s life.

•  Envy can reveal our pain or longing; what matters is
whether we let it direct our behavior.

•  Confidentiality protects vulnerability, but absolute secrecy
cannot be promised when there is serious danger.

•  It makes particular sense to address a conflict when the
relationship matters, the hurt recurs, or trust has changed.

•  Some friendships need a new agreement, others more
distance, and some can end without anyone being at fault.
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•  A boundary does not determine what the other person must
do; it clarifies what we will participate in.

A Final Thought from the Author

Friendship matters not because two people can maintain the
same degree of closeness forever. It matters when, through the
changes of life, they can meet each other honestly again—and
when, alongside gratitude for what has been, they can also bear
the freedom to admit what may still be possible and what can no
longer be.
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CHAPTER 16

Relationships Can Grow
How to Turn Understanding into Agreements, Habits, and

Repair

No relationship is ever finished once and for all. Even a long

shared history does not guarantee that people still know each

other. Closeness alone does not sustain safety. A good intention

does not automatically create a good impact. The quality of a

relationship is gradually shaped by what happens repeatedly

between people: how they greet each other, how they ask

questions, how they respond to disagreement, what they do after

a mistake, whether they take boundaries seriously, and whether

they can change their agreements when life changes.

Helping a relationship grow therefore does not mean constantly

analyzing it, improving the other person, or creating flawless

closeness. It means becoming more precise in how people treat

one another. Sometimes this creates greater trust and closeness.

At other times, it reveals that the relationship needs more space,



a different form, or clearer boundaries. And sometimes the most

truthful conclusion is that continuing the relationship is neither

safe nor possible.

The title of this chapter is not a promise that every relationship

can be saved. It is an invitation to look more truthfully at what is

actually happening between people, what can be influenced,

what requires cooperation, and what should no longer be carried

by one person’s strength alone.

When We Respond to an Old Version of
Someone
Marta and Lukáš had lived together for seventeen years. If

someone had asked whether they knew each other, both would

have answered yes without hesitation. They knew each other’s

favorite food, the way the other person closed doors, and the

sentences that usually came before an argument. Marta knew

that Lukáš needed a plan. Lukáš knew that Marta wanted to keep

her options open. And that was exactly where the problem

began.
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Several years earlier, Marta really had been more spontaneous.

Over the past year, however, she had been caring for her sick

mother, leading a demanding project, and increasingly longing

for predictability. Lukáš, by contrast, had discovered after a

period of exhaustion that too rigid a routine made him feel

trapped. Neither of them had clearly named this change. Both

kept responding to a picture that had once been accurate.

When Lukáš suggested a trip without reservations, Marta asked

where they would sleep. He heard an old criticism in her

question: “You’re being irresponsible again.” He replied irritably

that not everything had to be planned. Marta heard in his tone

the old dismissal of her need for certainty. She said it was

impossible to make any plans with him. Within a few minutes,

they were no longer arguing about the weekend. They were

arguing with old versions of each other.

This time, however, the conversation did not end in its usual

silence. Lukáš returned later and asked a question that was

neither grand nor perfectly phrased: “What is so important to

you about planning right now? I mean now, not before.”
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At first, Marta expected him to defend himself. Then she told him

that in recent months she had felt as though most of her life

depended on things she could not control. She did not want to

control their weekend. She needed to know that at least

somewhere she would have a place to rest her head. After a

moment, she asked him in turn, “And what is so important to you

about freedom right now?” Lukáš described how long he had

lived according to tasks alone and how afraid he was of

recreating a life with no room for himself.

They did not find a magical compromise. They booked the first

night and left the second open. But something else mattered

more: they stopped explaining to each other who the other

person had always been and began discovering who they were

now.

Their relationship did not change through one conversation.

Over the following weeks, they returned to their old readings of

the situation several times. The difference was that they began to

notice sooner. Instead of “You always do this,” they asked more

often, “Is that still true for you?” It was not a grand gesture. It

was a small correction in the way they saw each other.
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Pause

Think of one important relationship. What do you respond to in the
other person as though it could never change? Which of your
beliefs about them arose years ago? And what do you need to
discover again today instead of taking it for granted?

What It Means to Help a Relationship Grow
Relationship growth is not the optimization of a person. The

other person is not a project whose success is measured by how

well they match our expectations. When we try to “develop”

another person without their consent, we are often merely giving

a more polished name to an attempt at control.

What can be developed above all are the conditions in which

people relate to one another. Communication can become more

precise, leaving less room for assumptions. Safety can be built so

that disagreement does not have to mean humiliation or

retaliation. Agreements can become clearer so that one person is

not carrying an obligation the other does not even know about.

The capacity for repair can be strengthened so that a mistake

does not have to define the relationship’s future forever. And

boundaries can be created so that closeness does not consume

freedom.
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This kind of growth may not be conspicuous. It is often evident in

the reduction of tension that once remained unspoken. In

someone being able to say “This doesn’t work for me” sooner,

without first having to endure it for months. In returning more

quickly after a small disconnection. In a more precise “yes,” a

freer “no,” and less need to guess what is happening.

From Principles to Long-Term Practice
A long-term relationship does not change through one major

conversation. It changes through what people repeat: whether

they return to unfinished subjects, adapt agreements to a new

reality, notice small disconnections, and create an experience

after hurt that differs from the old pattern.

Every relationship has its own pace. Partnerships, families,

friendships, and working relationships each carry a different

history, degree of commitment, and room for change. It is not

helpful to measure them against a single ideal of closeness. It is

better to ask whether their current form remains truthful,

dignified, and sustainable for those involved.
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Growth does not mean perfection. It means recognizing an old

pattern sooner, shortening the time it governs the connection,

and taking responsibility for the next step. The phrase “no one is

perfect” must never excuse chronic disrespect, broken

agreements, coercion, or violence.

In practice, this movement rests on several things we already

know: curiosity instead of “I already know you,” agreements

with a limited lifespan, boundaries without punishment,

reliability, repair after hurt, and appropriate reciprocity. There

is no need to introduce another system. It is enough to choose

one place where present reality diverges from an old habit and

make an observable change.

A small correction is useful before it becomes a major

negotiation. It may take the form of a sentence such as: “Lately,

we’ve mostly been talking about logistics. I miss knowing how

you’re really doing.” This is not about anxiously monitoring

every silence, but about distinguishing an exception, a period of

strain, and a new pattern.
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It is helpful to think of agreements as living things. What was fair

five years ago may no longer fit today’s work, health, caregiving,

energy, or need for privacy. A habit is not automatically free

consent, and one person’s wish is not the other person’s

obligation. Updating an agreement therefore begins not with

reproach, but with a description of what has changed.

After hurt, growth is revealed not by a more persuasive

explanation, but by accountability and a new experience. An

apology without change may merely expand the vocabulary of

an old pattern. Making amends, by contrast, does not require the

person who was hurt to restore the original closeness; it may also

lead to clearer boundaries or a different form of contact.

Boundaries and reciprocity are not obstacles to a relationship.

They protect it from hidden debt, unlimited entitlement, and the

expectation that one person will carry all contact over the long

term. During some periods, one person will offer more, but a

healthy imbalance remains visible, voluntary, and open to

change.
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Relationship Growth Is Not a One-Person
Project
One person can change many things. They can soften their tone,

phrase a request more precisely, stop mind-reading, keep their

word, set boundaries sooner, or refuse to take part in a

humiliating conversation. They can stop sustaining a pattern

they themselves reinforced. This often changes the relationship’s

dynamic as well.

But they cannot create mutual trust, a shared agreement, or

closeness alone. They cannot apologize on the other person’s

behalf, compel them to be truthful, or do their part of the repair.

Some outcomes are inherently shared.

This distinction protects us from both helplessness and excessive

responsibility. It is useful to make two columns, even if only on

paper, and ask: What can I change without the other person’s

consent? And what can arise only if they participate as well? The

first area is a space for action. The second is a space for offering,

negotiating, and observing reality.

682



If someone tries to do the work for both people over a long

period, their efforts may paradoxically conceal the true state of

the relationship. Only when they stop reminding, rescuing, and

compensating for every shortcoming does it become clear

whether the other person can take responsibility for their part.

When the Other Person Does Not Want
Change
Refusing change can take many forms. One person openly says

they do not want to change anything. Another promises a

conversation but keeps postponing it. Someone agrees with

everything that is said, but makes no change in their behavior.

And someone else labels every need the other person expresses

as oversensitivity, an attack, or a problem they should solve on

their own.

It is fair to distinguish a one-time defensive response from a

long-term stance. People sometimes need time to absorb

uncomfortable feedback. But if there is no participation for

months or years, that too is an answer. The information “The

other person does not want to cooperate” is not a failed

conversation. It is a result that can finally be acted on.
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Repeated attempts may sometimes express hope and at other

times denial of reality. Someone may tell themselves that they

simply have not yet found the right words, the right moment, or

a kind enough tone. But more precise wording does not have the

power to create willingness where the other person repeatedly

refuses responsibility.

Respecting reality does not mean ceasing to feel pain or desire. It

means making decisions based on what the other person actually

does, not only on what they might one day do.
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Growth May Mean Giving a Relationship a
New Form
Not every relationship grows toward greater closeness.

Sometimes the more mature form is less frequent contact, less

sharing of sensitive information, or more clearly defined roles.

An adult child may stop discussing finances with a parent.

Friends may acknowledge that they no longer have the capacity

for daily contact but want to continue seeing each other

occasionally. Partners may separate some of their finances or

change how caregiving is divided. Former partners may move

from an intimate relationship to practical cooperation as

parents.

Such a change does not have to devalue the past. A relationship

may have been important and, at the same time, no longer be

able to continue in the same form. Pain often arises precisely

from trying to preserve an old shape after the people, the

circumstances, or the degree of safety have changed.

The new form needs to be named. Otherwise, one person lives in

a relationship that has effectively ended while the other believes

they are simply seeing each other less often. Precision can bring
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sadness, but it can also bring release from expectations that no

longer have a shared foundation.

When Leaving Is Growth
Leaving is not automatically a failure of relationship work.

Sometimes it is the result of someone ceasing to confuse

perseverance with an obligation to endure what is destroying

them over time. If a relationship is dangerous, humiliating,

controlling, based on coercion, or repeatedly violates essential

boundaries without any willingness to change, better

communication techniques are not the priority. Safety is.

When there is violence, threats, stalking, sexual coercion,

economic control, or isolation from support, a joint conversation

may increase the risk. In such a situation, a person is not

obligated to explain a boundary perfectly or convince the other

person that their experience is legitimate. Individual

professional help, a safety plan, and support from trusted people

or specialized services may be more appropriate.
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Leaving may also be relevant without violence. Some

relationships are fundamentally incompatible in what the people

need and where they want to go. Not every difference has a

middle ground. The decision not to continue may be painful and

still be honest.

A dignified ending is not always mutual. Sometimes the other

person refuses the conversation, minimizes the reasons, or tries

to make leaving impossible. Dignity, then, may not lie in mutual

understanding, but in acting as safely and clearly as possible,

without needlessly humiliating oneself or the other person.

What “Every Relationship Can Grow” Really
Means
The precise meaning of this statement is more modest and, at the

same time, more profound than it may seem. Every relationship

can be seen more truthfully. In every relationship, we can

improve how we treat ourselves, how accurately we perceive the

other person, what we offer, what we refuse, and how we

respond to reality.
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Not every relationship can be restored. Not every relationship

can be saved. Not every relationship can become closer, safer, or

more mutual, because those outcomes require certain conditions

and often the participation of both people. But growth may also

mean that we stop idealizing, name the one-sidedness, create a

safe distance, or end the relationship without denying what it

once meant to us.

Helping a relationship grow therefore means moving from

automatic repetition toward a more conscious response. The

outcome is not predetermined. Sometimes it is a closer “we.” At

other times, it is a clearer “I” and “you.” And sometimes it is the

ability to say that the shared journey is ending.

Professional Help and Learning
Relationship skills do not arise through experience alone.

Experience can teach someone a great deal, but it can also

reinforce defensiveness, silence, or a way of handling conflict

that once helped them survive and now causes harm. Learning

may therefore need a new framework.

688



Therapy, counseling, mediation, education, supervision, or a

supportive community can offer language, structure, and a safer

place to practice. They are not signs of failure. They are

resources, much like professional help in other areas of life.

What matters is choosing the form that fits the situation.

Mediation helps people negotiate, but it does not replace

protection from violence. Couples work assumes at least a basic

level of safety and the ability to speak freely; it may not be

appropriate in the presence of coercion or control.

Help also does not guarantee a particular outcome. It may lead to

restoring a relationship, clearer agreements, or a clearer

separation. Its value is not in preserving a relationship at any

cost, but in expanding the possibilities for acting in more

informed and safer ways.

Long-Term Relationship Habits
A relationship does not need to be the subject of constant

meetings. But a few small habits help people notice changes

before they become a silent norm.
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•  A brief regular check-in: What is working between us right
now? What has been harder lately? Is there anything we should
talk about before it grows?

•  Revisiting agreements: Does the way we divide time, caregiving,
money, availability, or responsibility still work? What has
changed since our last agreement?

•  Naming gratitude and appreciation: What has the other person
done that we noticed and do not want to take for granted?

•  Timely repair: Can we return to a small hurt before it joins a
long list of old grievances?

•  Room for individuality: Does each person in the relationship
have the right to change, maintain their own relationships and
interests, have privacy, and spend time apart without having to
prove loyalty?

•  Attention before a crisis: Can we ask each other a genuine
question even when nothing is acutely wrong?

A habit should be small enough to survive ordinary life. If it

requires a special mood, two free hours, and perfect energy, it

probably will not last. Ten minutes every two weeks can change

more than one exhausting conversation a year, provided that

people truly listen during those ten minutes and follow through

with action.
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Pause

When did you last revise an agreement in an important
relationship before a crisis arose? What small habit would help you
notice change in time? And where, by contrast, is additional care
concealing the fact that you have been carrying the relationship
almost entirely on your own?

In Practice: A Change That Was Not Loud

Monika and Daniel led a small team together. Each had a

different working style. Monika noticed risks in advance; Daniel

responded quickly when a problem arose. At first, their

differences complemented each other well. But as the team grew,

the number of tasks increased and their communication began to

grow shorter.

Monika sent long messages with many details because she was

afraid something would fall through the cracks. Daniel

responded only to the last question because he read the long

message between meetings. Monika interpreted this as a lack of

interest and added more explanation. Daniel felt pressured and

responded even more briefly. Each tried to solve the problem in

a way that reinforced it.
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After one heated conversation, they both promised to

communicate better. For a week, they were careful; then they

returned to their old rhythm. They did not lack intention. They

lacked a new repeated experience.

In the end, they built the change around four small habits. Every

Monday, they held a twelve-minute priority check-in. For each

task, they designated one owner instead of the vague “one of us.”

At the beginning of longer messages, Monika added one sentence

stating what response she needed and by when. If Daniel could

not respond, he at least gave a specific time when he would

return to it. And once every two weeks, they asked each other:

“What in the way we are working together is creating an

unnecessary burden right now?”

They did not become a perfectly coordinated pair. Monika

occasionally sent too many details again. Daniel sometimes

promised to return and forgot. What was new was that mistakes

were repaired quickly. “I wrote that like an entire project again;

I’ll summarize the request.” “I didn’t get back to you at the

agreed time. I’ll respond by three, and next time I’ll set a

reminder.”
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After two months, they did not measure change by how they felt

after one powerful conversation. They looked at repetition.

There were fewer tasks without a clear owner. Fewer messages

needed a second explanation. Tension was more often named

during the regular check-in instead of exploding after weeks.

Their relationship did not grow because they had deeply

understood each other once. It grew because they turned their

understanding into small, predictable actions.

What You Can Do Today
•  Choose one relationship, not all of them. Focus on a safe,

important relationship in which a small change would be
meaningful. A scattered effort to repair your whole life usually
does not bring precision.

•  Name one recurring pattern. Not “Our relationship isn’t
working,” but, for example: “When we’re unsure, we both wait
for the other person to reach out.” A specific pattern offers
more room for choice than a sweeping judgment.

•  Ask about the present. Ask something you have long assumed
you knew: “What is it like for you now?” Then resist the need to
explain to the other person why their answer does not make
sense.

•  Review one agreement. Choose time, availability, caregiving,
money, contact, or another specific area. Find out whether it is
a shared agreement or merely a habit and an expectation.
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•  Make one small repair. Return to a recent moment that does not
need major drama but deserves precision: “Yesterday I brushed
off your question. I understand that this may have felt like a
lack of interest. I want to give you space now.”

•  Clarify one boundary. State what you can offer, what you
cannot, and what you will do if the condition is not respected. A
boundary should protect participation, not punish the other
person.

•  Set a time to return. If you agree on something, decide when
you will briefly check whether it is working. Without returning,
even a good agreement can easily get lost in everyday life.

Practical Exercise: Relationship Growth Map
This exercise is not an evaluation of the entire relationship and is

not meant to produce a single score. Its goal is to create a more

precise map of one safe, important relationship and choose a

small step that fits reality. If the relationship involves violence,

coercion, threats, or controlling behavior, do not use the exercise

as a joint activity. Safety and individual professional support are

the priority.
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Choose the Relationship and Name Its Current Form

Write down what kind of relationship it is and what contact you

actually have now. Not what it should be, but what it is: how

often you spend time together, what you share, what connects

you, and where the boundaries are.

What Works

List three specific experiences you can rely on. They may involve

reliability, interest, humor, a willingness to help, respect for

privacy, or returning after a misunderstanding. Avoid the

general statement “They are a good person.” Look for observable

behavior.

What Repeats and Causes Harm

Describe one pattern without diagnoses and without the words

“always” and “never.” What usually happens first? How do you

respond? How does the other person respond? What then

repeats? What is the impact on your connection?
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What Is My Part?

What do you bring to the pattern? It may be your tone,

postponing, an unclear request, quick defensiveness, taking on

too much responsibility, or stating a boundary only once you are

exhausted. Name your part precisely, but do not take

responsibility for the other person’s behavior.

What Requires Cooperation

Write down what you cannot create alone. It may be a shared

agreement, mutual trust, regular contact, a division of the

burden, or repair after hurt. This part of the map protects against

the belief that enough effort by one person can replace the

participation of both.

One Agreement to Update

Choose one specific area. Complete the sentence: “Our existing

agreement or habit is... What has changed today is... I would now

like to propose...” Check whether the proposal leaves the other

person free to respond.
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One Small Habit

Choose an action that is realistic even in an ordinary week. For

example, a brief check-in every two weeks, confirming an

important agreement, one phone-free question, or clearly stating

when you will return to an interrupted conversation. The goal is

not performance, but a new repeated experience.

One Boundary

Complete: “I can offer... I can no longer offer... If...happens, I

will...” Check whether the boundary describes your actions and

the conditions for your participation rather than mandatory

emotions or behavior for the other person.

One Question About the Other Person’s Present

Write a question whose answer you genuinely do not know. For

example: “What has been hardest for you in our relationship

lately?” or “What do you need from me now that is different

from what you needed before?” Notice in advance which answer

you would not want to hear. That is precisely where you will

need the most curiosity.
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One Way to Repair

Choose a sentence or action you will use during the next small

disconnection. For example: “I became defensive and stopped

listening. I’ll try to summarize what I heard first.” A repair

should be brief, specific, and followed by action.

Check-In Date

Write down a date three or four weeks from now. At the

check-in, do not rate the relationship with a single number. Ask:

What was actually repeated differently? What stayed the same?

Did the other person participate? Do we need to adjust the habit,

clarify the agreement, strengthen the boundary, or accept the

information that the process has revealed?

Questions for Self-Reflection

•  Which relationship in my life do I consider finished and settled
even though both people have changed?

•  Where do I mistake good intentions for actual impact?

•  What small sign of change have I been overlooking for a long
time?
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•  Which agreement do I still consider valid even though we have
not reopened it?

•  What can I change on my own, and what requires the other
person’s participation?

•  Where is my patience an act of care, and where is it concealing
chronic one-sidedness?

•  Which answer from the other person do I finally need to accept
as information?

•  For this relationship, does growth mean greater closeness, a
different form, more distance, or an ending?

Key Takeaways from This Chapter

•  The quality of a relationship is shaped primarily by what
happens repeatedly between people.

•  Curiosity protects long relationships from reactions to an old
version of a person.

•  Agreements need to be updated because people, circumstances,
and capacity change.

•  An apology gains weight only when it is followed by change and
a new experience.

•  Boundaries can strengthen a relationship, change its form, or
reveal its true conditions.

•  One person can change how they participate, but cannot do the
relationship work for both.
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•  Not every relationship can be saved; every relationship can,
however, be seen more truthfully and approached more
responsibly.

•  Sometimes growth means greater closeness. At other times, it
means safe distance or leaving.

A Final Thought from the Author

A relationship does not grow because we find the right
explanation for another person once and for all. It grows when
we have the courage to keep revising our understanding in light
of living reality—and allow the other person to do the same.
Only then can we approach this book’s final question: What does
it really mean to understand one another?
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CHAPTER 17

How to Truly Understand
One Another

True understanding does not begin with certainty that we
know another person. It begins with a willingness to correct
what we have misunderstood about them.

What does it really mean to understand one another?

Throughout this book, we have approached this question from

different directions: learning to distinguish what happened from

our interpretation of it; to hear emotions; to listen; to speak

precisely; to build trust and safety; and to repair hurt. Now these

individual skills return us to a single question: how can we

remain open to the person before us without losing our own

voice and judgment?

It might seem that by the end of this journey, we should know

how to read another person correctly. As if enough attention,

questions, and conversations could bring us to certainty: now I

know who you are, what you feel, and why you act as you do.



Yet this is precisely where understanding can turn into its

opposite.

A person is not a text we interpret correctly once and then

simply quote. People change. They are still discovering some

things about themselves. At other times, they do not know their

own motives clearly, or can name them only in hindsight. What

was true for someone five years ago may no longer be true today.

And even the closest relationship does not give us direct access to

another person’s inner world.

True understanding, then, is not a complete reading of another

person. It is a relational stance: a willingness to be precise,

curious, and humble enough to keep revising our image of

someone in light of who they are now. This does not mean giving

up our own judgment. It means treating it as something that may

be well founded and still incomplete.

This final chapter does not add another grand theory. Instead, it

brings together what we already know and returns us to the
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book’s central question—not so that we can settle it once and for

all, but so that we can live it more fully.

At the Same Table, Many Conversations
Later
At the beginning of this book, two people who were close to each

other failed to connect with each other in the same apartment,

even though both wanted to help. Now we return to Klára and

Tomáš in a different, later situation—to an evening that left years

of silence between them.

Klára and Tomáš had lived together for nearly twenty years.

When they later tried to talk about the period when they had

grown most distant, they both remembered the same evening.

Tomáš had come home late from work. Klára was sitting in the

kitchen with a mug of tea in front of her, and she asked whether

they could talk.

Tomáš remembered that he could barely stay on his feet. For

several weeks, he had been dealing with a problem at work for

which he was responsible, and he was afraid he would let the
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whole team down. When Klára began talking about how he had

not truly been present at home for a long time, he heard her

words as further confirmation of his own failure. He did not

want to argue. He only said, “Not now, please.” He went to the

bathroom and did not come back for a long time.

Klára remembered something different. For several weeks, she

had been trying to find the right time. She did not want to add to

his worries, so she waited. But that evening she could no longer

pretend that everything was fine. When Tomáš said, “Not now,”

and left, she did not experience it as exhaustion. She experienced

it as the answer to a question she had not even had time to ask:

my feelings do not matter.

Years later, they were still arguing about that evening. Tomáš

said he had not rejected her; he simply had no capacity left. Klára

said she had been rejected, regardless of what he intended. Both

offered details meant to prove whose version was more accurate.

The more they explained, the less they heard each other.
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The turning point did not come when they found a shared

version. This time, Tomáš did not try to prove his intention. He

said, “The fact is that I came home late, said, ‘Not now,’ and left

without agreeing on when I would come back. I interpreted your

words as more evidence that I was failing. I felt fear and shame. I

needed some quiet, but I did not tell you that. Today, I would ask

you for a thirty-minute break and promise to come back at a

specific time.”

Klára was silent for a moment. Then she replied, “The fact is the

same for me: you left and did not return to the conversation. I

interpreted that to mean my feelings did not matter. I was sad

and felt alone. I needed to know that our conversation had a

place in your life. Today, I would ask you to name a specific time

when you would return. If you repeatedly left and did not come

back, I would not try to carry the conversation for both of us; I

would protect my time and decide what remained possible for

me based on the pattern I saw.”

In a few sentences, the heart of the Understanding Map

reappeared in the form of six layers of precise communication:

fact, interpretation, emotion, need, request, and boundary. It was
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not a magic formula or a contest to see who could use it more

perfectly. The structure helped them keep emotion as important

information without turning it into a verdict on the other

person’s intention.

Their memories did not merge into one. Tomáš still knew that he

had not been running away from Klára, but from his own sense

of failure. Klára still knew that his departure had felt like a

painful abandonment. Yet they understood each other more

precisely: both made room for two different experiences and

took responsibility for what they could do differently next time.

Understanding did not change the past. But it changed the way

they carried it between them.
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Understanding Without the Illusion of
Certainty
We cannot see directly into another person’s inner world. We see

their actions, hear their words, know some of the context, and

notice what repeats. From this information, we construct

meaning. Sometimes very accurately. At other times, we fill the

gaps with our own experience, fear, or expectations.

This does not mean we should refrain from judgment. Without it,

we could not decide whom to trust, where to set a boundary, or

how to respond. What matters is the difference between

judgment and certainty. Judgment says, “Based on what I know

and what keeps happening, this is how I understand it.”

Certainty without verification says, “I know exactly what is

happening inside you, and I do not need any more information.”

The first stance allows us to act. The second closes the

conversation.

We are often most certain where we have the least information.

We quickly translate a single silence into a lack of interest. A
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brief reply into disrespect. A forgotten phone call into proof that

we do not matter. Sometimes that interpretation is confirmed. At

other times, we discover that we placed a meaning on the other

person’s behavior that arose primarily within us.

Precision, then, does not mean doubting everything. It means

knowing what is an observation, what is a recurring pattern,

what is our own interpretation, and what we have verified

directly. The more serious the conclusion we draw, the more we

should know about what it rests on.

Two Truths Side by Side
In close relationships, two statements often meet that seem to

contradict each other:

•  “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

•  “It hurt me.”

Both can be true. Intention and impact answer different

questions. Intention tells us something about what the person

intended. Impact tells us something about the experience of the
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person on the receiving end. One does not automatically cancel

out the other.

Similarly, siblings may remember the same childhood

differently. One partner may experience the relationship during

a certain period as stable, while the other experiences it as

lonely. One friend may understand a long silence as trust that the

relationship will endure, while the other sees it as a loss of

interest.

Allowing for two truths does not mean claiming that all

explanations carry equal weight or that facts do not exist.

Sometimes events can be documented and someone denies them.

Sometimes a person uses “their truth” to avoid responsibility. A

different experience is not permission to rewrite what happened.

The point is more precise: even when people agree about an

event, they may experience a different meaning and impact. And

even when some memories do not match, we can explore what is

certain, what remains uncertain, and how we want to treat each

other today.
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The maturity of a relationship is sometimes measured not by the

unity it achieves, but by its ability to hold differences without

humiliation, coercion, or revenge.

Where Understanding Ends and Decision
Begins
Understanding has limits. We can understand a person and still

disagree. We can understand their past and hold them

accountable for their actions in the present. We can accept an

apology and not rebuild trust. We can forgive and not return. We

can feel compassion and end contact.

That is not a failure of understanding. Sometimes it is its

consequence.

The more accurately we see a relationship, the less we have to

wait for an explanation that will fix everything. We can

recognize that another person is suffering and, at the same time,

that they repeatedly refuse to take responsibility. We can know

that their controlling behavior grows out of fear and still see that

it takes away our freedom. We can understand why they do not
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change and stop building our life around the hope that one day

they will.

Understanding is not an obligation to remain available to

someone who hurts us. It is not a debt we repay by opening the

door again. A relationship can end with a clear understanding of

what it was, what it gave us, what it took from us, and why we no

longer want to continue it.

When We Never Fully Understand One
Another
Some differences will remain. We may never understand exactly

why a certain event means so much to another person. Even

after a long conversation, we may never experience their feeling

as our own. Some parts of a person will remain difficult to

express, and some questions will remain unanswered.

This limit need not be a tragedy. Respect does not require

complete inner union. We need enough understanding to know

what hurts the other person, what matters to them, what their

boundaries are, and where our possibilities diverge.
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Maturity does not always mean sharing the same interpretation.

Sometimes it means agreeing not to use the difference as a

weapon. At other times, it means deciding not to continue

together because of a fundamental incompatibility. And

sometimes it is the simple statement: “I don’t know whether I

will ever feel the same way. But I take seriously the fact that this

is how you experience it.”

When Enough Understanding Is Enough

The desire for certainty can postpone a necessary decision. We

wait until we fully understand why the other person did not

apologize, whether they mean their promises, or whether the

relationship will ever change. But life rarely provides a complete

explanation.

To make a decision, we sometimes do not need to know the other

person’s entire inner story. It is enough to know what keeps

happening, what impact it has, whether they take responsibility,

whether they respect boundaries, and whether there is a genuine

direction of change.

712



We may have enough information to apologize even if we do not

know exactly how deeply we hurt the other person. We may

have enough to trust even though risk will never disappear. We

may have enough to set a boundary or leave even though we do

not know all of the other person’s reasons.

“I don’t know everything” and “I don’t know enough” are not the

same statement.

Relational Humility
Humility in relationships is not about making ourselves smaller

or pretending that our perspective does not matter. It is a

willingness to acknowledge the limits of our own vision.

Sometimes it takes the form of a few ordinary statements:

•  “I may be wrong.”

•  “Tell me more.”

•  “Do I understand correctly that this isn’t only about today?”

•  “What doesn’t fit in my interpretation?”
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•  “This may no longer be true of you.”

•  “I don’t understand you right now, but I don’t want to fill in
what I don’t know.”

•  “I see it differently, and I still want to understand exactly what
you see.”

These statements are not a weakness in an argument. They are a

sign that a relationship is not a courtroom and that truth is not

property that can belong to only one person.

Humility, however, does not mean doubting a clear experience

simply because someone denies it. If a person repeatedly crosses

our boundary, we do not have to say “I may be wrong” about the

harm their actions cause us. Humility concerns the limits of our

knowledge, not an obligation to give up reality.

What to Take Away from This Book
This book is not meant to be a collection of sentences you

memorize perfectly. It is meant to be a way of returning to

precision in moments when it is easy to fall into assumption,

defensiveness, or silence. If you take only a few principles from

this entire journey, let them be these:

714



•  An interpretation is not the whole story. The meaning we give
an event may be important and still incomplete.

•  Emotions are information. They deserve attention, but they are
not automatic proof of another person’s intention or of the
whole reality.

•  Listening comes before correcting. A person often needs to
finish describing their experience before they can accept
advice, an explanation, or disagreement.

•  Empathy does not mean agreement. We can see another
person’s world while remaining true to our own values,
decisions, and boundaries.

•  Precise words protect both the relationship and the truth. Fact,
interpretation, emotion, need, request, and boundary are not
the same thing.

•  Trust is built through repetition. Words carry weight when they
are matched by behavior that confirms them over time.

•  Boundaries are not the opposite of love. Sometimes they protect
the possibility of a relationship; at other times, they protect a
person in a situation where the relationship is not safe.

•  An apology does not create an entitlement to forgiveness or
return. Responsibility belongs to the person who caused harm;
the pace and future form of the relationship also belong to the
person who was hurt.

•  One person cannot sustain a relationship alone over the long
term. An individual can change their part, but reciprocity, trust,
and shared agreement require the other person’s participation.
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•  Understanding needs to be updated. People change, and
closeness does not give us the right to stop asking questions.

Final Exercise: One Conversation, Done
Differently
Choose a relationship in which it is possible to speak without

danger, coercion, or retaliation. Do not begin with the most

difficult conversation of your life. Choose a situation that matters

but is safe enough for a new way of connecting.

First, prepare for the conversation on your own. The following

steps are not a script you have to read word for word. They build

on the Understanding Map and will help you avoid mistaking

your own certainty for the whole story.

•  Describe the fact. What happened, without judging personality
or intention and without words such as “always” or “never”?

•  Name your interpretation. What did you begin telling yourself
about the event? What meaning did you give it?

•  Identify the emotion. What did you feel then, and what do you
feel now as you return to the situation?

•  Find the need or value. What was truly at stake—reliability,
respect, closeness, autonomy, safety, fairness, recognition?

716



•  Acknowledge the unknown. What do you not know about the
other person’s inner world? Which conclusion do you need to
verify?

•  Prepare one open-ended question. For example: “How did you
experience that situation?” or “What kept you from telling me
sooner?”

•  Prepare one sentence that signals your intention to listen. “I
want to understand your version first, and I won’t correct it
right away.” Then truly let the other person finish.

•  Give voice to your perspective. Say what you need to
communicate even if the other person experiences the situation
differently. Empathy does not require you to give up your own
perspective.

•  Clarify the boundary. If one is needed, frame it as your own
decision, not as a threat or an attempt to control the other
person.

•  Choose one small next step. It may be an agreement, a specific
change, an apology, a return to the subject at a set time, or an
acceptance that you disagree about the issue.

After the conversation, do not measure success only by whether

the other person agreed or changed. Also ask yourself: Was I

more precise? Did I genuinely hear something I did not know

before? Was I able to remain open without losing my own voice?

Did we arrive at a next step that reflects reality?
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If the conversation does not go well, the exercise is not wasted.

You can identify where the conversation shut down: Was the

question actually an accusation? Did both of you have the

capacity for it? Was safety missing? Was the other person

unwilling to work with you? That, too, is information.

At the End of the Book
This book began with silence between people who were close yet

had stopped understanding each other. It did not set out to

promise that the right words would eliminate every conflict or

that enough empathy would save every relationship. It sought to

offer something more measured and perhaps more useful: the

possibility of noticing misunderstanding before it grows into

distance, contempt, silence, or repeated hurt.

We will not always understand one another. Sometimes we will

hear the other person too late. Sometimes we will say something

we need to correct. At times, our good intentions will miss their

impact, and sometimes even after an honest conversation, we

will not find a shared explanation. Human closeness is not a

place without mistakes. It is a place where what we do with a

mistake matters.
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We can learn to return: from assumption to question, from

defensiveness to listening, from judgment to precision, from

shame to responsibility, and from hurt to repair where repair is

possible. We can also recognize the moment when returning

does not mean reentering the same relationship, but returning to

our own truth, dignity, and safety.

If this book changes something, it does not have to change your

whole life at once. It may be one conversation in which you ask

not only, “How can I explain this to them?” but also, “What am I

not seeing yet?” One apology without defensiveness. One

boundary that is not a punishment. One moment when you allow

the other person to finish their story—and then finish your own

with equal honesty.

“Truly understanding one another does not mean reaching a

place where nothing between us remains unclear. It means

not mistaking our version of a person for the person

themselves.”
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