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Abstract

This paper introduces a communication model
that helps people develop the tools needed to move
from relationships of submission-dominance that
characterize hierarchical systems to relationships
of equal value that create more effective work
teams. This is accomplished with specific steps:
bringing communication styles (placating, blaming
or being sarcastic, being passive-aggressive, being
irrelevant, discounting the human element) to con-
scious awareness in ways that intensify and make
overt and concrete the internal experience of these
communications; discovering one’s rules that lead
to such communications { “I must never cause con-
fict,” “I must always be right,” “I must always
win,” “I must always be the life of the party,” “I
must always be perfect”) and transforming them
into useful guidelines that lead to productive com-
munications and effective work teams; embedding
different communications into “movies” that illus-
trate difficult situations from one’s own experi-
ences and allow effective skills practice. The
model addresses all communication components
necessary to create effective work teams: commu-
nication within (to one’s internal resources and
deepest wishes), communication between (two peo-
ple), and communication among (team).

When Morihei Uyeshiba, the founder of aikido, was
asked if he ever lost his balance, he replied, “Yes, all
the time, but I regain it so fast that you do not see me

lose it.”’*

Have you ever been in a situation in which you
said what you thought someone wanted to hear
rather than what you believed, or even knew to be
true? Have you ever wanted to say “no” and you
said “yes” instead? Have you ever had a concern
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and talked about everything except what was trou-
bling you? These communication problems are
universal and transcend culture, gender and age.
They plague personal as well as professional rela-
tionships. Communication breakdowns occur regu-
larly between two people and are even more likely
in larger systems such as families or work teams.

This paper introduces concepts of a communica-
tion model that helps people develop the tools
needed to move from relationships of submission-
dominance that characterize hierarchical systems
to relationships of equal value. Successful work
teams recognize the importance of team members
having equal value to the team although perform-
ing different functions. However, at times, teams
are hindered by communication styles that emerge
within the context of one person having greater
power than another. While some decisions in orga-
nizations necessarily have to be made individually,
people with greater power sometimes lose the abil-
ity to listen effectively, and make decisions without
sufficient input. On the other hand, subordinates,
fearing possible repercussions, can sometimes stop
giving honest input. In the context of submission-
dominance, five basic communication styles can be
identified: placating (people-pleasing), blaming or
being sarcastic, being passive-aggressive, being
super-reasonable (dealing only with facts), and
being irrelevant (not dealing with issues)
(Englander-Golden & Golden, 1992; Englander-
Golden & Satir, 1991; Satir, 1988). These commu-
nication styles are often out of conscious aware-
ness of the people who use them and surface most
obviously during times of stress. They are the
product of powerful rules that become engaged
when people interact under stress. Some examples
of rules that lead to different non-productive com-
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munications are: “I must always agree,” or “I must
always be right,” or “I must never be vulnerable.”

Say It Straight (SIS) is a model to increase pro-
ductive communications and facilitate greater
cooperation in systems. This is accomplished with
specific steps: bringing communication styles to
conscious awareness by placing one’s body into
physical postures that intensify and make overt and
concrete the internal experience of these communi-
cations (Englander-Golden & Satir, 1991; Satir,
1988); becoming aware of one’s communication
styles (and combinations of styles) and those of
others; discovering one’s rules that lead to such
communications and transforming them into useful
guidelines that lead to straightforward communica-
tions; embedding different communications into
“movies” that illustrate difficult situations from
one’s own experiences. In this way, people become
aware of their internal resources and deepest
wishes, and acquire the skills to express them-
selves in ways that honor themselves (I), respect
others (You) and deal effectively with the relevant
issues (It). The I, You and It represent the three
components of a two-person interaction.

Research conducted with thousands of people
indicates that the reasons for communication diffi-
culties are fear of being rejected or not liked, fear
of hurting someone’s feelings, fear of being
embarrassed, fear of being blamed, fear of being
thought of as incompetent or weak (Englander-
Golden & Golden, 1996). These fears become
engaged in the best of relationships, families or
highly functional work teams. We believe that they
are part of growing up human. We were all born lit-
tle and learned important lessons before we knew
how to speak: how to be seen, to be heard, to be
loved, to be valued, to express our love, to be a per-
son of significance. Because at that time we could
not ask clearly for what we needed, we have had
many experiences of being misunderstood, and
perhaps of feeling manipulated. For instance, we
may have cried because we had a gas bubble and
someone thought we were hungry and fed us,
increasing our discomfort even more. We could not
have known that people simply did not understand
what we were asking for, even when they meant
well. These misunderstandings created many

40

opportunities for us to make disempowering
assumptions about ourselves: “I cannot get my
needs met because 1 am not a person of value.” The
disempowering assumptions were magnified by
the sheer physical inequality between ourselves
and our caregivers and have led us to take roles of
submission or dominance into our relationships
long after we have acquired the language and phys-
ical ability to take care of ourselves.

That disempowering assumptions are often car-
ried into adulthood is evident in how we communi-
cate with others and how we understand their
communication with us. For instance, we might
make the assumption that we are not competent
because we cannot anticipate what management
expects of us. Conversely, we might expect others
to “read our minds” and anticipate what we want
or need. This anticipation could take the form of an
unexpressed desire for management to always
appreciate and reward our contributions. Our
unwillingness to state clearly what we want or
need is probably rooted in the belief, “If I matter to
that person, he or she would know what I want,
need or deserve.” In addition, we may feel that if
we have to ask for something, be it recognition at
work or flowers on our anniversary, even if we get
it, it somehow “doesn’t count” because we had to
ask for it.

Communication Styles Characteristic of
Hierarchical Systems

Communication styles are both verbal and non-
verbal. Much of the message is transmitted through
various components such as body language, voice
tone and volume, tempo, and facial expressions.
Often there is a discrepancy between these compo-
nents. For example, has anyone ever asked you,
“What is the matter” and you answered, “Nothing,”
while your body was giving a different message?
It’s likely that neither you, nor the person asking
believed your answer. The clarity of communica-
tion (both the message sent and the message
received) depends on how well all the components
that carry the message agree. Therefore, it is impor-
tant for good communicators to recognize what
they and others are doing with respect to all of the
components of a communication.



Placating. This communica-
tion style is characterized by
valuing others (their needs,
experiences, thoughts, feelings,
etc.) over ourselves. The lan-
guage of placating frequently
includes the word “yes.” It con-
veys a sense that what others
want and when they want it is
more important than our own
personal needs or agenda. Pla-
cating involves an implicit fear of telling others
“no.” When we placate, we discount ourselves (I)
while acknowledging the value of others (You) and
the subject of the interaction (It).

At first, the ability to placate appears to be effec-
tive in a work team environment. However, when
we placate, we continue to accept task assignments
even when we are unable to fulfill them. We also
may not share information with other team mem-
bers simply because we believe it is not of value.
Furthermore, we may not take action even when
we believe it necessary, if that action causes con-
flict with others.

It is important to realize that when we know how
to placate we also possess important positive quali-
ties. We know how to compromise, apologize, for-
give, and promote harmony among team members.
The challenge is to consciously utilize the positive
possibilities by also valuing ourselves.

Blaming. This communica- -
tion style is characterized by s SN
valuing ourselves (our needs, : \\Q
experiences, thoughts, feel- Yol *
ings, etc.) at the expense of oth- \ \
ers. The language of blaming is !
negative, accusing, shaming 4 7
and demeaning. Statements J/
such as “You never...” or “You -s_/ ':k.

always...” or “Why did you do
it that way...” illustrate the language of blaming.
Blaming language will sometimes start with “no”
even when the intention is agreement. In an inter-
action, when we blame, we count ourselves (I) and
the subject of the interaction (It), but we discount
others (You).

Blaming is obviously disruptive in a work team
environment and erodes the climate of safety and
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trust necessary for productive interaction. It
encourages non-productive, self-protective mea-
sures among team members. When we blame, we
focus our energy on the problem rather than on
possible solutions and miss the opportunity to learn
from mistakes. In addition, we make it difficult for
people to give us potentially important information
and feedback.

This communication style also has important
positive possibilities. When we have the ability to
blame, we also have the ability to lead, make deci-
sions, and get things done. The challenge is to rec-
ognize and utilize the positive possibilities by also
valuing others.

Passive-Aggressive. This o
communication style is charac- g%(q
terized by an external show of P4
agreement which masks resent- W\:

ment and hostility. Passive-
aggressive language is a combi-
nation of placating and blaming. (
We say “yes” while silently add-
ing, “You’ll pay for making me
do this.” The hidden resentment
is usually expressed in some
non-verbal way (i.e., voice tone, facial expression,
or body language). Since the hostility is not overtly
stated, we can always claim that our intentions
were misunderstood. When we are passive-aggres-
sive, we alternately discount ourselves (I) and oth-
ers (You). We strike out at others when we deem it
is “safe.”

Passive-aggressive communication sows dis-
trust among work team members by introducing an
element of surprise. This type of communication
sabotages team effort and goals. When we are pas-
sive-aggressive, we could become a team “spy” by
appearing to agree even as we make negative
reports to outside parties.

Like the other styles of communicating, passive-
aggressive also has positive elements. Being passive-
aggressive may be the first step in standing up for
ourselves. The challenge is to value ourselves and
others so that we can take action in our own behalf.
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Super-Reasonable. This com-
munication style is characterized
by an intense focus exclusively
on facts without any consider-
ation of the human element. The
language of the “Mr. Spock”
approach is impersonal, and
relies on statistics, logic, and out-
side authority. When we are
super-reasonable, we have the
need to always appear to be in
control. In an interaction, we disregard our feelings
(part.of the “T”) and the feelings of others (part of
the “You”) while concentrating only on the factual
aspects of the interaction (It).

Super-reasonable communication may appear as
a positive ingredient in a work team because it
directs attention to the task at hand. However, lack
of concern for the human dimension can quickly
undermine team morale. Lack of regard for the
personal needs of team members (vacation, child-
care, family illness) results in diminished loyalty
for the team and/or the organization. It also can
curtail the participation of highly skilled personnel
by demanding conformity to business goals in con-
flict with important personal values.

The ability to be super-reasonable also has posi-
tive elements. It enables us to solve problems effi-
ciently by clear thinking and logical analysis. It
also allows us to function with precision under
stress, at least for a time. The challenge is to value
the human elements in ourselves and others while
retaining our ability to stay on task.

Irrelevant. This communi-
cation style is characterized by
a lack of focus, disruption, fre-
quent change of topic, and
humor at inappropriate
moments. The language of
irrelevance is constantly
changing. It reflects a refusal
to stay focused on a task or
subject. When we are irrele-
vant, we would rather appear
stupid, foolish or clumsy than take the risk of
engaging in a stressful interaction. When we are
irrelevant, we discount ourselves (1), others (You)
as well as the subject of the interaction (It).

Irrelevant communication in a work team is dis-

N
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tracting, irritating and interferes at every level of
team function. When we are irrelevant, we become
the weakest link in the work team.

This communication process also has positive
elements. When used appropriately, it is our sense
of humor, our spontaneity, and can be our creativ-
ity, our ability to examine a problem from a com-
pletely new perspective. It is our ability to take a
needed “time out” or appropriately “lighten” a
heavy situation. The challenge is to consistently
value ourselves, others and the issues that bring us
together.

Communications That Characterize
Relationships of Equal Value

Say It Straight. This com-
munication style is character-
ized by congruence among all
components of the interaction. y L
What we say and how we say it,
matches what we think and feel.
The language of saying it
straight is characterized by
using the first person in our con-
versation. We take ownership
and responsibility by expressing
ourselves with “T” statements such as: “I think...”,
“I believe...”, “This is my suggestion...”, “I feel...”,
“I would like...”, etc.

When we say it straight, we can please someone
or apologize without placating, criticize without
blaming, and give information without sounding
stuffy. We can state our decisions without excuses
and without putting others down. We can call a
“time out” without being inappropriate. We value
ourselves (I), we value others (You) and we value
the subject of the interaction (It). Saying it straight
is the only communication that consistently leads
to a feeling of respect for oneself and others and
empowers every team member to be a leader
(Englander-Golden et al., 1996).

’w‘\
i

—T ?
s ‘*-A/C"

Discovering Rules and Transforming Them
Into Useful Guidelines

The communications we use under stress come
from the rigid meanings we gave to guidelines or
from explicitly stated rules for behavior we learned
and adopted in our families of origin to “function



safely” in our world (Englander-Golden & Satir,
1991; Satir, 1988). In many instances, these rules
have served us well. Today, we may pass on “nug-
gets of gold” gleaned from our own difficult life
experiences as guidelines for successful living that
may be construed by others as inflexible rules
which require strict adherence to avoid cata-
strophic consequences. When we attempt to rigidly
adhere to rules, they can become a tremendous
source of stress.

The language of rules uses words such as must,
should, ought, always, never. Our rules can lead us
to use the non-productive communication styles
discussed above, because what we say and how we
say it is filtered by them, even when the process is
outside our awareness. Rules form the basis of
expectations we have of ourselves and others, and
operate as hidden agendas. Following are some
examples of rules that lead us to non-productive
communications:

“I must always agree,” or “I must never cause

conflict.”

“I must always put the needs of others ahead of

my own.”

“I must always have everyone’s approval.”

“I must never disagree with someone in author-

ity.” “I must never ask questions.”

“I must never be wrong,” or “I must always be

right.”

“I must always win,” or “I must never lose.”

“I must never express my feelings.”

“I must never be vulnerable.”

“I must always be perfect,” or “I must never

make a mistake.”

“I must always be (or appear to be) in control.”

“I must always be the life of the party,” or “I

must never take anything seriously.”

“I must never focus on anything too long.”

It is quite common to have conflicting rules such
as: Always be honest and Don't air your dirty linen
in public. This combination can be found in family
and professional systems.

Rules can be identified and transformed so that
their “nuggets of gold” can become useful guide-
lines for living. This process starts with an aware-
ness of our inner experience (breathing, body
sensations, feelings) of a rule. For instance, how
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we experience a rule such as, “I must always be in
control.” It ends with the discovery of the condi-
tions under which we can be in control appropri-
ately in different situations. In the above example,
the rule is finally transformed into, “I can be in
control when...” It is up to each person to find at
least three ways to be appropriately in charge and
to become aware of the internal experience as they
let go of the rule that they must always be in con-
trol of people, places and things.

Making Movies

The communications styles can be explored by
embedding them in “movies,” in which team mem-
bers play parts that portray difficult situations from
their own experiences (Englander-Golden &
Golden, 1996). The “movies” are videotaped and
reviewed so that team members can observe their
non-verbal as well as verbal behavior. Playing a
“part” in a movie, rather than playing themselves,
provides team members with the safety to explore
new behaviors and feelings. Cognitive learning is
reinforced through action and the processing and
sharing of feelings. People discover that when they
give voice to their deepest wishes, the fears that
lead them to non-productive communications are
largely unfounded; they feel good about them-
selves, have high seif-esteem and usually gain
other people’s respect; by being in charge of them-
selves, they retain their self-esteem regardless of
the outcome of the interaction. In movies that are
set up to explore rejection, people discover that
they can feel sad about being rejected, while at the
same time feel good about honestly expressing
their own wishes or ideas. By exploring the differ-
ent communication styles embedded in the movies,
people become aware of specific ways they are
vulnerable to non-productive communications.
They become aware of the effects these communi-
cations have on themselves and others, the price
they pay in terms of loss of personal power, loss of
integrity, loss of partnership, loss of closeness with
other human beings. They discover their ability to
be effective communicators and the effect it has on
their work team. They have the opportunity to
practice effective communication. Further, by
being both senders and receivers of the different
communications, they experience actions, thoughts
and feelings from different vantage points. They
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increase their ability to understand another per-
son’s perspective and feelings.

Conclusions

The communication concepts summarized here
can be used to optimize working relationships. The
Say It Straight model addresses communication
within (to one’s internal resources and deepest
wishes), communication between (two people), and
communication among (team). It gives team mem-
bers the opportunity to develop the tools needed to
move from relationships of submission-dominance
to relationships of equal value. In this way, all work
team members can become leaders and the team
can function effectively and in harmony. The pro-
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