Family Communication:
Why Can’t We Understand Each Other?
Understanding others is difficult because we expect them to process information in the same way we do. If they don’t conform to our expectations, we are likely to presume that something is wrong with them. We also erroneously think that others use words in the same fashion as us. For instance, when I say, “I’m upset,” what do I mean? You thought I meant “angry”? No, not at all. I was trying to tell you that I was frightened. Don’t get technical on me and start looking up the word “upset” in the dictionary. The real meaning is irrelevant here. What is more important is whether or not you received what I meant. Chances are you didn’t, and it’s not your fault. Nor it is mine. We are just different; we use language in unique ways. 

 

You must be thinking: so what? Who cares? But, I assure you: a small misinterpretation could spell big trouble. To illustrate my point, I’ll use a relevant conversation between a father, Sam, and his daughter, Lilly. See if you can figure out how a misunderstanding was created between them.
Sam: So, you’re saying that I’m responsible for forcing you to play the piano, for sending you to Med School, and for not fully listening to your needs. Is that right? 

Lilly: Yes. I hated my piano lessons as much as I loathe Med School. You never really cared for what I wanted to do… like, I wanted to become a dancer. I was so good at it! 

Sam: Oh, I get it. It’s all my fault. 

Lilly: That’s right. You didn’t give me any choice. You coaxed me into doing things that I never enjoyed. Worse – things that made me feel like a failure. I’m probably the worst medical student ever. 

Sam: I don’t understand. What do you want me to do?

Lilly: I just want an apology. That’s all. 

Sam: Just an apology?

Lilly: Just an apology.

Sam: And if I apologize, we can actually have a normal, insult-free relationship? 

Lilly: Yes. That’s all I want: just to hear you say “I’m sorry.” Is that so difficult? 

Sam: Okay, okay. I get it. I’m sorry.

Lilly: I can’t talk to you! You know what? I don’t even want to. 

Lilly leaves the room in a state of fury. Sam is shocked and deeply disappointed. In his eyes, Lilly is ungrateful, manipulative and capricious. Of course, he has no clue what just took place between them.

 

It’s your turn. Why did this tête-à-tête further damage, rather than improve the relationship between Sam and Lilly? Yes, you guessed it. It’s all hidden in the meaning they’ve attached to the words, “I’m sorry.”

 

When Lilly asked for an apology, what she hoped Sam would say (and what she needed to hear to be able to forgive him) was something like this: “I’m sorry that I was not the kind of father you needed me to be. I’m sorry that I was not more attentive to your needs and desires. I’m sorry for not giving you independence to make your own choices. I’m sorry that I caused you pain, because I love you very much and hurting you is the last thing I’d ever wanted to do. I’m sorry that you are stuck in Med School, and if there is anything I can help you with, please let me know. I understand how you feel, and it hurts me that you are hurting. Could you please forgive me?” 

 

This is the kind of apology that sounds sincere. It’s specific, well articulated, and it shows empathy and understanding, as opposed to Sam’s naked “I am sorry” which, to Lilly, meant close to nothing. Sam sounded almost like; “O.K. I’ll say what you want me to say (although I don’t really understand how you feel or why you want it) but could we please have a relationship now?” His matter-of-fact behaviour lacked a compassionate touch, for Sam is not skilled in emotional communication. 

 

Those who don’t know how to communicate on an emotional level tend to cause negative reactions in others without even realizing it. This unfortunate father, for example, is convinced that he did exactly as instructed. Sam interpreted Lilly’s demand as a request for uttering the literal language. Lilly, on the other hand, expected Sam to present a sophisticated display of emotions (such as love, regret, and empathy), instead of robotically pronouncing words. Apologizing, when done right, is a much more complex phenomenon that simply saying “I am sorry.” 

 

The bottom line here is that a different meaning attributed to the words “I am sorry” generated a major problem between Sam and Lilly. The epilogue: nobody understands what happened, but both feel saddened and betrayed. Sam blames Lilly for overreacting, and Lilly resents Sam, for she believes he is not sorry at all. Yet, it’s nobody’s fault. They just don’t understand one another. 
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