M4L 2013 – Lesson 8
What is the key to better relationships? Learn why other people matter
(c) Paul TP Wong, PhD, CPsych
Lesson Description:
Most personal problems are due to either personal issues or interpersonal conflict. Personal issues have to do with past traumas, negativity biases, attitudinal problems, eccentricity, and having a self-handicapping mindset. Interpersonal conflict, the main topic of today's lesson, has to do with difficulties in relating to other people.

Because we are so different from each other in terms of personality and communication style, it is inevitable that conflicts will occur, in spite of our best intentions to get along. The problem of incompatibility or misunderstanding is compounded in close relationships, such as marriage or colleagues at work. If we cannot manage interpersonal relationships, it will create stress that can spill over into other areas of life.

One drastic solution would be to live as a recluse or hermit, but this would be highly impractical. Some people may try to travel on their life journey without any companions, but that would create personal problems of loneliness and alienation. Therefore, if we want to live a productive and happy life, we just have to learn how to get along with people.

We cannot live without other people. We are hardwired for each other--from babies' attachment to their parents to adults' bonding with their lovers, intimate relationships are the main source of our security, happiness, and well-being. In addition, healthy family, community, and society are all built on good interpersonal relationships.

One of the challenges before us, as individuals and as a society, is how to strike a balance between self-interest and the common good, and between loyalty to our own cultural group and respect for others with different value systems. At the heart of the issue is how do we love others as we love ourselves, regardless of differences and conflicting interests.

In preparing this lesson, I automatically think about my friend Chris Peterson who passed away last year. The theme "other people matter" has been his life-guiding motto (see http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/the-beauty-in-the-beast/201210/other-people-matter).

I have been pondering on the meaning of "other people matter."  Is this a fundamental ethical principle in its own right? Or is it a utility principle because we need other people to meet our needs? Alternatively, we can also ask whether this maxim is based on the humanistic principle that we belong to each other or based on the spiritual teaching that we all bear the divine image in our soul. Our understanding of the meaning of this maxim will determine how we treat others.

Another major challenge for us is learning how to develop and maintain mutually rewarding relationships. A meaning-centered approach that focuses on PURE (purpose, understanding, responsibility, and enjoyment) may hold the key to better relationships. We will also discuss such issues as authenticity, acceptance, empathy, and communication at the existential level.

With respect to relationships, most of the time, we act and react habitually rather than intentionally. A habitual pattern of relating is based on what we have learned from our parents, our peers, and our own natural impulses. Because it is automatic rather than purposeful, more often than not, it is not appropriate for a particular situation and triggers an unexpected conflict. This type of interaction becomes dysfunctional because it is devoid of understanding and empathy. A meaning-centered approach provides an antidote because it challenges us to switch from reflex-like habits to purposeful, more intentional interactions.

A major component of our Meetup is small group discussions. The purpose of this component is not to provide a forum for individuals to unload their personal problems or air their discontent. Rather, it is a time for members to discuss how to apply the lesson to their own lives and how to learn the PURE way of relating to each other. This is an opportunity to learn how to relate to each other and support each other as a caring community, in spite of our differences.

We welcome participants to bring forward cases for discussion.

 

Exercises:
1) Can you describe your own communication style? Please complete the following Communication Style Profile - see scale at bottom.

2) Can you identify one defensive habit you often use in interacting with others? (e.g., "not me," "it's not my fault," "I'm too busy")

3) Can you identify one provoking habit you use? (e.g., "don't be argumentative," "don't be angry with me," "don't accuse me")

4) What would be the best approach to resolving differences rationally without pushing each other's emotional buttons?

 

Resources:
The PURE way for a better marriage 
http://www.drpaulwong.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=118:the-pure-way-for-a-better-marriage&catid=36:articles&Itemid=66
Existential crisis triggers a marital crisis 
http://www.drpaulwong.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=164:communication-with-the-other-existential-crisis-triggers-a-marital-crisis&catid=49:meaning-therapy&Itemid=121
Gottman's Four Horsemen 
http://www.gottmanblog.com/2013/04/the-four-horsemen-recognizing-criticism.html
 

Individual Communication Style Profile 
(c) Paul TP Wong, PhD, CPsych

Cold            |----1----2----3----4----5   Warm

Laid-back     |----1----2----3----4----5   Intense

Indirect  |----1----2----3----4----5   Direct

Guarded  |----1----2----3----4----5   Open

Judgmental  |----1----2----3----4----5   Appreciative

