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Chapter One

everyone needs to talk

The single biggest problem in communication
is the illusion that it has taken place.

—George Bernard Shaw

“We need to talk,” George Costanza on Seinfeld moaned.
“These are the worst four words in the English language.” For
George they are datespeak for “I need to break things off” or “I
like you, but . . .” Like George, many people hear these words as
the dreaded precursor to the end of a relationship. For others,
the words spell the end of a job. The phrase is similar in forebod-
ing to “step into my office,” a possible preamble to “you’re
fired.” For most people, the words “we need to talk” spell trou-
ble. For a teenager, these words might trigger fear that parents
have found something in the bedroom or gotten a call from a
school principal. A husband could worry that his wife may have
discovered disturbing sites on his computer. A wife hearing “we
need to talk” might be alarmed that her husband has seen the
real estate brochures. “We need to talk” isn’t heard as an invita-
tion to discuss. Too often it means, “I’m going to talk and you’re
going to listen and change.”



Despite their pejorative reputation, the words “we need to
talk” don’t always mean a breakup or a dismissal or a threat. We
do need to talk. We need to talk almost as much as we need to
breathe. “Fish gotta swim. Birds gotta fly.” We gotta talk. There
are many, many reasons why we have to talk.

We Need to Talk to 
Know Ourselves and Be Known by Others

Possibly the central reasons we talk are to come to know our-
selves and to make ourselves known to others. Babies cry,
whimper, howl, gurgle, and hum. Sometimes they make sounds
because they are wet or hungry. At other times they just seem to

want to hear themselves, one of their
first forays into self-awareness. The
need to know themselves and to be
known by others is one of the reasons
teenagers talk to one another by the
hour in person, on the phone, and by
every other means the latest technolo-
gies provide. When Mia talks, she is
hearing herself, her thoughts, views,
feelings, beliefs, attitudes, and what
she values, fears, and hopes. Who Mia
is and what she stands for come into

focus as she talks. She gets to know herself by putting herself
into words. She also meets her need to be known to her friend
who is listening. Mia discovers herself by speaking out loud.
Sarah meets her own need to be known to herself by “talking”
into her journal or diary. Being more introverted than Mia,
Sarah clarifies her thoughts and values in private before
expressing herself in public. Both grow to know themselves by
talking to themselves or to others.

Teenagers are not the only ones who come to know them-
selves by listening to themselves speak. One of the primary rea-
sons for talking is self-discovery. We need to voice who we are to
know who we are. “Out of the fullness of the heart the mouth
speaketh” (Mt 12:34). We know the secrets of our heart by voic-
ing them. Self-discovery comes from honest revelation. Only by
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We need to talk
almost as much

as we need
to breathe.

“Fish gotta swim.
Birds gotta fly.”
We gotta talk. 



admitting what you truly feel, think, and value can you know
yourself. Growth in self-knowledge requires that you be freely
honest with yourself.

When you are transparent to yourself, you allow yourself to
acknowledge and articulate whatever is happening within
you—vague thoughts, troublesome feelings, delights, yearn-
ings, questions, dreams, hopes, and
fears. You come to know yourself by
reflecting on what you are recognizing
within yourself. You learn not to fear
yourself by naming what previously
had not been admitted. By being trans-
parent with another, you put yourself
into words in front of yourself and in
the process see yourself more clearly.

Laura, for example, came to know herself more deeply by
sharing her troubled feelings in a counseling session with us.
Laura is a lovely mother of three teenage daughters. She needed
to talk because, as she says:

I was married once before when I was very young. His name
was Kevin. I was only seventeen and it lasted only six months
and then I never saw him again. It was a stupid thing we did.
A couple of days ago an old friend of mine happened to men-
tion that Kevin died last year. I felt so sad. It seemed weird.
Why was I so upset when I had hardly even thought about
him all this time? It feels so freeing to talk to you about it. I
guess I just needed to talk it through so that I could under-
stand myself and sort it out.

Talking allowed Laura an opportunity to explore confusing
feelings of sadness that were upsetting her. Like Laura, you
have feelings that can be a relief to voice and can provide insight
into yourself. You might have unpleasant feelings in the pres-
ence of a certain man or woman or when you are in a particular
kind of situation or group. If you know your body’s signals, you
might recognize feelings of unease or stress, when you perspire,
stutter, or get a headache or backache. Allow yourself to verbal-
ize what you are feeling: envy, inferiority, sexual attraction,
anger, resentment. By stating the feelings to yourself or to an
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Only by admitting
what you truly
feel, think, and
value can you
know yourself. 
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empathic, non-judgmental listener, you can free yourself from
the stress of these feelings as well as from the hidden guilt or
shame that they can induce. Identifying and accepting feelings
can help you to know yourself as well as accept yourself. You
need to talk openly and honestly to know yourself, be yourself,
and like yourself.

Being known is as primal a need as being loved. One way to
satisfy your need to be known is by disclosing yourself in words
to someone else. Ironically, as desirable as it is to be known, it
can be frightening to reveal yourself. So instead of using words
to reveal yourself, you might be inclined to use them to disguise
yourself. You could, for example, use words to boast or exagger-
ate when you really feel insecure. Or you may tease or joke
when actually you are angry. Sometimes you might reveal part
of what you are feeling; for example, you might admit to slight
hurt, when the truth is that you are devastated. A friend said to
us, “I admit I was a little bit hurt when my son Edward said he
wouldn’t be coming for Christmas.” The fact that she refused to
talk to him for the next six months suggests that our friend was
more than “a little bit” hurt. A French cynic remarked, “Words
were invented to keep people apart.” The philosopher Friedrich
Nietzsche expressed a similar sentiment: “Talking much about
oneself may be a way of hiding oneself.” Singer Joe South
lamented the disingenuousness of people’s words in his song,
“Games People Play.”

Oh the games people play now, every night and every day
now.

Never meaning what they say now, never saying what they
mean.

In order to be known to your spouse, friend, or child, you
have to identify all of the ways that you hide yourself by using
or avoiding words. Then you have to admit your feelings to
yourself and risk sharing them truthfully. You will need courage
to be honest, and you will need to learn the skills for direct, ver-
bal self-disclosure.



We Need to Talk to Ask for Help

We need to talk in order to have our needs met. Ken’s mother
is beside herself. “He simply will not speak to his teacher and
ask for help,” she told us. “I know he won’t speak up in class
and ask a question, but he won’t ask the teacher privately
either.” Ken is like many of us; we need help, but out of fear or
ignorance or embarrassment we will not voice our need. A cou-
ple arrived late for their first marriage counseling session. Terry
was irate. “He would not stop and ask for directions.” Then she
turned to her husband and said, “What is wrong with you?”

What is wrong with all of us who are reluctant to voice our
needs? Eileen, a beleaguered mother of two teenagers, com-
plained to us that she had “had it!” “I work full time, do all the
cooking, and keep a neat house. I do everything. Nobody helps. I
just want to leave it all.” Through several therapy sessions, Eileen
identified her pattern of taking on too many of the responsibilities
in the house and then becoming resentful and critical. She real-
ized how powerless she had become with her husband and chil-
dren while becoming increasingly filled with rage and self-pity.
She hadn’t recognized that, though she had these feelings for a
long time, she had not voiced them. Gradually she learned to
express her needs for help from her husband and from her 
boys. She backed away from her role of supermom-martyr-critic, 
made herself far less available, and relinquished many house-
hold tasks. She found that by meeting her own needs for rest
and for time to be with her friends and by voicing her expecta-
tions, she became calmer and more assertive.

A construction foreman learned a similar lesson about the
necessity of asserting one’s needs. He came to see us when he
began to suffer anxiety attacks. At work, fearful of confrontation
with his employees, he resisted telling them when they were out
of line or when their work was unacceptable. His anxiety was
the result of repressed anger and resentment and a horrible
sense of being overwhelmed and helpless. When he learned to
express his need for his employees to complete their tasks
responsibly, his anxiety lifted.

Parents fail to state their needs for respect and cooperation,
and spouses their need for attention and appreciation. Friends
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can refuse to ask for help; family members can be reticent to
make known their needs, yet be hurt when no one steps up to
provide support. A sad elderly man admitted, “I never knew
how much I needed to hear my brother ask if he could help me
move until he offered.” Many people are afraid to voice their
needs for fear of rejection. And when they try, often they do not
know how to make their needs known without resorting to
blame or judgment or attack. You have to be honest about your
needs, admit them to yourself, and learn to express them con-
structively to others.

We Need to Talk to Provide Information and Direction

We need to talk to convey information. We talk to a mechan-
ic to explain the problems with our car, the doctor to describe
our symptoms of pain, the waitress to place our order. It sounds
basic, doesn’t it, until you hear the frustration of the mechanic
about the inaccurate description the car owner gave of the prob-
lem, the dismay of the doctor regarding the omissions and lack
of clarity in the patient’s complaints, and the impatience of the
waitress: “He claims he ordered the steak rare, but I know he
didn’t.” Often, information is conveyed inaccurately, in a mis-
leading way, or not at all. Recently, we wasted time looking for
pickles in the wrong aisle of a supermarket, thanks to three store
clerks offering inaccurate information. And we have driven
miles out of our way following a taxi driver’s directions that
were just plain wrong.

When you provide information, you have a responsibility to
be clear and accurate. The store clerks would have been more
helpful by telling the truth: “I don’t know.” The same may be
said for the taxi driver giving directions. We read with amuse-
ment an article that discussed cultural differences in giving
directions. In Iraq it is considered offensive to respond, “I don’t
know,” when asked directions. The person asked will suggest
any route regardless of its accuracy. Better to be wrong than to
offend seems to be the guiding principle.

We all respect the person who is careful to articulate helpful
information. We have our favorite columnist, news anchor, or
reporter who helps us to make sense of events. The priest,
imam, rabbi, or minister who preaches scripture making it 
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clearly relevant to our lives is a godsend. We recall with pro-
found appreciation the cherished history or science teacher who
made the subject not only interesting but meaningful.

Parents face daily the responsibility of imparting informa-
tion to the endless “whys” of a toddler and to the curious minds
of developing adolescents. Recently, a mother told us of her joy
in informing her daughter about sex:

I was not looking forward to the conversation; neither was
Sonia. But she was so sweet and asked such good questions.
I told her all about her body and what her period will be like.
She didn’t go “yuck” but instead was really interested. Right
at the end though she said, “Don’t tell me about the car in
the garage stuff. OK?”

Managers have a particular task in talking about their needs
and expectations to their staff members. But many managers
who are under pressure to complete their own work or who
simply lack communication skills fail to express their needs
directly. A frustrated sales rep at a large technology firm com-
plained in a coaching session,

I’m at my wits’ end. My boss never tells me clearly what he
expects from me. I know he must need me to perform in cer-
tain ways, but he won’t let me know. I ask for direction and
feedback, but I get nowhere. He’s the worst manager I’ve
ever had. I don’t think he wants me to succeed.

We have heard similar complaints from some nurses. They
start their shifts with unclear messages from their supervisors
and then endure a doctor’s rage when he is upset that his orders
were not followed. Spouses are exasperated at being criticized
for not satisfying needs that they were supposed to have known
without being told. Managers, teachers, and parents need to be
clear about their expectations. It helps to get feedback that expec-
tations have been understood. A waitress repeating an order
probably has learned from experience the value of confirming
what she has heard from the customer. If you are frustrated that
others are not meeting your expectations or satisfying your
needs, ask yourself, “Did I provide all the necessary informa-
tion? How clearly did I state what I wanted?”


