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Handling

Denial

This article examines how denial manifests in ‘game playing’ when people communicate with each other.  This game playing leads to faulty communication and reinforces unhealthy patterns of communication.  How can this be avoided?  The article describes various approaches with concrete examples.
The discomfort that leads to denial

Examining and re‑evaluating our existing patterns of behaviour as individuals can be very challenging.  It can also be very discomforting.  It may be that the process of review of his job or life and how it should develop raises problems and generates experiences which are not resolved sufficiently for an individual; the past seems unsatisfactory, the future seems uncertain, perhaps forbidding, and the present seems to underline professional and personal inadequacy.  The loss of confidence and self‑esteem that this implies can make a person feel helpless, unable to cope with the problems he or she faces and impotent in relation to constructing a way forward.  If a person has a problem then he or she must also believe that it can be resolved by personal effort, and the individual must have some self respect.  Otherwise defence mechanisms begin to be invoked ‑ and denial is one of these.

Avoiding or denying the stress associated with change is a very human reaction; long‑established practices and images provide the comfort of predictability.  The main reason for trying to help someone in this position is to increase their repertoire of ways of handling his or her professional life; in particular breaking out of stereotyped patterns.

In other words, it is not about stopping someone doing something, because that then removes a choice, but rather about helping that person to realize that there are additional choices.

It is not always easy to identify those who are experiencing discomfort.  Obviously it helps to generate an atmosphere where people feel free to express what is troubling them ‑ but that is only part of the story.  Everything we do together involves such things as talking, listening, reading, writing and thinking.  

In doing so we use words or other symbols.  That does not, however, guarantee that we communicate effectively.  Getting through to people isn't just about overcoming barriers caused by the way we use words. Such barriers are trivial compared with those caused by the way we feel.  We use words not only to convey ideas but also to protect ourselves and our self‑esteem, and even to disguise the fact that we have no ideas to convey on an occasion when we are supposed to have.

It may be helpful, therefore to begin by distinguishing in our interactions between the words actually used and the real message behind the words.  For example, how often are the words "with all due respect" transmitted in any other way than really to mean without any respect at all; or when do people really say "can't you take a joke?" without a malicious smile?  We might, then, see our communication as consisting of both dimensions; like this:
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» » 
  actual message behind the words

If both those dimensions are consistent in what they communicate, then perhaps we can get through to the other person.  Sometimes, however, that real message stays locked within us, engaged in some sort of internal dialogue related to our fantasies, imaginings, beliefs and values.  It is rooted in our feelings and is a reflection of inner experience. Recalling a painful memory, for example, might involve the internal dialogue.  

So we choose our words carefully, and the other person may never know how we really feel whilst we churn quietly inside.

At other times the dialogue may be external, revealing itself in communication to other people through gestures, voice tone and other non‑verbal means.  

We might say that we have "leaked" the real message to other people through our fingers, feet or, most importantly, our eyes, for the latter could be called "the windows of the soul".  So it is that we intuitively respond, or fail to respond, to the non‑verbal messages as well as the more verbal ones.

It is important that we examine how people try to avoid stress and change so that we might learn how to handle "denial" constructively.

Games as a Substitute for Communication

The only mind in the world over which we have even a semblance of control is our own.  We don't even know what is going on in someone else's mind let alone have power to control it.  We can listen to what another person says and we can observe that person's behaviour.  On basis of that, we can guess what might be going on in his or her mind.

But if we don't like what we think is going on, the only mind we can change is our own.  This may cause us to change our behaviour in the hope that the other person will notice something different and so change his or her mind.

The initiative, and the responsibility for communication, has to lie with us.  If we can recognize what sort of things make us defensive, perhaps we can try to stop defending ourselves and try to avoid behaving in ways that cause others to be defensive.  

If we want to avoid confronting the realities of our "blind spot" or rationalise our activities so that our self‑concept remains undented, we might play games with ourselves and with others.  If we resort to such tactics, then surely so must others.  If we can recognize this, perhaps we can consciously adjust our own behaviour to try and prevent such blocks to communication.

What, then, we all often do as we live our lives, is to substitute what might be called "games" for genuine communication.  The extent to which we do this tends to depend on the context, so that whilst we may communicate with some people, we may just play games with others.  This idea that people tend to play certain games in their interpersonal relationships lends itself to the world of our organisations.

Depending upon how we see ourselves and other people within a given context will depend on the stance that we adopt and, as a result, the type of interaction between us.  In other words, how we see ourselves and others in any situation will depend on the quality of our communication ‑ or the extent of our "games".  

Some people make us feel good ‑ the relationship thrives on mutual respect and acceptance. Other people have the opposite effect, and the relationship deteriorates even further. 

It is not just the other person but what we are with him or her that determines the success of the interaction ‑ or otherwise.

Confronting Denial

Why do we let ourselves get into the position of "playing games" with some people?  More importantly, how do we get out of it?  Unfortunately there are no easy answers.  

The trouble is that we can all spot everyone else's games and give them advice about how to stop it.  Doing the same thing to and for ourselves is a very different matter.  It requires both introspection and hard work ‑ and we all know plenty of techniques for avoiding both of those.

Other people can help us to confront our avoidance strategies and we can help them confront theirs.  For example, the "If it weren't for them" game described below is based upon imagining artificial constraints. The person involved imagines artificial constraints as a basis for believing that changes cannot be made.  

"The staff would never agree to....". being a fairly typical response.  Now of course it may be true that the staff would never agree, but that avoidance strategy can be confronted with responses such as "How do you know?" or "How could you persuade them?" "Game playing" or denial and avoidance depend very heavily on stereotyped patterns of handling or responding to situations.  

Helping someone to confront his or her denial is often about helping that person to be more specific.  Sometimes we hold on to vague generalizations as a way of stopping ourselves exercising new choices.  Often when we are encouraged to be more specific we find that perhaps our problem is more manageable and that some positive thinking begins to emerge.
Below some more of these strategies such as "rambling",  "creating catastrophes" and "rigid expectations" are described, together with possible ideas for confronting them.  

The list is neither definitive nor prescriptive, the important point is for you to develop ways of helping yourself and others break out of stereotyped patterns and explore other possibilities.

New rules for old games

"Game‑like communication rests upon an illusion of certainty which, at the same time, does not bring anything more than a transient satisfaction.  Acknowledging that these interactions bring only a caricature of security, rather than security itself, encourages us to experiment with new ways of handling those interactions.  In turn this can transform those communications, helping them to move forward rather than recycle in the same patterns.  It may, of course, mean that on the way we have to face up to and resolve certain conflicts.  Facing up to one's own denial, however, is an integral part of resolving external conflicts.

1.  Remember When ‑ this is a typical game played by old-timers in the field.  No matter what the idea may be to effect change, they are always ready to knock it down by proclaiming there is nothing new about the idea.  

"It is something which occurred 20 or 30 years ago and was unsuccessful then, so why bother with it now?"  This type of game is most pronounced in a stable staff of individuals who have "died on the vine" in their jobs.

2.  Smoke Screen ‑ This type of game consists primarily of diversionary manoeuvres by an adept individual who subtly throws out smoke screens of seemingly related but actually unrelated topics which confuse the issue.  

He or she confuses everyone in the group until the idea becomes lost or bogged down and the group decides it is not worth pursuing any further.

3.  If Only I Had Time ‑ This is a typical rationalization, so an individual or a staff does not even have to become concerned with considering change at all.  This excuse of If Only I Had Time can, in some cases, be very realistic, but for many it is their game.  When you analyze this game, you find the type of person who uses it is absorbed in minutiae and activities of low priority which do keep him or her busy and provide a seemingly logical excuse for him or her to use.

4.  The Poor Teacher and Children ‑ the person who plays this game is adept at using a maudlin, sentimental attitude.  He or she proclaims teachers and children are confronted with so many things ‑ what are we trying to do to them now?  Who wants to be the dirty dog that hurts teachers and children or the NGO and its clients?

5.  He/She Means Well, But.... ‑ the technique here is that the one who proposes change means well but doesn't really understand things.  This is also a typical response of the "experienced” to the young worker.  It is a beautiful technique to negate the proposal in a seemingly pleasant manner.

6.  Now I've Got You ‑ this is the game which can be played by someone who has a great deal of sophistication.  Typically, he or she will allow the idea of change to progress along to a certain point where he or she will then come out with a "sword of Damocles" through statements such as, 

"Well, you know what research says about this", or "You know that so‑and‑so, an authority in the field, feels this way about this type of ideas" etc.  In this game a proposer of change is led down the primrose path until the sword falls on his or her neck.

7.  It's All Mine ‑ this game is played by the kind of person whose ideas are solely his or her own, and they won't let anyone become involved with them either to assist or even to offer suggestions or critisms.  This person becomes so all‑possessive about their ideas that it is impossible for them to implement them.

8.  If It Weren't For Them ‑ This is related to game no. 3 (If Only I Had Time) in that the blame is placed upon someone else for change not occurring.  This allows a person never to be at fault himself or herself and they blame situations such as lack of working facilities, no time for pursuing ideas, poor salaries, etc. on others, ineptness for preventing him or her from initiating change.

APPENDIX ‑ CONFRONTING AVOIDANCE

The following strategies are from a range proposed by Phillips and Fraser (1982).  They represent suggested starting points for developing your own thoughts in this area.

	STRATEGY BEING USED BY THE PERSON

Generalizing.
	EXAMPLES OF AVOIDANCE OR  DENIAL ACTION

Person uses generalizations as a basis for believing that he/she cannot do anything differently

"After all that is the way the system is and everyone has to learn to cope as best they can".
	POSSIBLE WAY OF CONFRONTING IT

"How specifically does this relate to the children that you actually teach?"

	
	
	

	Creating catastrophes.
	Person uses a catastrophic fantasy as an excuse for avoiding responsibility and not taking action

"I couldn't possibly do that; my colleagues would never speak to me again."
	"Would it have to end up that way?"

"What is the worst thing that could happen to you?

	
	
	

	Rambling.
	Person talks about anything and everything rather than face up to his/her particular problem.

"It's funny how things happen, I went to see David the other day and he was telling me..."
	"How does this relate to what we are discussing?"

"You still haven’t answered my question."  

Focus on "what" and "how" rather than "why".

	
	
	

	Creating internal blocks.
	Person blocks out awareness of any internal dialogue between an experience and his/her own feelings and thoughts.

"That doesn't worry me at all"
	"Not the slightest bit?"  

"What are you feeling?"

"That doesn't seem to match your non‑verbal messages"

	
	
	

	
	
	

	Creating external blocks.


	Person blocks out awareness of other people's behaviour and attitudes 

"I don't think that children worry about tests"' (child is on the verge of tears.)
	"Have a look at      , What do you see?"

"What are you aware of?"

	
	
	

	Minimizing.
	Person minimizes his/her own feelings or the extent of his/her problems as the basis for believing that they don't have to be faced.

"It doesn't matter; honestly, it is not really worth worrying about".
	"Does it really not matter?  You obviously thought it worth talking about".

"Even if it isn't important, tell me any feelings you have about it."

	
	
	

	Creating rigid expectations of others.
	Person has rigid expectations of others and frequently uses them as a basis for subsequently being angry or disappointed

"After all I've done for this school I expect better treatment than this".
	"How long have you come to have this expectation?"

"What are the consequences of you of having this expectation?"  "What are your expectations?"  What are the expectations of your colleagues?"

	
	
	

	Sticking to obsolete rules.
	Person uses old rules of behaviour even though they are not helpful in dealing with current problems and relationships

"We've never done that sort of thing in this organisation".
	"That sounds like a rule for you"

"How does that rule help in this situation?"
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