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			To Havana: “When you came into the world, you cried and it broke my heart.”

		

	
		
			Note

			The word patient implies a degree of passivity that is at odds with the collaborative relationship I try to foster in my therapy practice. For this reason, I, like many therapists before me, refer to those I treat as “clients.” Also, I used pseudonyms for the clients I reference in this book, so if you run into someone named Dev who matches the description of the client I describe in chapter 2, it’s not her.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			I’ve always been a sensitive person. When I was younger, this seemed like a blessing. People were drawn to me. I have a smattering of flashbulb memories from childhood of folks confiding their deepest insecurities and secrets in me as though they were talking to themselves in a mirror. Not just kids, but adults, too. I remember in third grade when my friend Jenny’s mom told me that her husband was having an affair. One minute I’m waiting for Jenny to return home from dance practice so we could go to her basement and pretend the floor was lava; the next, I’m crouched next to her mom on the floor, trying to ignore the two liters of Pepsi she’d accidentally knocked over. The details of her unraveling marriage seemed to just pour out of her, almost uncontrollably, punctuated by deep moans. I don’t remember a word she said to me; I imagine most of it was over my head. But I never forgot the look on her face: wild eyes and cheeks smeared with tears and spit. She was describing something I knew nothing about, but still, I tried to attune to her. “This is awful,” I said as the soda pooled at my feet. “It’s like being born and dying at the same time.” I was nine years old; what did I know about divorce or “starting over”?! Despite the fact that I didn’t know what the hell I was talking about, my words seemed to resonate with her.

			I didn’t always succeed in saying or doing the right thing in moments like these. I don’t ever recall making the situation worse, but there were plenty of times when I failed to intuit what others were feeling or needing. When I did manage to connect, though, the experience was electric. I felt worthy, helpful, and kind.

			Unfortunately, as I got older, my sensitivity became more of a curse. Rather than drawing people to me, it began to have the opposite effect—it distanced me from them. I seemed to get hurt more easily than others, and by my teens, I was taking much longer than my friends to recover from the emotional sunburns of adolescence. I began to feel alone and vulnerable much of the time. The technical name for what I experienced is Queen Elsa of Arendelle syndrome. Just kidding, it’s major depressive disorder. I was diagnosed at age sixteen and spent more than a decade battling the debilitating symptoms. I was withdrawn and guarded for much of this time. But every now and then, I’d try to rediscover those magical connections I’d chased as a child. And every now and then, I’d be rewarded with the exquisite experience of connecting with someone as though they were myself.

			Those moments of connection offered brief reprieves from the suffering that had come to define me. The only other escape I found was in books and studying. As an undergraduate, I spent many nights cocooned in the library’s study rooms behind a fortress of articles and papers that seemed to protect me from myself. By senior year, I’d decided to pursue a doctorate in clinical psychology, knowing it would buy me many more years of assignments in which to hide. I also hoped that I might one day learn how to channel my sensitivity in ways that helped others more and hurt me less. The power in my emotions was apparent; if only I could learn how to harness it. Remarkably, there came a time when I learned to do just that.

			I won’t go so far as to say, “I’ll never forget the day” I learned about validation because, like most people, I forget most of most days. But I do vividly remember a deep purple PowerPoint slide with the heading “Acceptance Strategies: Validation,” and I distinctly remember listening to the dynamic lecture and thinking, “Why don’t they teach this in grade schools?!”

			Learning about validation and the skills used to communicate it felt like discovering pieces of a puzzle I’d not realized were missing. I’m talking, like, corner pieces. I had immediate insight into how the sensitivity that plagued me could become a buoy for those around me. The “magic” I’d chased all my life was revealed to be a simple method anyone could master. The more I practiced validating, the better I got at it, and the more connected I felt to myself and others. Over time, my perspective on my emotions changed, as did my relationship with them. Validation transformed my sensitivity from a weakness I felt desperate to protect into a superpower I could use to help others.

			I want to state clearly that practicing validation did not single-handedly cure me of depression, nor am I aware of any data to suggest it would. What I do know, through personal experience and extensive research, is that validation has a profound effect on relationships and your ability to affect change within them. This goes for your relationships with others and with yourself. The positive changes you can expect from validation are diverse but generally fall into one of five categories:

			
					
					Improved relationships: Validation affects how relationships feel. Increased intimacy, camaraderie, trust, and psychological safety are to be expected after you’ve succeeded in deeply validating someone’s experience. Changing how people feel inevitably affects how they behave. If you’ve increased trust and safety through validation, you can expect to see more transparency and engagement in the relationship.

				

					
					Decreased conflict: Incorporating validation into difficult conversations keeps them from going in circles or descending into arguments. People tend to use force or “attack” when they believe they can’t get their point across otherwise. Similarly, folks become defensive when they feel the need to defend a position that isn’t being respected. A validating response leaves nothing to attack, much less anything to defend against.

				

					
					Increased influence: It’s hard to solve a problem or convince people of something if they think you don’t understand where they’re coming from. Validating people helps you not only communicate understanding but cultivate it. As a result, folks are more likely to talk and listen to you.

				

					
					Increased ability to drive behavior change: Validation is free to provide, everyone wants it, and unlike candy, people don’t get sick of it. These attributes make validation a powerful reinforcement that can drive all sorts of behavioral changes, like getting someone to exercise and possibly even reducing opioid use.[1]

				

					
					Increased self-compassion: Validating others transforms how we relate to them and to ourselves. Just as sitting alone in meditation improves our connection with others, connecting with others via validation improves our relationship with ourselves. These benefits can be further enhanced through the practice of self-validation described later in the book.

				

			

			In the decade or so since learning validation skills, I’ve made it my mission to share them with as many people as possible. During this time, I’ve seen them single-handedly salvage marriages, redefine parent-child dynamics, and even save lives. (More on that later.) Validation is often the first thing I teach in therapy, parenting workshops, and corporate trainings. When a Big Five tech company asked me to design a twelve-week interpersonal effectiveness course for a hundred employees, I devoted a third of it to validation. Outcomes from this class exceeded corporate leaders’ expectations; the most frequent feedback we received was a request for books on validation.

			You don’t need to be a sensitive person or an “empath” to develop the validation skills that will allow you to achieve these changes. The fact that I stumbled upon the magic of validation at a young age meant I had a knack for it, but raw talent is not a prerequisite for developing these skills. Ironically, I’ve found that folks who are innately more sensitive and take to these skills naturally are less inclined to practice and, therefore, less likely to master them. (I’ll explain why later.) Emotional sensitivity is an advantage, that’s for sure, but without practice, that advantage will take you only so far.

			In the coming pages, I’ll show you how to consistently achieve those magical connections I spent so much of my life chasing and how to translate them into meaningful changes. In organizing the content for this book, I relied heavily on principles of learning like repetition and modeling to ensure you get the most out of any effort you put in. Still, there’s no getting around the fact that you will need to do more than read this book to achieve the transformations it promises. As with any language, studying it in a book will get you only so far. To become a fluent speaker, you must practice speaking.

		

	
		
			
				
					PART 1

				

				WHAT AND WHY

			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				


				Validation—Psychology’s Best-Kept Secret

			
			
				In a gentle way, you can shake the world.

				—Commonly attributed to Mahatma Gandhi

			

			I was a twenty-seven-year-old doctoral student in clinical psychology sitting across from a twenty-two-year-old man who had just told me, matter-of-factly, that he was thinking about killing himself that evening. Behind him was a camera, focused on me, and a monitor. The sentence “Always assess suicidality at the START!” appeared on the monitor. My eyes flicked to the clock. I was in the last five minutes of an hour-long session. Down the hall, my pixelated face was projected on a screen in front of a classroom of ten other trainees and my clinical instructor, who was typing his feedback to me in real time.

			I quickly ran through a series of questions to assess my client’s risk: Did he have access to lethal means? Had he thought through a plan? etc. His risk, I determined, was moderate. He disclosed that he’d broken up with his boyfriend two nights ago. He hadn’t mentioned it earlier because he did not want to talk about it. As the session was winding down, he’d started thinking about returning to the empty apartment that he had until recently shared with his partner. He said he didn’t think he could tolerate another night on his own.

			I knew what to do. I needed to help him use the skills he was developing to bring down his despair in our session and then discuss how he could use those same skills at home to get him through the night. But I had a problem. He didn’t want to use any skills; he was convinced they wouldn’t work. He also didn’t want to talk about the breakup and he was irritated with me for asking him so many questions. He said he wished he hadn’t said anything; he just wanted to go home.

			If I didn’t turn things around quickly, I’d have to consider hospitalizing him against his will, because he did not want to be admitted to the hospital. And if I hospitalized him, I risked losing him as a patient and souring him on the therapy he so desperately needed. I looked to the monitor for answers. It was blank. I started pulling out all the cognitive behavioral strategies I could think of. Positive reinforcement, Socratic questioning, negative reinforcement, modeling, begging (okay, that last one is not technically a strategy)—none of it worked. I looked at the clock and then at the monitor. To this day, I can still see the letters V-A-L-I-D-A-T-I-O-N appearing slowly on the screen. For a moment, I was confused. He explicitly said he didn’t want to talk about the breakup. Then it hit me.

			“This sucks,” I said.

			He looked up. More like he glared up, if that’s a thing.

			“You let your guard down for one second and are immediately attacked with questions from the overzealous graduate student you want to believe gives a shit but is most likely just doing what she’s told.”

			I glanced at the monitor. The word Good appeared.

			“And if that wasn’t enough, the whole thing is being broadcast to a room full of people you’ve never met.”

			“I’m usually pretty good at tuning that out. Thanks for the reminder,” he said…with a smile!

			“I am, too, but right now, it’s distracting me,” I confided, and with that, I stood up, stepped over to the monitor, and turned it off. I then suggested we take a walk. We spent the next twenty minutes meandering through the gardens across from the cognitive behavioral treatment center. Our conversation was an extension of the one we’d had in the room, with me just trying to put myself in his shoes. I didn’t attempt to talk him out of suicide or reduce his risk in any way. Instead, I focused on trying to connect with the experience of this person who desperately needed help but had learned not to trust anyone who offered it.

			When we got back, we got to work. The session lasted more than two hours. In the end, I made the decision not to hospitalize him. This was the right call. He used the skills we practiced in session at home that night and got through it on his own. He got through the next night, too, and the one after that. It’s been almost two decades since we worked together. He often sends me updates and photos from the “life worth living” he has built for himself. He’s now a therapist, too, and an excellent one at that.

			Convincing someone to cope with extreme pain rather than commit suicide is an admittedly high-stakes example of influencing someone’s behavior. But the strategies that work in delicate situations like these are equally effective, if not more so, in less extreme scenarios. I always say that the only difference between influencing people in therapy and influencing them outside of it is that the former is often more challenging. You can imagine how much harder it would be to compel someone to exercise regularly if they were suffering from crippling depression and had lost the motivation to do even their favorite activities. It’s true that experts in clinical psychology know the types of changes that are likely to improve various mental health symptoms and disorders,[*1] but the strategies they use to foster change apply to people generally, not just those with mental illness.[1]

			Psychologists obviously aren’t the only ones interested in changing how people think or behave. We all spend an excessive amount of time trying to get people to listen to us, and despite our best efforts, we often fail. I’d be willing to bet that, right now, there’s at least one person in your life you’re struggling to influence. Perhaps someone at home—your kid, partner, or parent. Or someone at your job—a manager or a colleague. You want them to work more, work less, stop talking about work, respond to your messages, quit messaging you, learn how to use Messenger…the ways in which we want the people around us to change are infinite.

			Not surprisingly, change is a billion-dollar industry. Every year, we flock to workshops, books, and retreats that promise to help us change the behavior of others or improve our relationships with them. These resources are usually focused on specific types of dynamics or problems—“How to Lead So People Will Listen” or “How to Parent Oppositional Children,” for example. Their aim, however, is essentially the same—to help you influence behavior.

			There’s a lot of pseudoscience and straight-up bullshit out there on how to influence people, but there’s also a surprising amount of credible information. Scientifically proven change strategies like positive reinforcement have become increasingly commonplace. These techniques, which have been used for decades in cognitive behavioral therapies, are now the hallmarks of successful programs for issues ranging from potty training to job retention. (Let’s all pause for a second to appreciate that potty training and job retention can be achieved using similar methods.)

			It makes sense that people would be interested in the scientific approaches psychologists use to influence behavior, particularly in difficult situations. Like I said, we all have people around us who seem immune to influence, and the thought that we might actually be able to get through to them is exciting. What’s harder to understand is why everyone keeps rehashing a handful of behavioral strategies from more than seventy years ago without mentioning any of the more recent research on how to enhance them. This BLOWS. MY. MIND. Our insights on how to affect human behavior didn’t end with B. F. Skinner.[*2] That’s where they began!

			The early findings from behavioral research are still relevant. Anyone who has ever trained a dog knows that positively reinforcing them with a treat goes a long way toward getting them to sit or shake on command. And it’s well established that this early research on behaviorism doesn’t apply only to animals; just the thought of advancing deeper into a game is enough to compel some people to hole up in internet cafés for days on end. What we’ve learned in the years since Skinner, though, is that when people are resistant to changing their ways, it’s not enough to know how to apply basic principles of change. You also need to know how to demonstrate acceptance.

			Why Change Requires Acceptance

			Clinical psychologists have been researching the relationship between acceptance and behaviorism since the early 1990s, when Dr. Marsha Linehan introduced a new type of treatment called Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT). Linehan’s treatment sent shockwaves through the field, not only because it showed that acceptance is a catalyst for change but also because it proved capable of doing what no other therapy in the history of time had managed to do: reliably reduce self-harm and suicidal behavior in people with these conditions.[2]

			In the landscape of modern psychology, “acceptance” means acknowledging the reality of a situation without judging or trying to change it. Based on this definition, acceptance and change are literally incompatible. But as a young researcher who was struggling to treat suicidal clients using traditional behavioral strategies, Linehan began to think that acceptance and change might be two sides of the same coin. She theorized that overemphasizing change could cause people to become resistant to it. Imagine how that session I described at the beginning of the chapter would have gone if I’d kept pushing my client to use his skills. Linehan also suspected that certain mental health problems are caused by pervasive invalidation—frequent messages from the environment that a person or their emotions are unacceptable. If you compare the suicide rates of those in the LGBTQIA+ community to those outside of it, you can see the merit of this perspective.[3]

			Linehan thought that if people felt genuinely accepted, they might be more receptive to change. To test her hypothesis, she developed a new type of therapy—DBT—that had therapists use their trusted behavioral change strategies alongside a set of acceptance strategies she developed. The latter consisted primarily of validation skills designed to help therapists communicate acceptance as well as some skills to help clients accept themselves and their circumstances. The term acceptance strategies describes this collection of therapist and client skills, and validation is chief among them. In Linehan’s words, “It would be difficult to overestimate the importance of validation in DBT.”[4] In my words, validation is what Justin Timberlake was to [image: star]NSYNC or what Beyoncé was to Destiny’s Child. The other acceptance strategies have their place in the ensemble, but they pale in comparison to validation.

			Following DBT’s success, a new wave of therapies based on the model of acceptance and change swept the field. Collectively, these therapies have proven effective in reducing a wide range of mental health problems and are now the gold standard for treating conditions like recurrent depression[5] and borderline personality disorder,[6] which confounded psychologists for generations.

			During the last few decades, as mental health topics have become less taboo, acceptance strategies have started making their way into the mainstream. Just last year, I saw a video[7] of Lady Gaga teaching Oprah “radical acceptance,” the DBT skill she claims transformed her life by helping her cope with chronic pain.[8] As a psychologist, there are few things I love more than popping into a bookstore to find that an acceptance strategy I’ve only ever seen in treatment manuals is the title of a new bestseller. With scientific approaches to change and acceptance now both in high demand, you’d expect those uber-powerful validation skills to be on everybody’s radar. But they’re not.

			As a buzzword, validation has undoubtedly been trending. At some point, we all seem to have absorbed the message that it’s good for relationships. There just isn’t a ton of information on what it means, much less how to practice it. The validation skills that have proven to help people communicate acceptance are not common knowledge. As for the discovery that validation is an agent for change, that, too, is a secret to most. Alas, although many acceptance strategies have entered the cultural zeitgeist, DBT’s groundbreaking validation skills remain outside of it.

			I don’t mean to suggest that other acceptance skills you may have heard about, like radical acceptance, aren’t transformative. They are! Practicing them regularly will affect how you relate to yourself and, arguably, how others relate to you over time. But they won’t make you immediately more effective at influencing someone’s behavior or increase the odds that they’ll take your advice. A handful of validation skills, however, can do just that. Validating will improve your ability to influence behavior, period. Failing to validate people will often render you totally ineffective, and in some scenarios, it will actually damage the person or relationship you hope to affect.

			Importantly, this connection between validation and change applies to yourself as much as it does to others—knowing how to self-validate will improve your relationship with yourself and the likelihood that you’ll actually succeed in making the changes you want to make. Given DBT’s success and the popularity of many of the skills and concepts it introduced, it’s weird that its secret ingredient—validation—remains relatively unknown. Having spent years trying to get to the bottom of what’s going on here, I’ve concluded that validation suffers from three major problems:

			
					
					Validation means different things to different people.

				

					
					Validation skills have been reserved for treating mental illness.

				

					
					Validation skills are everywhere and nowhere.

				

			

			These three problems explain why validation remains psychology’s best-kept secret. In an effort to blow the lid off this secret, I’ll quickly discuss each problem next and provide solutions to remedy them. Understanding the issues associated with validation is the first step toward understanding the concept itself.

			Problem #1: Validation Means Different Things to Different People

			If you’re unclear on what validation means, you’re not alone. Definitions of the term vary widely. The concept of “mindfulness” suffered from a similar problem when it first started to make waves in psychology following the success of Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR).[9] MBSR is an eight-week class that teaches mindfulness to people with no previous training in meditation or Buddhism. By the early 1990s, researchers had shown that MBSR improved conditions as diverse as chronic pain[10] and anxiety,[11] but the general public remained largely confused by the concept of mindfulness. Is it a religion? A mind state? A café in Los Angeles? Like validation, few could agree on what it meant, much less how to practice it.

			Finally, in 1994, Jon Kabat-Zinn, PhD, the psychologist who developed MBSR, wrote a book on mindfulness for a nonacademic audience titled Wherever You Go, There You Are. In it, he defined mindfulness as “the awareness that arises from paying attention, on purpose, in the present moment and non-judgmentally.”[12] Baking the directions for practicing mindfulness into the definition made the concept immediately more accessible, and the secular language distanced the term from the spiritual connotations of meditation. To this day, Kabat-Zinn’s remains one of the most frequently cited definitions of mindfulness in the Western world.

			Unlike mindfulness, which was associated with concepts like meditation and largely considered a cognitive process, validation is associated with terms like praise and considered the driving force behind why people use Instagram. According to Linehan, however, “Validation has nothing to do with social desirability and is not synonymous with praise.”[13] The confusion surrounding validation is compounded by the fact that we’ve been warned never to seek it. The message seems to be that validation is a good thing to bring to our relationships, but it’s a needy and unhealthy thing to expect from them.

			If the problem is that validation has come to mean different things to different people, then the obvious solution is to clearly define it. Easier said than done. I, for one, struggled for years to find a concise definition that resonated with my clients and mapped onto the skills I was teaching them. My understanding of validation came from the research literature, and these descriptions tended to be too jargony. It wasn’t until I experimented with Kabat-Zinn’s approach of leading with instruction that I landed on a definition that clicked with my clients and ultimately laid the foundation for my approach: Validation: communication that one is mindful, understands, and empathizes with another person’s experience, thereby accepting it as valid. Put simply, validation shows that you’re there, you get it, and you care.

			The validation skills you’ll learn in this book are tried-and-true techniques for communicating mindfulness, understanding, and empathy in ways that reflect acceptance.

			Problem # 2: Validation Skills Have Been Reserved for Treating Mental Illness

			Clients in DBT learn many skills to help them manage emotions, become more mindful, increase interpersonal effectiveness, and cultivate acceptance. But the validation skills taught to therapists and instructions on how to master them were not originally offered to clients when DBT was introduced in the 1990s. Like therapists, those in DBT learned that validation is essential to building and maintaining relationships. They just weren’t taught how to do it. At least, not until 2014, when Linehan updated the treatment manual and included validation skills among those taught to clients.[14] To this day, these skills are still often considered optional and may or may not be taught in DBT programs. Seeing as how validation skills have historically been reserved for therapists, it’s not terribly surprising they’ve been slow to catch on.[*3]

			This leads me to my next point: Linehan was focused on helping people who were in hell get out of it, a laudable and career-consuming task. Unlike Kabat-Zinn, who defined mindfulness in a book targeting the general public, Linehan’s approach to validation has been mostly confined to treatment manuals, clinical research articles, and the few handouts later developed for clients. Does this mean validation is effective only when used by therapists or people with mental illness? Nope. No. Nuh-uh. As you’ll see in chapter 2, validation has been shown to decrease conflict, increase connection, and drive all sorts of behavioral changes, from motivating detainees to disclose credible information during interrogations to compelling teens to take their parents’ advice. Does it mean those in the field need to do a better job of sharing this research and teaching these skills? Yes. Should they think more about how to translate them and demonstrate their broader utility? Hell, yeah!

			This book is the culmination of the work I’ve done during the last decade to refine, reconceptualize, and expand DBT’s validation skills so that anyone can use them to communicate understanding and build rapport across situations and relationships. In it, you will find answers to questions like “What should I say?” and “How should I say it?” that so frequently stand between us and the people we hope to affect.

			Problem # 3: Validation Skills Are Everywhere and Nowhere

			It’s true that validation skills have mainly been discussed in regard to therapy, but if you know what you’re looking for, you’ll find that these skills pop up all the time under different names. The problem is that they’re rarely called “validation skills” or associated with the word validation at all. Instead, they tend to be presented as one-off solutions for specific relationship issues. For example, if you take a couples workshop, you’re likely to learn the “speaker-listener” technique to help you better communicate with your partner.[15] If you read Crucial Conversations for work, you’ll learn the “paraphrase skill” to help you effectively mitigate conflicts.[16] And if you’re struggling to connect with your fourth-grader, you might be encouraged to practice “mirroring.”[17] What might not be obvious to someone who isn’t comparing these strategies side by side is that they all basically have you do the same thing—summarize or reflect what someone has said to demonstrate that you’re listening and paying attention. They are all essentially variations of the same validation skill. I’ll review this particular skill in part 2.

			Because validation skills are rarely associated with the term validation and are constantly being rebranded as antidotes for very specific problems, it’s difficult to recognize them for what they are. This difficulty is compounded by the fact that, as I’ve discussed, our general understanding of validation has been murky at best. As a result, it seems validation skills are both everywhere and nowhere.

			Understanding what validation is and how to communicate it will help you identify validation skills, regardless of what they’re called. Once you recognize that validation is what the situation calls for, you can use any of the skills in this book to achieve similar or better results. Because validation is everywhere and nowhere, mastering it is a bit like “seeing the matrix”—understanding how, why, and under what conditions it operates makes you infinitely more effective at influencing change.

			Looking Forward

			This book is divided into three parts. The chapters in this first part fully flesh out the concept of validation, review the remarkable outcomes associated with it, and briefly discuss how they came to be. Part 2 then introduces the Validation Ladder—the framework I’ve developed for teaching validation skills—and the never-before-published instructions on how to master them. Finally, part 3 shows you how to use these skills with standard behavioral change strategies like reinforcement and problem-solving to transform your life in the ways that matter most to you, from salvaging a marriage to silencing your inner critic. By the end of this book, you’ll be equipped with everything you need to start experiencing the power of validation firsthand.

			I focused a lot on DBT in this chapter, but I want to flag that I don’t reference it much moving forward. The exception is in chapter 4, where I discuss the science and philosophy behind validation and how meeting Marsha Linehan challenged everything I thought I knew about validation—and multiple sclerosis, for that matter. For those looking to learn more about DBT, I highly recommend Linehan’s memoir, Building a Life Worth Living.

			Finally, I want to state clearly that this book will not teach you how to bend people to your will. It’s true that validation unlocks the potential for change, but it does so through acceptance. Every single one of us wants to be seen and accepted for who we are. Meeting this need will incline people to listen to you. That’s a fact. It will also inspire you to do better by them. As President Barack Obama said, “Learning to stand in somebody else’s shoes, to see through their eyes, that’s how peace begins. And it’s up to you to make that happen.”[18] Seeing through another person’s eyes—bearing witness, understanding, and really caring about another person’s experience—is easier said than done. It’s not enough to want this or know that it’s important; we must know how to do it. The skills and strategies included in this book are designed to do just that. They foster connection, resolution, and growth, but they demand it from you in return.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 Regular exercise, by the way, is as effective as antidepressants at treating depression. (James A. Blumenthal et al., “Exercise and Pharmacotherapy in the Treatment of Major Depressive Disorder,” Psychosomatic Medicine 69, no. 7 [September 1, 2007]: 587–96, https://doi.org/10.1097/psy.0b013e318148c19a.)

				

				
					*2 B. F. Skinner is considered the father of behaviorism. His claim to fame was his work on operant conditioning, which introduced the concepts of reinforcements and punishments.

				

				
					*3 The initial lack of emphasis on teaching validation to clients in DBT wasn’t an oversight. Linehan spent decades refining her work on validation and piloting different ways of teaching it to clients. This type of meticulous research takes time but is par for the course when developing treatment protocols.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				


				A Cure for All—Why You Should Drop Everything and Learn to Validate

			
			
				When the study began, nobody cared about empathy or attachment. But the key to healthy aging is relationships, relationships, relationships.

				—George Vaillant, on the Harvard Study of Adult Development[*1]

			

			A few years back I began working with a woman, Dev, who was desperate to reconnect with her daughter, from whom she’d been estranged for several years. I can say without hesitation that Dev was one of the most gentle, incredible people I’ve ever had the pleasure of knowing. A recently retired cardiac surgeon, she donated more than half of her income every year to charities. When she wasn’t working with Habitat for Humanity, she was fostering animals from local kill shelters. Dev was a soft-spoken force to be reckoned with, so it was hard to imagine how her relationship with her daughter, Kamia, could have deteriorated to the point of estrangement. I asked Dev to forward me the many texts and emails she’d sent Kamia in her efforts to reconnect. Dev’s messages were warm, upbeat, and positive—all qualities I’d observed in my own interactions with her. They were also invalidating. This is not what I would have expected from Dev, but it also didn’t surprise me, given the issues they were having.

			Kamia was nearing the end of her senior year of college. Although she loved school and was on a full scholarship, she suffered from chronic leukemia and had struggled throughout college. Dev hadn’t spoken to her daughter since Thanksgiving of Kamia’s sophomore year, when they had a heated fight, ostensibly over whether or not to see a movie. It ended with Kamia calling Dev a “self-righteous bitch who sucked all the joy out of life and replaced it with poison.” In the years since, Kamia had been hospitalized twice following nights of heavy drinking, which Dev knew about only because she’d been contacted by the ER in the middle of the night. The hospitalizations would weigh on any parent, but they were particularly distressing for Dev, given Kamia’s condition and their falling-out. She was eager to put the past behind them and attend to her highest priority, Kamia’s health.

			Not surprisingly, Dev’s messages to her daughter following their estrangement were very focused on her disease. Dev would occasionally, kinda, sorta acknowledge the current state of their relationship: “I know it probably makes you cringe to see another note from your dear old mom…” But she was quick to minimize their issues and the emotions surrounding them: “All moms and daughters go through this type of thing. The sooner we can laugh about it, the better off we’ll be.” These platitudes were almost exclusively used to open or close a message, the bulk of which invariably focused on Kamia’s health. “Here’s an article I came across on how alcohol compromises immune functioning. [image: astonished face emoji]” or “I’m thinking of coming out in March to bring some leftover medical supplies and an updated EpiPen. I’m guessing yours expired like 4 years ago. [image: See-no-evil monkey emoji]“” or my favorite, “I’ve scheduled a telehealth appointment for you with Dr. Jones. I know you didn’t like her when you met back in high school, but she’s one of the best hematologist-oncologists in the country. [image: crossed fingers emoji]“” Again, Kamia hadn’t responded to a single one of her mom’s messages in almost three years. Suffice it to say, she no-showed for the telehealth call.[image: pensive face emoji]

			Dev agreed to take a break from messaging Kamia while she worked on developing the validation skills I share in this book. She focused on learning and practicing one skill a week until she knew them cold and could reliably use and identify them. When I was confident that she could “speak the language” of validation, I asked her to take a second look at the messages she’d shared with me when we first started working together. Dev said she could recall what she wrote, but I asked her to reread them anyway. She perused each message carefully, shaking her head slowly from left to right, wincing from time to time, and at one point biting her lip.

			“Okay,” she said, “I guess I didn’t remember what I wrote. Turns out I’m a self-righteous bitch who sucks all the joy out of life and replaces it with poison.”

			Dev obviously wasn’t a self-righteous bitch. At least, that was obvious to me. She was a loving, devoted mother who was showing up week after week in an effort to repair a relationship with a daughter who had hurt her deeply. Given their estrangement and Kamia’s words, though, Dev was now struggling to see herself as anything other than a “bad parent.” Addressing this belief was as critical to me as improving her communication with Kamia. Self-invalidation is like a cancer—it spreads throughout the system, becoming increasingly difficult to contain. It also operates like a cruel, self-fulfilling prophecy. Feelings of insecurity undermine a person’s ability to be effective, which in turn reinforces their insecurity. In working to help Dev mend her relationship with Kamia, I focused equally on helping her validate herself. More on this later!

			Progress on the relationship front was slow in the beginning. Dev focused first on acknowledging the current state of their relationship: “I shouldn’t have made light of us not speaking. The truth is that it’s heartbreaking, and I’m sorry we’re in this place.” Then we transitioned to having her validate the struggles and heartache of having a chronic medical condition, rather than intervening with medical supplies or doctors’ appointments. After four weeks, Dev received her first response: “I love you, Mom. DON’T take that to mean I want you to fly out here.” By the end of month three, they were exchanging messages regularly, and shortly after that, they began chatting on the phone. In time, they not only repaired their relationship, but also improved it. Every year since I’ve received a postcard from Dev at Thanksgiving with a picture of her and Kamia on location with Habitat for Humanity.

			I opened this book by making some pretty bold claims about how mastering validation will transform your life. Specifically, I said that knowing how to validate people will help you do the following:

			
					
					Improve relationships

				

					
					Decrease conflict

				

					
					Influence people

				

					
					Drive change

				

					
					Develop self-compassion

				

			

			Stories like Dev’s help illustrate my points, but an anecdote isn’t a substitute for scientific evidence. I always find it disappointing, and suspicious, when people tout the remarkable effects of their approach without providing any data to substantiate their claims. I’m like, “Really? Your four-step plan will help me find love, lose weight, get promoted, and type faster? I’m loving the well-crafted stories, but could you share a study or two to assuage my doubts?” Rather than asking you to take me at my word, I want to share the research behind each of my five claims. I know, I know, research sounds super boring, but I promise, it won’t be! Collectively, this science makes a compelling case for why you should drop everything and learn to validate. The data show that validation not only improves lives but can actually save them.

			Claim #1: Validation Will Improve Your Relationships

			I know I just promised science, but I’m going to back into it by way of imagination. Try to think of something you might be hesitant to share with another person. It could be a secret you’ve never told anyone, a past transgression that evokes shame to this day, or a belief you doubt others would share. Next, visualize yourself sitting across from someone whose opinion you value, like your partner, parent, or friend, and telling them this information. Perhaps even say what you’re thinking out loud—if you’re alone—like you’re talking to them. Now imagine this person responding in a way that makes you feel totally seen and accepted (i.e., validated). Visualize their facial expressions, and imagine what they might say to convey that they don’t think any less of you. How do you suppose this experience would make you feel? Safe? Happy? Secure? Would you feel closer to this person and more inclined to trust them in the future? If you answered yes to any of these questions, you’re not alone.

			Validation improves relationships by transforming how they feel: it increases trust, intimacy, and psychological safety.[1][*2] Research has consistently shown validation to be among the strongest predictor of relational outcomes, ranging from commitment to quality, across various types of relationships.[2] It’s basically like MDMA, except it’s not harmful to the body. In fact, quite the opposite: by improving relationships, validation can affect a person’s health and life expectancy. Having poor social relationships is associated with the same death rate as smoking fifteen cigarettes a day.[3] Data show that a person’s relationships can increase their probability of surviving by 50 percent.[4] I was serious when I said validation can save lives.

			Importantly, validation packs a powerful punch regardless of whether we’ve shared anything vulnerable or even know the person who is validating us. In a clever study[5] that looked at the effects of validation on pain, researchers had participants hold a bucket of water at arm’s length for as long as possible four times with a break in between each “pain trial.” Unbeknownst to the participants, they were randomly put into one of two groups: those in the first group received validating responses from the experimenters in between each trial, and those in the second were given invalidating responses. Participants who received the validating statements reported more positive feelings and less worry compared to those in the invalidation group. They literally felt better. What’s more, when asked if they’d be willing to participate in a fifth trial, those in the validation group were twice as likely to say yes. Let me repeat that: validation made people more likely to engage in another round of pain.

			I don’t know for certain how validation functioned to improve Dev and Kamia’s relationship. I never met Kamia, much less asked what helped her repair things with her mom. But if the research above is any indication, trust, safety, and an increased willingness to engage, even when it was unpleasant to do so, probably had something to do with it.

			Claim #2: Validation Will Help You Manage Conflict

			Researchers Laurence and Emily Alison from the University of Liverpool disproved the popular notion that torture is an effective method of obtaining credible information from detainees during interrogations (situations defined by conflict). Their extensive research shows that torture actually impairs communication and recall, increases resistance, damages the reliability of any information obtained, and culminates in disengagement, withdrawal, and psychological trauma.[6] What is effective? Rapport-oriented approaches, such as the one they developed based on modern psychotherapy. Rapport is more or less synonymous with validation and includes techniques such as “finding common ground, engaging in self-disclosure, and displaying understanding via empathy.”[7] Studies have conclusively shown that rapport strategies are more likely to secure information and decrease tactical resistance from detainees, while accusatorial approaches—sarcasm, intimidation, appearing judgmental, etc.—have the opposite effect.[8]

			If you’ve ever been in a “conversation” with a customer service representative that felt more like a terrorist interrogation, you probably won’t be surprised to learn that validation has proven critical to staving off conflict and ensuring constructive communication in this domain as well. Validation has been shown to decrease defensiveness and sustain positive customer relations, resulting in customers who are more satisfied with how their problem is resolved. Conversely, when service representatives do not apologize or fail to really “hear” the customer’s concerns, the conversation is likely to escalate such that the problem becomes unresolvable.[9] (Comcast, I hope you’re reading this.) I should note that validation has proven equally effective, and indeed critical, to conflict management in marital and parent-child relationships as well. It features prominently in various approaches that have been shown to improve both types of relationships.

			Using validation during conflicts is like adding an adorable cat filter to yourself during a videoconferencing meeting—it makes you immediately less threatening and infinitely harder to argue with. Why? The answer appears to be in how it affects the validated person’s physiology. As someone becomes more upset, their ability to reason, recall, and focus sharply decreases. Essentially, the cognitive faculties needed to process information and problem-solve go out the window. Their sympathetic nervous system takes over, and their response options are reduced to fight, flight, or freeze.

			Validation tempers this response—it decreases sympathetic arousal and increases a person’s ability to reason and engage in perspective-taking.[10] Validating people in highly stressful situations, such as those posed by conflicts, has been shown to decrease their heart rate, galvanic skin response (sweating), and negative emotions.[11] Not surprisingly, invalidation has proven to have the opposite effect—it increases physiological arousal, limiting one’s ability to respond rationally, resulting in conflict escalation.[12]

			Claim #3: Validating People Will Increase Your Influence

			For our purposes, the term influencing people means getting them to listen to you. You give advice; they take it. You tell them what to do; they do it. Note that your influence won’t extend very far if people aren’t engaging with you. As a doctor, Dev had all sorts of great advice and resources for her daughter, but Kamia wouldn’t speak to her. If you want to increase your influence, you need to get people to listen to and talk to you. Validation is a bit of a silver bullet in this regard, as it has proven to do both.

			Getting People to Talk

			As I mentioned, people are more likely to trust someone who validates them. Interestingly, trust is its own sort of truth serum—it gets people talking. Research on intimate and sibling relationships confirms that people are more likely to open up to those they trust, while findings from workplace settings reveal that people prioritize trustworthiness over warmth and expertise in deciding who they’ll discuss their problems with.[13] These outcomes are consistent with research by Christina Gamache Martin and colleagues at the University of Oregon, who studied adolescents’ behavior when sharing an emotionally upsetting experience with their mothers for the first time.[14] Gamache Martin’s research showed that when teens don’t expect their moms to be validating, they end up talking less and keeping the most meaningful parts of the experience to themselves. In other words, the less validated and accepted a teen expects to be, the more likely they are to give a G-rated trailer version of their experience; only moms who can be counted on for validation get to see what’s really going on.

			Validation’s effects on self-disclosure hold true even for strangers.[15] Upon meeting for the first time, people who are validated during an initial conversation share more personal details and report increased feelings of social connection compared to those who have pleasant conversations that lack validation. Taken as a whole, the research is clear: validation is a surefire way to get people talking.

			Getting People to Listen

			Importantly, validation inclines people not only to talk but also to listen. There’s a lot of research in this space, but the most compelling comes from studies on the most notoriously stubborn, unpersuadable, cannot-be-reasoned-with people on the planet—adolescents. A study at Columbia University of more than five hundred mothers and adolescents found that teens who said their mothers consistently use just one validation skill—self-disclosure[*3] —viewed their moms as being more trustworthy and having more expertise compared to teens whose mothers rarely or never use this skill.[16] This, in turn, predicted teens’ intentions to smoke cigarettes and have sexual intercourse. You read that correctly: when asked if they intended to smoke or have sex, teens who reported that their mothers frequently used this one validation skill were more likely to say no.[*4]

			In an even more shocking study published in the Journal of Interpersonal Violence, researchers looked at the relationship between adolescent adversity, validation, and dating violence.[17] They found that adolescents who were exposed to recent hardships, like receiving a poor report card, having parents who recently divorced, or lacking close friends, were more likely to become perpetrators and/or victims of dating violence. But the connection between hardships and dating violence was found only in teens who perceived their mothers as providing low or average levels of validation. When mothers’ validation was high, the relationship between hardships and dating violence disappeared. High rates of validation from fathers had a similar effect on the relationship between hardship and perpetration of violence, but only in boys. I feel like this study warrants a public service announcement: Parents, if your adolescents are struggling, validating them may protect them from becoming victims or perpetrators of sexual violence.

			We can presume the parents in these studies did not want their kids to smoke, have sex, or engage in sexual violence, yet they didn’t necessarily say so. It wasn’t finger-wagging that proved effective in these studies; it was the soft touch of validation that ultimately influenced kids’ intentions and behavior.

			Claim #4: Validation Drives Big Changes

			It obviously feels good to be validated. The question is, how good? Good enough to, say, get your kid to clean the garage while you work out on the elliptical watching old seasons of Survivor? At this point, I had hoped to present exhibit A—a picture of me getting my workout on while my daughter, Havana, picked up the garage floor, but my editor said it was too grainy, so you’ll have to take my word that it happened.

			The question of whether or not validation feels good enough to entice a kid to clean the garage is an empirical one. We must determine if it’s sufficiently rewarding. Anything that’s rewarding has the potential to act as “positive reinforcement”—a reward given after a behavior that increases the likelihood that the behavior will be repeated. If validating Havana after she cleans the garage while I’m working out motivates her to start cleaning the garage the next time I hop on the elliptical, I know my validation worked to positively reinforce her behavior.

			In the studies on influence I discussed earlier, validation always came before the behavior in question: people were validated before smoking, and high rates of parental validation appeared to protect adolescents from dating violence. When validation has an effect on a behavior before it occurs, we can say it influenced that behavior. This is different from what happens when validation reinforces a behavior after the fact. Positive reinforcements have a much more powerful effect on behavior and can drive people to endure all sorts of conditions in the hopes of getting the “payout” they seek (e.g., consider the Herculean effort Olympic athletes put into training in the hopes of bringing home a gold medal).

			Positive reinforcements operate by lighting up the reward center of our brain and causing the release of neurotransmitters like dopamine that cause us to feel pleasure.
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