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Introduction
I’ve always been a sensitive person. When I was younger, this seemed 

like a blessing. People were drawn to me.

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. 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 a major 
depressive disorder. I spent more than a decade of my life battling 

the symptoms.

My escape was books and studying. I pursued a doctorate in clin-
ical psychology to channel my sensitivity in ways that helped oth-

ers more and hurt me less.

The power in my emotions was apparent; if only I could learn how 
to magically harness it. Remarkably, there came a time when I 

learned to do just that.

Learning about validation and the skills use to communicate it felt 
like discovering pieces of a puzzle I’d not realized were missing.
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I thought, “Why don’t they teach this in grade schools?!”

The “magic” I’d chased was revealed to be a simple 
method anyone could master.

Practicing validation did not single-handedly cure 
me of depression, but it has a profound effect on 
relationships and your ability to affect change.

Expect:

1.	 Improved relationships

2.	 Decreased conflict

3.	 Increased influence

4.	 Increased ability to drive behavior change

5.	 Increased self-compassion

Since then, I’ve seen these skills single-handedly sal-
vage marriages, redefine parent-child dynamics, and 
even save lives. In a Big Five tech course, I devoted a 
third of it to validation and the most frequent feed-
back was a request for books on validation.

You don’t need to be a sensitive person or an empath. 
Sensitivity helps, but without practice, that advantage 
will take you only so far. You will need to do more than 
read this book. To become a fluent speaker, you must 
practice speaking.

PART 1 • What and Why

Chapter 1 • Validation —
Psychology’s Best-Kept Secret

Why change requires acceptance: in modern psy-
chology, acceptance is acknowledging the reality of 
a situation without judging or trying to change it. An 
overemphasis on change makes people resistant. 
But if they genuinely felt accepted, they might be 
more receptive to change. Linehan’s Dialectical 
Behavior Therapy (DBT) paired standard change 
strategies with acceptance strategies, mainly valida-
tion. It would be difficult to overestimate the impor-
tance of validation in DBT.

Validation means communicating 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. Crucially, validation has nothing to do with social 
desirability and is not synonymous with praise.

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. 
When people are resistant to changing their ways, it’s 
not enough to know basic principles of change; you also 
need to know how to demonstrate acceptance.

So then why is validation still a secret?

•	 Validation means different things to  
different people.

•	 Validation skills have been reserved for treating 
mental illness.

•	 Validation skills are everywhere and nowhere.

Beyond therapy, validation decreases conflict, 
increases connection, and drives all sorts of behav-
ioral changes, from motivating detainees to disclose 
credible information to compelling teens to take 
their parents’ advice. Understanding what validation 
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is and how to communicate it lets you spot and use 
it regardless of what they’re called. Paraphrase, mir-
roring, speaker–listener, are all variations of the same 
validation skill.

Validation isn’t about control. It 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 that need inclines people to 
listen and demands that we bear witness, under-
standing, and really caring about another person’s 
experience.

Chapter 2 • A Cure for All — Why 
You Should Drop Everything and 
Learn to Validate

Drop everything and learn to validate. Why? Because 
the science shows validation not only improves lives 
but can actually save them.

•	 Improves relationships: Validation improves 
relationships by transforming how people feel: it 
increases trust, intimacy, and psychological 
safety. Poor social ties carry the same death rate 
as smoking fifteen cigarettes a day, while strong 
relationships increase the probability of surviv-
ing by 50 percent.

•	 Decreases conflict: Rapport-oriented 
approaches—finding common ground, engag-
ing in self-disclosure, and displaying under-
standing via empathy—outperform accusatorial 
tactics. Validation decreases sympathetic 
arousal and increases a person’s ability to reason 
and engage in perspective-taking, lowering 
heart rate, sweating, and negative emotion; 
invalidation does the opposite.

•	 Increases influence: Trust drives disclosure. 
Validation is a surefire way to get people talking, 
even with strangers. Teens who perceived a 
parent’s frequent use of one validation skill—
self-disclosure—rated that parent more trust-

worthy and expert and were more likely to say 
no to smoking and sex. High parental validation 
can even erase the link between recent hard-
ships and dating violence.

•	 Drives change: Positive reinforcement changes 
behavior. Neuroimaging shows that feeling 
understood activates reward centers tied to 
connection. Don’t underrate verbal rewards: 
unlike cash or prizes that can sap intrinsic 
motivation, verbal rewards have proven to 
increase it. Validation cannot be faked.

•	 Fosters self-compassion: Self-validation simply 
means applying to yourself the skills you use to 
validate others: an exercise in self-compassion. 
Widespread invalidation fuels a validation crisis, 
but the good news is self-validation can be 
learned.

Bottom line: people from all walks of life can learn 
this quickly. Understanding what validation is and 
how to use it properly lets you influence, resolve, 
connect, and grow.

Chapter 3 • What It Means to Be 
Seen — Validation Defined

Ask this first: Should I respond with problem-solving 
or validation?

You can (and should) toggle, but at any given time, 
assume you can offer only one or the other. Start 
with validation.

The definition of validation consists of three import-
ant parts: Mindfulness, Understanding, and Empathy.

1.	 Mindfulness: bring attention, on purpose, in the 
present moment and non-judgmentally, to 
another person and notice how often we over-
estimate our attention or recoil when we don’t 
immediately understand or emotionally con-
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nect. You don’t need perfect understanding to 
bear witness; attention comes first.

2.	 Understanding: see what’s logical or justifiable. 
The negativity bias pulls attention to what’s 
wrong; your job is to find the kernel of truth.

3.	 Empathy: connect with feelings and attach 
meaning or care. Remember the distinction: 
sympathy looks down from on high and says, 
“That sucks”; empathy comes down to eye level 
and says, “I feel you.” Feeling empathy isn’t the 
same as communicating it; sensitive people 
often assume their felt empathy carries—prac-
tice so it lands.

Only validate the valid. Communicate validation only 
to the degree that you can do so authentically. Inau-
thentic validation isn’t validation; it won’t work and 
costs you mindfulness, understanding, and empathy.

Here’s what you need to validate: a person’s emo-
tions, thoughts, and behavior—not necessarily all, 
but whichever contains the kernel of truth.

Thoughts are valid when they are logical, based on 
facts, and grounded in reality. You can validate logic 
without agreeing.

Behaviors are valid when they’re appropriate or, more 
usefully, effective for goals and context (past or present).

For emotions, don’t invalidate. Don’t tell people they 
“shouldn’t feel” what they feel; help regulate without 
invalidating.

What validation isn’t: it’s not agreement, praise or 
approval, or problem-solving. If you want advice to 
land, validate first. The question applies to you, too: 
tell people clearly what you need—“I need to be 
heard,” “I want to feel understood,” “I need to know 
I’m not crazy”—so they can hit the target.

Chapter 4 • Validation and the Art 
of Suffering — One Last Reason 
to Drop Everything and Learn to 
Validate

Validation isn’t just effective—it’s a way to find meaning 
in suffering. Your suffering is a gift; don’t squander it.

Linehan showed that acceptance must be balanced 
with behavioral strategies (skills training, reinforce-
ment) and framed by dialectics—replacing “either/
or” with “both/and.” Dialectics challenges black-and-
white judgments and moves you toward the middle 
path: look for the kernel of truth, not the caricature of 
“good” or “bad.”

Validation operationalizes acceptance so people 
become more receptive to change. The Levels of Val-
idation (each building on the last):

1.	 Pay attention (listen, observe, look interested)

2.	 Reflect back (restating without judgment)

3.	 Read minds (what else the person might be 
experiencing)

4.	 Understand causes (acknowledge history and 
context)

5.	 Acknowledge the valid (what’s justified given 
the facts)

6.	 Show equality (act authentically; treat the 
person as an equal)

Use them to communicate acceptance, then add 
change strategies. Technique, timing, and training 
matter a lot here, so don’t underestimate them.

Suffering doesn’t have to merely be endured, it can 
be transformed. No mud, no flowers. When you 
attend to others with mindfulness, understanding, 
and empathy, you decrease suffering, theirs and your 
own, and convert pain into purpose. Validation lets 
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you use the fruits of suffering to nourish others in 
today’s epidemic of loneliness. Being seen and heard 
is an antidote.

You don’t need to have suffered to validate others, 
but suffering can deepen your capacity to bear wit-

ness without judgment and to connect without cen-
tering yourself. Pain need not be resolved or distant 
to be useful; using it to better understand and vali-
date others is constructive now.

Part 2 • How

Chapter 5 • The Validation Ladder — 
Eight Steps to Seeing and Being Seen

This section is an instruction manual for my “Valida-
tion Ladder”—eight skills to communicate validation. 
External factors (social norms, culture, power dynam-
ics) shape what’s effective, so if your sense of what’s 
appropriate conflicts with mine, trust your gut. You’re 
getting a crash course: learn the skills, then ignore 
everything and just focus on validating people. Your 
intention must always be to show that you’re there, 
you get it, and you care.

The Ladder has three skill sets: Mindfulness (most 
accessible, subtler impact), Understanding (stron-
ger), Empathy (strongest, trickiest). Each set builds 
on and includes the ones below: Understanding 
requires and shows mindfulness; 
Empathy demonstrates mind-
fulness, understanding, and 
empathy. The eight skills (two 
Mindfulness, three Under- 
standing, three Empa-
thy) form the acronym 
ACCEPTED. Beyond 
expressing valida-
tion, lower skills 
help you generate 
higher ones: 
nonjudgmen-
tal observa-

tion leads to insight, which fosters emotional con-
nection.

Learning is a science. Repetition fosters learning and 
repeated practice strengthens neural connections 
until skills become automatic. My method: introduce 
one skill at a time, practice that skill for a week, repeat 
for eight weeks, then simply focus on validating. We 
also learn by watching others (modeling). Real exam-
ples beat tidy hypotheticals; pay attention to people 
who validate well and notice what they do.

When you mess up, don’t assume defeat. The higher 
you go, the harder a miss can feel; return to Mindful-
ness Skills and refocus on being present. Failed 
attempts usually mean you weren’t listening closely 
enough. Don’t let ego distract you; taking feedback 
and adjusting is validating in its own right.

Chapter 6 • Attend — The Game All 
Good Listeners Play

Attending means paying attention and listening 
without judgment in a way that shows interest and 
cultivates understanding. It conveys that you are 
there, physically, emotionally, and mentally, and that 
the other person is worthy of your attention. Obser-
vation alone changes behavior; showing up is the 
language of intimacy. For attention to be read as val-
idating, it must signal interest and nonjudgment.
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How to attend: use nonverbals, listen, and ask ques-
tions or comment. The Big Four immediacy behav-
iors: 1) eye contact, 2) proximity (stand closer or lean 
in), 3) gesturing, 4) nodding. Use them naturally and 
intentionally—no theatrics needed.

Listening isn’t being quiet; it’s undivided attention 
plus effort. Play the A Game: What’s a better way to 
make this person’s point? Why does it matter to 
them? Rules: don’t share your answers; any question 
or comment must show interest or an effort to 
understand their perspective. This moves you from 
passive judge to active participant, even when you 
don’t care about the topic.

Questions/comments that signal Attending: “What 
do you think they meant by that?”, “Were you sur-
prised?”, “Can you explain that to me?”, “Say that 
again,” and brief acknowledgments like “Wow,” 
“Hmm,” “Uh-huh.” Mind your vocal cues—tone, 
speed, volume. If people react poorly, adjust: slow 
down, soften, or lower volume. Anytime you change 
your natural speech patterns in response to some-
one, it shows that they’ve affected you.

When to attend: anytime you want to validate; espe-
cially when you don’t yet understand or empathize, 
or when talking would be inappropriate (meetings, 
funerals, parent-teacher conferences). Sometimes 
Attending is the only step you can take.

Common mistakes are usually intensity and timing. 
Too much eye contact or probing can crumble deli-
cate moments. Dial it back, don’t force eye contact, 
literally take a step back if you have to. People talk 
when they want to talk; so Attending to someone 
who doesn’t want your attention isn’t validating, it 
just becomes annoying.

Look for cracked doors—spontaneous comments. 
Choose conducive times (after dinner, coffee, walks, 

car rides), allow silence, try once to return to a topic, 
and if they don’t bite, let it go.

Chapter 7 • Copy — How to 
Connect with Anyone

Copying is the second Mindfulness Skill: You simply 
mimic or reflect a person’s words or behavior. It’s 
most effective paired with Attending questions and 
comments. Some summarizing is fine, but Copying 
is most validating when it maps as directly as possi-
ble onto what the person expressed.

Why it works: acknowledging someone without judg-
ment can be incredibly moving. Instructing people to 
Copy increases liking, prosocial behavior, and connec-
tion; both the person Copied and the Copier report 
more connection and a stronger emotional bond. 
Copying can reduce discrimination and implicit preju-
dice, increase trustworthiness ratings, reduce vic-
tim-blaming, boost charity, increase empathy across 
divides, and even increase attraction.

How to use it:

•	 Copy their words. Repeat key phrases, adjec-
tives, and exact descriptions; mirror tone and 
stylistic approach in emails/texts (exclamation 
points, emojis, formality). Summarize main 
points faithfully. Reflect their position, not your 
interpretation.

•	 Copy their ways. Mirror nonverbals (facial 
expressions, posture, vocal tendencies). We’re 
hardwired for the chameleon effect; Copying 
activates emotion circuitry and fosters empathy 
and smoother interactions. A gentle self-re-
minder to Copy is usually enough.

•	 Give words to their actions. Name what you 
notice (“That must have taken hours!”) to show 
mindful awareness of effort and detail.
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In a conflict, slowing down to process and Copy 
another’s points (even jotting them down) forces you 
out of counter-arguing and into understanding. 
Attempting to repeat someone’s perspective accu-
rately will loosen knots and surface the “we are” 
through the “I am.”

Do:

•	 Combine Copying with Attending questions/
comments (“Were you surprised?” “Say that 
again.” “Hmm/Yeah/Wow”).

•	 Be natural and intentional; let Copying be least 
perceptible.

Don’t:

•	 Lead with “I hear you saying…” (can feel phony).

•	 Copy rudeness, aggression, or violence.

•	 Overwhelm; if distress spirals (panic, uncontrol-
lable sobbing), stop Copying and start soothing.

Bottom line: Copy with frequency and intention—
especially when you don’t yet understand or when 
conflict tightens. It’s simple, powerful, and so easy a 
baby could do it.

Chapter 8 • Contextualize — 
Solving for Why

Contextualizing says a reaction can make sense in 
some context, even if it’s problematic or ineffective 
otherwise. Validation assumes every effect has a 
cause. Your job: determine the chain of cause and 
effect and communicate it. Some version of “given x, y 
makes sense.” Logical deduction first, words second.

Understanding isn’t the same as approval. Explana-
tions are not excuses. Accepting current conditions 
doesn’t sacrifice your ability to change them; it 
increases it.

It also tempers fear and anger. Feelings distort reason-
ing; reasoning can recalibrate feelings. Determining 
validity requires an unbiased assessment. Understand-
ing is a catalyst for empathy and compassion. In the 
context of validation, the mind is a conduit to the heart.

When understanding feels dangerous, keep the goal 
clear. If there is current abuse (physical, sexual, finan-
cial, or emotional), fear is justified—validate yourself 
by leaving. Validation won’t work where contingen-
cies cannot be enforced. If there isn’t danger, reduc-
ing people to their worst act breeds shame, not 
change. Guilt says “I did bad”; shame says “I am bad.” 
People are not pacified by shame; they react violently 
to it. Affirm the person’s decency while setting and 
enforcing consequences. Contextualizing is the map 
that shows how they got here—and how to get out.

Find validity in problem behavior by looking for con-
texts where it makes sense:

•	 Past (conditioning): old associations can drive 
present reactions.

•	 Misinformation: valid responses to invalid 
inputs. Refrain from judging the misled.

•	 Disorder: biology affects behavior. Validate the 
struggle while aligning actions to goals.

Guidelines: again, only validate the valid; don’t spec-
ulate condescending backstories; state the minimal 
“x → y” link; pair understanding with change strate-
gies. Swap judgment for curiosity, ask “What’s the 
given x here?”, name it briefly, and proceed. Contex-
tualizing turns “What’s wrong with you?” into “What 
happened—and what helps?”

Chapter 9 • Equalize — The 
“Anyone in Your Shoes Would Do 
the Same” Skill

Equalizing says a person’s response is reasonable in 
the current situation—the “anyone in your shoes 
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would do the same” skill. Use it when a reaction is 
typical for the circumstances and normal biology; 
use Contextualizing when a reaction isn’t typical and 
must be explained by history, misinformation, or dis-
order. When someone’s response is reasonable given 
the facts, rationalizing it in some other context is 
invalidating. Acknowledge that what they did is what 
you’d expect from someone in their situation.

Equalizing has two parts: logical reasoning and com-
munication. Reasoning has two routes. The default 
approach compares a reaction to what people “typi-
cally” do. The Golden Rule approach asks, “How 
would I respond?” Actively imagining yourself in 
their place engages more processing and helps gen-
erate empathy; it’s so powerful that “Golden Rule” 
arguments are restricted in some courtrooms.

Communicate it simply. First person is potent when 
you’re an authority or model: “If it were my kid, I’d do 
the same.” Third person fits when you’re not the right 
comparison: “Any one of your friends would have 
done the same.”

Use Equalizing when a normal reaction to abnormal 
circumstances has been invalidated. Being made to 
feel crazy is like losing cabin pressure; Equalizing is 
the oxygen mask that helps people keep their wits. It 
also counters perfectionism’s rigged standards by 
recalibrating what’s actually normal and difficult ver-
sus perfect and easy.

Two mistakes to avoid: diminishing a singular expe-
rience (fix by acknowledging what’s unique, then 
Equalize), and colliding with strongly held beliefs (if 
they double down (“You don’t get it”) back up and 
Contextualize via conditioning, misinformation, or 
disorder). Bottom line: when the situation itself justi-
fies the reaction, say so plainly.

Chapter 10 • Propose — How to 
Read Minds

Proposing is stating what you think someone is 
thinking, feeling, or wanting based on what they’ve 
said and the situation. Done well, it creates the “you 
get me” effect because you name what sits between 
the lines.

How to do it? First, gather enough signals: give full 
attention, ask neutral, curiosity-driven questions, and 
reflect key words to be sure you’re tracking. Then form 
hypotheses in two ways: (1) evidence-led—connect 
what they’ve shared into a coherent through-line; (2) 
Golden Rule—briefly imagine yourself in their posi-
tion and notice what you would think or feel. Choose 
one or two clean, specific possibilities, not several.

How to say it. Tune your “idea dial” to the right level of 
certainty. Use gentle lead-ins (“maybe…,” “I wonder if…,” 
“sounds like…”) when you’re new to the person, status 
differs, or they’re easily swayed. State it simply as a fact 
(“This is scary”) when you’re confident it will help anchor 
them. Let tone, pace, and eye contact carry warmth 
rather than force. One sentence is usually enough.

Read the response. Signs you landed: steadier eye 
contact, leaning in, more animation, elaboration with-
out defensiveness, the conversation naturally contin-
ues. Signs you missed: correction, withdrawal, clipped 
answers, topic change. If you miss, don’t argue your 
case—step back to listening and clarifying, then try 
again or switch to another validation skill.

Good practice:

•	 Be concrete (“You’re angry your work was 
dismissed after you stayed late”) rather than 
abstract (“You feel unheard”).

•	 Name plausible motives or fears, not motives 
you wish they had.

•	 Offer one idea at a time; pause for confirmation.
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•	 Match cultural and role expectations about 
directness.

Common pitfalls:

Projecting your own story, piling on interpretations, 
using Proposing to steer or fix, and over-asserting 
with people who doubt themselves. When in doubt, 
soften the wording and shorten the message.

The aim here is to make the implicit explicit with 
care. Proposing is powerful because it pairs clear rea-
soning with humane delivery—showing you’re not 
just listening, you understand.

Chapter 11 • Take Action — When 
Words Aren’t Enough

Sometimes the deepest validation isn’t a conversa-
tion but a concrete gesture. Taking Action means 
directly intervening on someone’s behalf, doing for 
them what they cannot do themselves or amplifying 
support they deserve. It differs from problem-solv-
ing suggestions because you step in and solve the 
problem yourself.

Before you act, make sure it’s truly needed. Ask yourself:

1.	 Can they do this themselves? If they lack 
resources or ability and can’t easily learn the skill, 
stepping in may be warranted.

2.	 Is this fostering dependence? Avoid doing for 
others what they must learn to do.

3.	 Does it conflict with your values or boundaries?

If the answers point toward action, check in first 
(“Would it help if I …?”) to respect their autonomy. 
Small interventions—driving a friend to therapy, 
bringing dinner to new parents, or filling out a form 
they dread—can say “I see you’re overwhelmed, and 
I care” more powerfully than any words.

When people can help themselves but haven’t 
asked, noticing unspoken needs and offering sup-
port can feel magical. A partner who drops off coffee, 
a colleague who proofreads your report, or a family 
member who inspects your safety gear validates 
your stress and shows you’re not alone. Still, ask 
before you assume. Intervening without consent 
risks overstepping and invalidating the very person 
you intend to help.

If someone declines help or your gesture backfires, 
step back to listening. Use your nonverbal skills to 
signal your continued presence, and validate their 
choice. A sincere apology and a reminder “I offered 
because I care; let me know if you change your mind” 
can repair the breach.

When warranted and delivered thoughtfully, Taking 
Action communicates “I’m here, I get it, and I’m with 
you,” transforming validation from empathy into 
genuine support.

Chapter 12 • Emote — My Advice 
for Jimmy Kimmel

Emoting means dropping your facade and allowing 
your genuine feelings to surface in response to 
someone else’s experience.

Jimmy Kimmel, yeah the late-night host, is a self-pro-
claimed crier. He tries hard to play it cool all the time 
and keep himself from tearing up during heartfelt 
moments on air. However, some of the most popular 
episodes of his show are the ones in which he vali-
dates the seriousness of an issue or the suffering of 
others by Emoting.

He learned the importance of emoting the hard way 
when he openly cried on air discussing his newborn 
baby’s open-heart surgery—and in doing so, he vali-
dated countless parents facing similar fears.
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True Emoting is authentic: it isn’t a performance but 
an unfiltered reaction. You can show it in three 
ways—through nonverbal cues (a quivering lip, tears 
in your eyes, a clenched fist), by naming your emo-
tion (“I’m furious,” “I’m heartbroken”), or by implying 
it (“You’ve got to be kidding me!”). Kimmel’s heart-
breaking “This is unjust” moment did more to rally 
support than any speech devoid of feeling.

When someone “plays it cool,” Emoting lets them 
know it’s safe to feel. If they understate grief or pride, 
your honest reaction makes space for them to open 
up. It works the other way, too: if you tend to sup-
press your own emotions, letting them show, even 
subtly, unlocks connection.

Beware three pitfalls: overdoing it can overshadow 
the other person; expressing the wrong emotion 
breaks trust; and an emotional blow-up can shut the 
conversation down. If you misstep, shift back to quiet 
listening, offer a nod, ask a gentle question, and cir-
cle back later. A simple, “Sorry I got carried away, I do 
care” can repair the bond.

Jimmy Kimmel’s tears on national TV weren’t a stunt; 
they were a powerful lesson in validation. His willing-
ness to Emote, despite “playing it cool” for years, turned 
a personal crisis into collective empathy. Follow his 
lead: when words aren’t enough, let your heart speak.

Chapter 13 • Disclose — The Power 
of Me Too

Disclosure means lifting the curtain on your own 
past so someone else can see a reflection of them-
selves in you. By sharing a personal detail, whether 
it’s surviving cancer, weathering a divorce, or living 

with chronic illness, you prove you don’t just under-
stand their pain intellectually but have felt it yourself.

This skill works especially powerfully when it frees 
someone from shame. Admitting “I, too, battled 
depression and feared I’d never recover” punctures 
the secrecy that makes shame thrive, inviting them 
to speak without hiding. It also shatters the belief 
that “no one could ever get this”—that moment 
when a doctor admits they’ve lived with the same 
illness, or when a friend confesses they once froze on 
stage, lets you know you’re not alone.

To wield Disclosure effectively, keep your story brief 
and always loop back to their experience: share your 
parallel, then ask, “How did you cope?” or simply 
return the focus to them. Match their level of vulner-
ability. If they hint at embarrassment, you might say, 
“I’ve stumbled over my words on live TV, I felt exactly 
how you feel.” If their struggles are fresh, be sure your 
own memories aren’t too raw, or you risk leaning on 
them for support instead of offering it.

Watch out for common missteps: don’t outshine 
their story by reciting your entire saga, don’t stray so 
far into your own past that the conversation turns 
into you, and respect personal boundaries—start 
with a small revelation before diving deeper. And if 
your emotions still feel too close, give yourself time 
before disclosing, so you bring empathy rather than 
unmet pain.

When you share just enough of your “me, too” 
moment, no more, no less, you send the message 
that their feelings are valid, they’re understood, and 
they’re not walking their path alone. That is the true 
power of Disclosure.
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Part 3 • Where Change Comes In

Chapter 14 • Ch, Ch, Ch, Changes — 
Behavioral Change Strategies

Behavioral change depends on two forms of condi-
tioning and a few practical tools. Classical condition-
ing pairs a neutral cue with an involuntary response—
like learning to associate the sound of a knock with 
safety and comfort—while operant conditioning 
shapes voluntary behavior by reinforcing small steps 
toward a goal.

Here are a few strategies you can use to guide change:

1.	 Shaping: Reward tiny improvements. If some-
one avoids a toxic coworker, notice and praise 
even brief interactions. Gradually raise the bar so 
positive behavior becomes automatic.

2.	 Positive reinforcement: Offer something 
valued like praise, time, or small treats immedi-
ately after the desired action. Make sure it 
actually motivates change, or it will feel like a 
reward without effect.

3.	 Negative reinforcement: Remove an aversive 
condition when the target behavior occurs. For 
example, stop nagging once your teenager has 
completed a chore; relief from nagging makes 
the behavior more likely.

4.	 Extinction: Stop reinforcing unwanted behav-
iors. Ignore attention-seeking outbursts or avoid 
feeding into distractions so they eventually fade.

5.	 Punishment (sparingly): Apply a mild, immedi-
ate consequence only once unwanted behavior 
persists, then refocus on reinforcing its opposite. 
Punishment alone teaches what not to do but 
never shows what to do instead.

Modeling and problem-solving complete the toolkit. 
Demonstrate the behavior you want to see whether 

it’s calm emails, healthy meals, or deep breathing, 
and guide others step by step through brainstorm-
ing and experimentation.

When you combine validation with these change 
strategies, you create powerful shifts: people feel 
heard and understood, so they’re more willing to trust 
your guidance and follow through. Remember that 
thoughts and emotions are behaviors, too, and can be 
shaped with the same principles. Expect setbacks. 
Old habits and environmental pressures will some-
times outmuscle your best efforts. When they do, 
accept the limits of your influence, adjust your 
approach, and keep reinforcing progress. Acceptance 
fuels change, and change deepens acceptance.

Chapter 15 • Raising Emotionally 
Intelligent Children — Validation 
and Parenting

Validation isn’t just for adults, it’s your most powerful 
reinforcement tool with kids. When you notice even 
a small improvement like a child admitting a mis-
take, resisting a treat, or calming down, you can rein-
force it with:

1.	 Proposing: “You chose to tell the truth instead 
of hiding, that took courage.”

2.	 Emoting: “I’m so proud of you for owning up to it.”

3.	 Disclosing (sparingly): “I remember how hard 
that was for me, too.”

These responses tie behavior to positive emotions, 
making it more likely to recur. To spot these moments—
your Golden Snitch—ignore the chaos of misbehavior 
and focus intently on any flicker of progress.
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Discipline must correct behavior without invalidat-
ing feelings. Always separate the two:

•	 Feedback: “It’s not OK to grab your sister’s toy.”

•	 Invalidation to avoid: “You’re so selfish.”

•	 Validation: “I understand you felt angry, but 
breaking things isn’t the answer.”

Use mild, predictable consequences such as time-
outs, or loss of privileges, never as emotional punish-
ment. Harsh or unpredictable discipline teaches fear, 
not growth.

True conflict resolution comes after the storm. Once 
everyone’s calm, debrief:

1.	 Have the child speak first; ask: “What were you 
thinking and feeling?”

2.	 You listen, validate their emotions, then describe 
your own thoughts and feelings.

3.	 Repair: apologize for any harsh words, state how 
you’ll do better, and ask, “Does that make sense 
to you?”

By modeling honest self-reflection, emotional vali-
dation, and concrete behavior feedback, you teach 
children to manage their feelings and repair relation-
ships. Over time, they learn that their emotions are 
safe and their choices matter, setting them on the 
path to emotional intelligence.

Chapter 16 • The Universal Love 
Language — Validation in Intimate 
Relationships

Even the most loving partnerships can be under-
mined by unintentional punishment: eye rolls, silent 
treatments, revising a partner’s efforts. Unlike the 
clear rules parents use with children, couples often 
punish each other without realizing it, and those 
small rejections accrue until resentment takes over.

Long-term partners risk falling into negative senti-
ment override, where any neutral or even positive 
gesture is interpreted as criticism. To counteract this, 
adopt a shaping mindset: focus on small steps your 
partner takes toward the behavior you want, whether 
it’s remembering the milk, sharing chores, or plan-
ning date nights, and reinforce those efforts through 
validation, not by pointing out what remains undone.

During disagreements, aim for at least five validating 
responses for every critical one. Even simple atten-
tive acknowledgments such as sincerely paraphras-
ing their concerns, expressing empathy for how hard 
they’re trying, or sharing how much you value their 
intentions, can keep your emotional ledger in the 
positive and prevent fights from spiraling.

Validation does not require agreement. You can dis-
agree passionately with your partner’s choice while 
still acknowledging the valid feelings and intentions 
behind it: “I understand how frustrated you feel 
when I’m late. I’m glad you told me, and I’m working 
on being on time.”

When anger flares, look beneath the outburst to the 
fear or hurt driving it—lost respect, feeling unsup-
ported—and validate that vulnerability before 
addressing behavior. Asking yourself “What might 
they be afraid of right now?” can help you express 
genuine understanding instead of defensiveness.

Chapter 17 • Validate Like a Boss — 
Validation at Work

High-performing teams share one defining feature: 
psychological safety. The confidence that you can 
speak up, admit mistakes and take risks without 
penalty. Creating it comes down to validation, mod-
eling vulnerability, and reinforcing the behaviors you 
want to see.

Model the behavior you seek. If you want your team 
to share challenges and ideas, start by doing it your-
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self. Briefly disclose something real like your doubts, 
a set-back, or even a personal struggle to signal that 
authenticity is welcome.

Use attentive listening (eye contact, nodding, para-
phrasing) and gentle mirroring to show you’re fully 
present. Then reinforce those who step forward:

•	 When someone proposes a bold idea, validate 
their courage: “I admire how you dug into this 
uncertainty. It’s exactly the kind of thinking we 
need.”

•	 If a colleague persists through setbacks, 
acknowledge both effort and progress: “You’ve 
kept pushing despite roadblocks. I’m impressed 
by your tenacity.”

•	 When a teammate admits a mistake, treat it as 
data, not drama: “Thank you for owning that. I 
know it’s hard to raise problems, and it helps us 
fix things faster.”

Praise the work, but validate the person. “Great report” 
rewards output; “I appreciate how you stayed patient 
under pressure” rewards character and builds trust.

Challenge yourself to outnumber criticisms with 
positives, just like in relationships, aim for at least five 
validating interactions for every corrective one. Vali-
dation doesn’t require agreement: you can disagree 
with a plan while still acknowledging the valid con-
cerns and intentions behind it.

Finally, apply your Mindfulness Skills—attending and 
copying—to diversity and inclusion. Even if you can’t 
fully relate, nonjudgmental listening and reflecting 
back someone’s experience lets them know they’re 
seen and respected. When leaders validate their 
teams, they don’t just boost engagement; they 
unlock creativity, resilience, and genuine belonging.

Chapter 18 • Everybody Hurts — 
Self-Validation

We all experience negative emotions like loneliness, 
despair, shame, and then compound our suffering 
by judging or dismissing what we feel. Self-invalida-
tion (“I’m worthless,” “I’m selfish”) fuels rumination, 
whereas self-validation accepts your feelings and 
mobilizes them constructively.

Negative core beliefs typically fall into three buckets: 
helplessness (“I’m needy”), unlovability (“I’m defec-
tive”), and worthlessness (“I’m toxic”). To counter 
them, move through these six steps in order. Stay 
grounded in mindfulness, understanding, and com-
passionate action:

1.	 Attend: Notice your physical tension or discom-
fort. Relax your body (uncross arms, soften 
shoulders, breathe deeply) and ask, “What am I 
feeling?”

2.	 Copy: Distinguish feeling from thought by 
repeating “This is [emotion]” aloud or in writing, 
returning your focus to the sensation itself.

3.	 Contextualize: Identify circumstances fueling 
your emotion. These could be recent events, 
past disappointments, misleading self-judg-
ments or physical/mental health factors.

4.	 Equalize: Ask, “Would I judge a friend for feeling 
this?” Recognize that everyone feels despair, 
frustration, or shame under similar conditions.

5.	 Emote: Offer yourself genuine compassion. 
Place a hand on your heart or cradle your arms, 
and speak kindly—“This is hard,” “I forgive 
myself,” or simply, “May I accept what I cannot 
change.”

6.	 Take Action: Self-soothe through the senses 
(warm tea, a bath, pleasant music) and then do 
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something that matters to you (write, call a 
friend, create art). Channel the energy in your 
distress toward a small, meaningful step.

Practice these steps whenever self-criticism over-
whelms you. Over time, self-validation reduces rumi-
nation, strengthens resilience, and frees you to learn 
from setbacks rather than beat yourself up over 
them.


