
	

	

 
                        The Respect & Tone Of Voice Agreement 
  
                     Expressing Anger vs. Expressing Hostility, Contempt, Or Rejection 
    
       Until Al can admit that his tone of voice is a part  
      of the problem, his family will not feel safe with him.                                                              
 
 
        What Do You Mean?  I Am Only Expressing My Anger!  Can’t I be angry? 
 
        Some people do not know there is a difference between expressing anger and being hostile.  Ask 

yourself if you the difference between expressing anger and expressing hostility.  If you cannot 

differentiate between the two then you may think you’re expressing legitimate anger when you may 

really be doing something destructive.  The effect of this is that your partner will resent being attacked 

in a hostile way.  And, you may feel as if you are not allowed to express your anger.  You may also 

think that your partner will only hear your anger if you are unrealistically sweet or unemotional.  You 

may think you are expressing angry feelings your partner, but your tone of voice may actually be 

hostile and filled with contempt for your partner.  In hostile expressions people end up talking more 

about the other’s character defects rather than about feelings that you want understood.  Expressing 

anger does not mean hurting others, though if that was the style used in the home growing up as a 

child then it is understandable how someone learns to express herself that way.  Despite this, people 

can learn to express anger without contempt. 

 
                         Some people may think they are expressing a feeling 
                    when they are blaming, shaming, rejecting, or being hostile. 
      
      These people will get what they want more easily by learning 
            to express feelings like sadness, fear, shame or confusion.       
 
The Byron Katie tweet below summarizes perfectly how what we think about ourselves is at the core 
of how we interpret others. 
 

What I believe about the tone of your voice, is the cause of my own suffering. 
        - Byron Katie 
 
 



	

	

 
 
 
   Expressing Anger vs. Expressing Hostility            
 

   The following exercise is very important to help couples get clear about the difference 
between expressing anger and expressing hostility.  For the next 15 examples circle either anger or 
hostility.  Remember anger is about expressing what I think and feel.  Hostility is always about 
hurting, blaming, or shaming the other person. 
 
1.  You spend so much time on the computer!  You don’t have any time for me.  
  anger    hostility  
 
2.  Why do you always have to ask how much something costs when we go to someone else’s house.  
What are you an appraiser?  You sound so tacky and classless.   What’s wrong with you? 
  anger    hostility  
 
3.  I told you how we're going to handle that bill when it comes.  Don't you pay attention to me when I 
talk?  And you say you went to college.  I don't know how I ended up with such an idiot?  
  anger    hostility  
 
4.  Why do you always have to disagree with me?  You’re so argumentative.  Can’t you just let me 
talk without pointing out what’s wrong with what I’m saying? 
  anger    hostility  
 
5.  You’re telling me the pasta was overcooked.  Well next time you cook it!  You’re always 
criticizing my meals.  Did you say stuff like that to your mother about her meals? 
  anger    hostility  
 
6.  It makes me mad when you try to read, or watch T.V. while we’re talking.  Would you cut it out? 
  anger    hostility 
  
7.  You didn’t clean up after yourself when you made your lunch.  You’re such a slob.  What, were 
you raised in a barn? 
  anger    hostility  
 
8.  For the hundredth time, No! I’m not interested in seeing any of those movies with blood and gore.  
I’m not a sicko like you.  Quit asking me!  Don’t you understand English? 
  anger    hostility  



	

	

 
9.  All I said was “My mother thinks you should be more loving to me.”   Your reaction to this is 
crazy.  You’re too sensitive.  What’s wrong with you? 
  anger    hostility  
 
10.  Was that Wendy, your sex-etary, calling you at home again?  Doesn’t she know you’re married?  
Don’t you know you’re married?  I can’t live like this any longer! 
  anger    hostility  
 
 
11.  I don’t want to talk about this right now.  The tone of your voice disturbs me.  It makes me mad.  
Let us talk about this later.  Please stop asking me questions.   
  anger    hostility  
 
 
12.  You haven’t complimented me on how I look tonight.  Aren’t you proud of me?  Aren’t you 
attracted to me?  You never compliment me anymore. 
  anger    hostility  
 
13.  Would you stop bothering me as soon as I get home?  Can’t you wait a few minutes while I relax?  
No, you have to get your needs met right away.  Well, what about me, and my needs? 
  anger    hostility  
 
14.  Can’t you just not interrupt me?  Every time I talk, you have to get in there and tell me what’s 
wrong with what I’m saying.  Don’t you have any respect? 
  anger    hostility  
 
15.  I can’t talk with you because you get so angry and threatening.  You won’t let me talk about my 
side of a story.  It makes me so mad! 
  anger    hostility  
Marc’s Subjective Answer key: 1- H, 2- H, 3- H, 4- A, 5- A, 6- A, 7- H, 8- H, 9- H, 10- H, 11- A, 12- 
A, 13- A, 14- A, 15- A (These are somewhat arbitrary answers.  It’s just helpful to ask yourself the 
question, “Am I being hurtful?”) 
 
  Let us go through each of the 15 statements again to see which of them are expressions of 
what is felt and which are focused on the other.  Expressing a feeling is a statement that is About Me.  
Let us abbreviate this with AM.   Even if the other's behavior is mentioned, a statement is considered 
About Me (AM), if it’s clear that the sentence refers to back to the speaker (i.e. “It makes me feel 
_____.”  “It makes me think_____.”)    
 
 



	

	

 
 Expressing a belief or feeling about others is a statement About You.  Use AY for short to 
show that the statement conveys anger, but the person is not saying how it feels.  The person is saying 
something mean or blaming the other.  Here is the mask of anger covering up more vulnerable 
feelings.  If only men could learn how to say “Ouch!”  This applies to women as well.  It’s just that it’s 
culturally ingrained in men. 
 
Put an AM or an AY next to each of the statements above.   Write AM if you think the statement is 
saying something about how the speaker thinks or feels.  Write AY if you think the person is referring 
to the other person’s thoughts, feelings, or character.   
 
Marc’s subjective answer key: 1- AY, 2- AY, 3- AY, 4- AY, 5- AY, 6- AM, 7- AY, 8- AY, 9- AY,    
10- AY, 11- AM, 12- AY, 13- AY, 14- AY, 15- AM 
 
 If you completed the AY/ AM  (about you / about me)  part of this exercise you may notice 
that many of the statements you identified as being hostile, you later also labeled as AY, or About You 
(the other).  This is because statements made about the other tend to contain all sorts of negative 
shaming, labeling, mindreading, or simply focuses exclusively on the other.  It’s missing the 
expressive element of saying, “… it makes me think _____ , which makes me feel _____ .”   If you 
speak primarily about the other, do not be surprised that you get defensive, or angry responses.  You 
may think you are expressing yourself.  But, you may be simply labeling and defining the other. 
 
        It is more productive to make statements that are About Me.  One reason is that no one can 
argue with you.  Who can tell you that you do not feel something or that you should not think 
something?  While it is ridiculous, many people may indeed try this.  It always violates the other’s 
mental or emotional boundaries to say he shouldn’t feel something.  The other person will hear an 
angry statement better if the expression is made as an ”I statement.”  There are people who can't 
tolerate hearing any statement that reflects poorly on them, so it does not matter how you express 
yourself.  They will always try to avoid, deny, minimize, defend, rationalize, justify or blame you, 
even when you express your anger as an, 'I statement.'  It is best, for your own growth, to learn to 
speak your feelings more expressively using the About Me method.  Forget about getting the results of 
getting him to change or understand you.  If you get too focused on the result of getting him to change 
then you’re more vulnerable to being upset if it doesn’t happen. 
 
    Identifying ‘Abandoning Language’ 
     
   The surest way to escalate an argument is to imply that the relationship is over, or that you are 
simply so disgusted with your partner that you cannot stand him or her.  This type of communication 
can be rejecting, intimidating, or punishing.  I use a term called ‘abandoning language’ to describe the 
way some people escalate their conflicts, often without knowing how damaging their statements can 
be on their partner’s sense of security.    



	

	

 
 Examples of ‘Abandoning Language’ include: 

1. “I’m out of here.” 
2. “I’ve had enough!” 
3. “I can’t do this anymore.” 
4. “I need to get out of this thing.” 
5. “I need to make some changes.” 
6. “I can’t handle this anymore!” 
7. “This isn’t working.” 
8. “We aren’t compatible.” 

 
 The reason it’s important to identify abandoning language is because of how devastating an 
effect it can have on trust within relationships.  Using abandonment within any relationship is like 
using nuclear weapons at the first hint of differences between nations.  I’m not saying that people in 
relationships should never say “I am thinking of leaving because I feel so bad with you.”  When 
someone says this in an expressive manner, it can be quite communicative.  I’m talking about the 
abandoning statements that some people make to their partners as routine methods of hurting or 
controlling them.  The damage is severe and takes a long time to repair.    
 
 The only real hope of healing from this type of communication is for the person who tends to 
make abandoning statements to show that he, or she, is aware of the damage that those words have had 
on the other.  Making the Respect Agreement and doing the best that can be done to achieve progress 
is a good beginning.  With willingness, empathy, and visible progress, healing will occur.  And trust 
can be restored.  But give it from four to eight months of consistent effort, before expecting to 
experience trust again. 
 
 Let’s say that your wife says mean things including that she can’t stand to be in the 
relationship with you any longer.  You may seriously entertain the idea for a day or two.  You may 
learn eventually that she was just expressing how badly she felt.  So you take her feelings more 
seriously; but there’s been a cost.  You can let her know how damaging her expressions were to your 
trust in being a long-term couple.  When she uses an abandoning statement you can ask, “Do you 
really want to break up?  If you’re serious about ending we should handle the details soon.”  She may 
then realize at those times that she was only expressing the intensity of her feelings, and that it would 
be better to take a Time Out.  She may eventually come to see that she has a problem of using 
abandoning language and she may make an agreement to try to avoid it.   
 
This will be very soothing for you, and make you feel more willing to walk through those types of 
expressions when they inevitably reappear.  Now this didn’t mean that you didn’t do things that made 
her mad or scared.  She’ll be more willing to see how she contributed to the problems because you are 
more willing to hear how you are affecting her.  You can do this even when you don’t understand how 
she could be so angry. 



	

	

 
    The person who quickly takes conflict to the nuclear level of ending it needs to identify this 
abandoning language as a problem that is hers alone that she will work on.  Even more than that, there 
needs to be a visible and audible reduction of the behavior.  Each person needs to see the other being 
willing to work on his or her part of the problem.  Then, there needs to be evidence that the awareness 
is being translated to action.  We need to walk our talk then.  Once again, we need to say what we 
mean and do as we say. 
 

Use the Angry/Hostile Practice Statements to determine which of the angry statements include 
abandoning language.  You should not discuss the problems of your own relationship unless you want 
to acknowledge an awareness of YOUR OWN BEHAVIOR.  If someone chooses to acknowledge that 
she does these things, there are to be no comments made by the other except perhaps to reflect what 
was said.  Stick to the examples given.  Remember, it is up to each person to define what he wants to 
work on. 
 

If the two of you can discuss the subject of abandoning statements safely, then discuss 
these two questions using the Listening Exchange method.   

 
  1.  How does it make sense that people use abandoning language?   

Why do people say the relationship is over when they don’t mean it?  Does the use 
of abandoning language help the other person see the need better?  Does using 
abandoning language obscure the message of the need? 

 
2.  Why does the person who often hears his, or her, partner use abandoning        
     language lose trust, passion and a sense of security? 

 
 If either of you want to commit to not using abandoning language to express feelings, then 
please do so now.  Remember, this doesn’t mean that it will never happen.  It only means that if your 
partner says it’s happening, that you are saying you want to know about it, and more importantly, that 
you want to see yourself improving in your ability to not use that type of expression.  Your agreement 
(see Respect Agreement) is that when you are called on it, you will stop and try to speak more 
respectfully, or take a Time Out. 
 

  I am committed to being with you.  I will not end my relationship with you, or threaten to 
end it in an abrupt angry way.  In ‘My Book Of Rules’ that I apply to  myself, it is no longer 
acceptable to me to use ending the relationship as an expression of emotional frustration.  I want to see 
myself using the Listening Exchange, Couples Time, or the Respect Agreement or taking a Time Out.   
 
 
      



	

	

 
    Withdrawal Can Be Hostile 
 

I did a phone session with a couple that I’ve worked with before.  The husband holds in his bad 
feelings and resentment for days and even weeks, then finally when he says what he’s feeling, his wife 
is very angry because she believes that she has suffered unnecessarily.  She would have listened to his 
concern or his resentment at the time, but because he withheld talking about it he grew increasingly 
irritable and hostile during the period of his withdrawal.  Usually these incidents did not even involve 
his wife’s behavior.  For instance, he has strong feelings of shame, guilt, and anger about his 
relationships with his family.  He got a phone call from a brother who said things that triggered his 
feelings of vulnerability, shame, and pain.  He did not share this with anyone and slowly became 
irritable and angry and eventually hostile with his wife.  Finally, he shares this with her and she is 
reasonably upset because had he talked about it sooner she would not have to endure his abusive 
irritability, hostility, and withdrawal. 
 

  But, Anyone Would Be Angry in My Situation 
 

How does negative thoughts about how you were wronged affect you?  A majority of people, 
including myself, can empathize with immediately feeling the need for revenge and justice right after 
someone has wronged you.  Let’s look at what the experience of replaying the wounding incident, 
thinking about what you could have, or should have said or done.  Also thinking about what you want 
to say, how you want to say it and how you want to influence and affect the offending party.  All these 
thoughts are experienced as continued assaults on your nervous system; as far as your body is 
concerned.  Test this for yourself by thinking about a very bad incident of abuse or mistreatment.  Of 
course, as you replay each sentence or each experience you start to feel anxious, scared, mad, 
disturbed, or sad.  The incident is not happening now, and yet your body is reacting as if it is.  As far 
as your body is concerned, you are re-experiencing the traumatic wounding again.  The adrenaline 
begins racing through your veins, your muscles tighten, and your body gets ready for battle or for 
fleeing.  But, it’s only happening in your mind.  This is what happens when you harbor resentments; 
and keep replaying what the other did and how you’re going to make it right.  Your adrenal glands 
activate and you become unable to take responsibility for your part in a problem or to have any 
empathy for your partner. 
 
 
   When Couples Conflict Becomes Abuse 
   The Continuum of Conflict and Abuse 
 
 My colleague, Alyce LaViolette, MS; published her ideas of how there are discernable degrees 
of hostility, conflict, abuse and violence.   Her concepts and organization of the different types are 
clear and illuminating.   Alyce LaViolette, MFT 1998  www.AlyceLaViolette.com 
 



	

	

 
She also wrote the book, ‘It Could Happen to Anyone’ about domestic violence.  She describes how 
people may stay in relationships that are disrespectful or even abusive.    
 
 Alyce describes an ascending continuum of violence that starts with common couples’ conflict 
sometimes ending up with disrespect and hot emotional attacks or withdrawal.  Passionate conflict 
happens in many relationships.  There is a real problem, perhaps even abuse, occurring if it became a 
repeating pattern, or if there was the use of fear, intimidation or threats.   The pattern may be called 
abuse when there is sporadic physical aggression, name-calling and threats of abandonment.  Alyce 
describes a battering pattern as including threats to victim’s support system, threats to kill oneself or 
others, extreme levels of control or jealousy, sexual abuse, destruction of property & putting down 
friends and family.  Ms. LaViolette’s highest level of aggression is terrorism/stalking.  This includes 
sexual humiliation, regular pattern of physical abuse although may not include physical, extreme 
isolation, well-thought out threats to kill and insidious psychological abuse. 
 
Get some help if you are in such a relationship. 
 
 
    No Matter What Guidelines 
 
 If any of the following descriptions are happening, it is very likely that the offending party has 
some psychological issues that do require individual treatment.  This doesn’t mean that there’s no 
hope for someone who does any of the behaviors below.  If, you, or your partner, is doing any of these 
behaviors I strongly encourage you to speak to a hotline like 1-800-799- SAFE (7233) anonymously, 
to have a trained violence professional talk with you.  There may be several of these behaviors present 
in a relationship, and there is no recognition by the offending party, of the violation.  Or there is no 
willingness stated to not do those things anymore.  These behaviors are physically, mentally, 
emotionally, and spiritually abusive.   Please make the call to the hotline to find out what your options 
are and to learn about these types of relationships. 
 

If the person who does some of the behaviors below acknowledges they crossed the line and 
makes a real effort to change that has some tangible results; then that’s great.  However, many of the 
behaviors below should be seen as triggering the ‘No matter what’ button that propels the person to a 
professional.  This means a psychiatrist or psychotherapist who deals with issues of anger, violence, 
depression, bipolar disorder, or posttraumatic stress disorder (aka PTSD).  Imagine a child that you 
know you love.  Perhaps, this is a niece or nephew or a child of a friend.  Now imagine that someone 
is behaving toward that child in some of the ways listed.  No matter what, I will take the actions 
necessary to prevent suffering.  Recovery for people that do these things is often seen as slim.  It is 
slim to zero chances of recovery, when there is no seeking of professional help.  With individual effort 
and competent therapy, these behaviors and illnesses can change.  Without seeking help it may be 
called ‘Toxic Hope’ to expect positive changes. 



	

	

 
 The Power & Compassion Program can help couples experiencing Common Couples 
Aggression, High Conflict and may help many couples in the Abuse category.  If you suspect you are 
experiencing Battering or Terrorism/Stalking qualities then I strongly recommend, even demand if I 
could, that you immediately consult a domestic violence professional.  The hotline at 1 800 799-SAFE 
(7233) is a good start, but as soon as possible go to a shelter or a professional with experience with 
Domestic Violence victims, to help you plan how you will deal with what could be a lethal situation.   
 
 
 

THE RESPECT AGREEMENT 
INTIMIDATION, HOSTILITY & REJECTION 

 
  
          =-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-= 

           If your partner felt that you made him, or her, feel   
        unwanted, rejected or hurt, would you want to know about it? 
 
                   The question above is a critical one for you to answer.  If the answer is  
           yes; how will you let your partner will know that this a priority of yours? 
 
                      The main way that she will know is that she can say she feels unwanted, 
                      rejected, or hurt; without reactions from you that convinces her you don’t  
                      want her to share these feelings.  Another way to show this is by displaying 
                      curiosity about how she ends up feeling that way. 
          =-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-= 
 

            Key concepts:  
 
  "I don't want to  make you feel disrespected by me." 
 
  “It is O.K. for you to tell me when I’m speaking in a disrespectful way to you.” 
 
  “It’s O.K. that my partner is upset with me.”   
   
    “Sometimes, I’m broadcasting hostility, contempt or aggression and I am  
  unaware of it.  Then, when my partner reacts to my tone of voice or my face, I 
   think to myself, ‘Why is my partner starting a fight?” 
 



	

	

 
 
 Lately I’ve suggested to most of my clients to understand and believe the statement, “It’s O.K. 
that my partner is upset with me.”  When you have made the decision that it is O.K. then it’s very 
interesting how much more power you have to resist reacting harshly, or defending and explaining. 
           
   It does not matter what your intent was.  If she feels disturbed by something you said or did, 
then that is the truth.  It is the truth about how she thought and how she felt .  It may not be the truth 
about your experience of your intentions or your behavior.  Stop moving the subject from the effect of  
your behavior on her to your intent.  Do you care about how she feels?  What will you do when you 
get worked up emotionally so that you’re doing and saying things that you’ll later regret?  Can you let 
someone comment on the way you’re talking?  Will your pride and fears keep you pushing to express 
yourself, even when you are being disrespectful and violating?   
                   
 The goal of making this agreement is to help each partner feel safe in bringing up the subject of 
the other person’s tone of voice or hostile and rejecting manner of speaking.   It’s important to 
remember that when someone invokes this agreement that person is simply saying “I feel disrespected 
or intimidated.”  This point cannot be argued with by the other and must be taken seriously, or else the 
person will feel unsafe.  When someone is speaking in hostile tones it may be very difficult to push the 
pause button and to start the conversation over.  It is worth trying though.  This time, speak more 
expressively using terms like “I feel” or “I think” without speaking in a hostile or rejecting manner.  If 
you can’t keep the tone respectful, then either simply apologize or take a time out. 
 
 How important is it for you to express and discharge angry feelings?   Or; to withdraw and 
withhold communication?   Do you have a clear distinction between expressing anger and expressing 
hostility?   Remember when you’ve been on the receiving end of an angry statement versus an 
expression of hostile energy.    

 
Angry expressions communicate something about the person who is angry.  An angry 

expressive statement refers to how you feel.  For example, “I am mad about what you did.”  
 
Hostile expressions communicate something hurtful about the other person.  For example: 

“You are worthless, useless, stupid, inadequate; I’m leaving you and besides that you’re despicable.”  
The difference between angry and hostile statements is that the angry style communicates the 
Speaker’s feeling, and the hostile way describes or hurts the other.   Using exaggeration, like, “You 
never...“ and “You always…. “  is also a bit hostile because it’s about the other.  Better said, “I rarely 
see you…. “  Or, “I frequently see you …. “  Withholding communication can be as cutting and hostile 
to your partner as screaming is to you.  The infamous ‘Silent Treatment’ can be a tool of hostility also.  
Sometimes silence is really just an honest inability to talk.  Some men feel overwhelmed in emotional  
arguments about their relationship and simply cannot engage.  But, there are clearly other withdrawn 
behaviors, which are intended to harm the partner. 



	

	

 
        What would you be willing to give up in order to be able to express hostile feelings?  Is 
blowing off some steam worth it, if the cost to you is no sex with your partner for five days; or more 
fighting... or a divorce?  The best strategy is to not let yourself get to the levels of anger and hostility 
that make you say and do things that you later regret.  Are you willing to damage the trust within the 
relationship?  That is what name calling, shaming, mocking, yelling, intimidation, rejection and 
contempt will do to your partner. 
 
    The Respect Agreement   
   

Say the next paragraphs out loud to each other while making eye contact 3 to 5 times 
with partner.  For the partner listening to the agreement, please do not read along while 
your partner is reading out loud.  Watch your partner’s face to be available for the eye 
contact. 

 

      _”(Insert partner’s name)                                               , I do not want intimidation, 

disrespect or sustained emotional withdrawal to be a part of my relationship with you.  I do 

not believe there is any justification for disrespectful behavior, whether it is my behavior or 

yours.  I am aware that sometimes my tone of voice can be critical, aggressive, rejecting, or 

sarcastic.  It makes sense for you to wonder, at these times, if I love or care about you.  Your 

word is final about whether you feel I am being harsh or that you don’t feel respected.  I will 

not argue with you about what I meant, or disagree with you in any way with your feeling 

that my tone of voice felt disrespectful to you.    

You and I will each choose the phrase that we can see ourselves using when we feel 
disrespected from this list: 

   
Ø “That felt harsh.”  
Ø “That felt disrespectful.”  

Ø “Can you frame that differently?.”  
Ø  “That felt hurtful.”  
Ø  Or “Ouch.” 

Ø Or, _ (your own short phrase) ______________________________________________ . 
 



	

	

 
 
 
My phrase is ______________________ .   My partner’s phrase is ________________________ . 
 

“If you say,     (insert chosen phrase of your partner)                                      I will immediately 
stop talking and do one or all of these five things: 

 
1. I might simply apologize and hope that’s enough to just move past it.   

2. I could do a W-A-M statement.  A WAM statement means: 

   I say W hat my part is in contributing to the problem.   

   I will A cknowledge how that affected your thoughts & feelings, and 

   I will M ake an amends statement.  

3. I may do the W-A-M statement and then try to say my point more respectfully 

using the Request for Empathy method of expressing myself.  

4. I might say, “I’ll listen to you if you listen to me.” to start a Listening Exchange. 

5. I may take a Time Out. 

 
 

                      Initials of Couple 
              _________                                                                 _________ 
              Done that!                                                                  Done that! 


