Positive Comments

Identify a significant loved one in your life.  Without telling the person what you are doing, count the number of negative comments that you make to that person.  For every negative comment, try to make five positive comments.  Describe what happens.  Note: Please, please, please don’t go out of your way to make negative comments to this person.  The purpose of this assignment is to help us become more aware of the number of negative comments that we make to our loved ones, the impact that those negative comments have on them, and the impact that positive comments can have on our relationships.
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This was an interesting experiment for me to attempt.  I decided that not only would I count negative comments but I would include sarcastic remarks as well.  I know I can be critical but I am also hugely sarcastic.  I think that sarcasm can be just as hurtful as negative remarks.  Even if the sarcastic remark is followed with another comment assuring the person that the remark was meant in jest, sarcasm can still be hurtful.    I also wanted to see how often I am a sarcastic remark in contrast to how often I make positive remarks.  I decided that I would try this on my husband and son.  I added one more condition to this experiment.   Since, I know I am keeping track of myself and will probably censor myself more; I will also count the number of times I think about commenting in a negative or sarcastic manner.
The first thing I noticed with this experiment was how often I make or think of a sarcastic or negative comment.  When someone makes a comment, it seems like my first response is some sort of negative remark.  These comments seem to come very easy to me.  It’s almost instantaneous that a comment forms in my mind when someone says something.  However, when I felt like responding in a sarcastic or negative way, I would try to comment in a positive manner.  If the comment escaped my mouth, I would wait a few minutes then complement and praise my husband or son.  When I would make these little speeches of praise, my husband would look at me funny and ask me what was wrong with me. I would tell him that I was just trying to be more positive.  My son would just smile, hug me and go back to playing. 
I found that I was not as sarcastic or negative with my son as I was with my husband.  I also realized that I am far more negative and sarcastic than I had originally supposed.  I was almost disturbing how many times a day I would think of a sarcastic remark.   As the day progressed, I started thinking about how many times I would think of or respond with a positive comment.  Those comments seemed to be few and far between.  I also became aware of how my husband started to respond to me.  He seemed much more affectionate that usual.  When I would praise him, he would respond with long embraces and positive comments of his own.    He told me later on that night that he never knew I could be so kind.  To hear him say that broke my heart a little.  I had always assumed that I praised him just as much as I criticized.  I realized that I would reach for a negative or sarcastic comment before I would think of something positive or encouraging.
I knew I praised my son often.  My husband and I decided when he was born that praise and encouragement would be a central idea for his development.  Even when he has done something that was bad or broken a rule, we wanted to be constructive with his punishments.  We wanted him to understand the difference between right and wrong, but not make him feel bad about himself.  So praising our son was easy.  Little did I know that my husband needed the same praise and encouragement as my son needs.   I didn’t realize how hard it was ignore my impulse to respond in the negative but it became easier when I saw how my spouse responded to my complements and praise.

