
“I” Messages 

Now we will move into the section of problem ownership that focuses on you. When you 
own the problem, you are the one that is upset. Then the best way to get your message 
across to the other person while focusing on the outcome of maintaining rapport, is to use 
an “I” message. 

There are four main outcomes when you own a problem: 

1. You want the situation to change 

2. You’d like to ensure that similar situations don’t happen in the future 

3. You want to preserve your relationship and rapport with the other person 

4. You want to preserve the self-esteem of the other person 
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When you are the one with the problem, you need a problem solving skill for yourself.  
This is the “I” message.  To send an “I” message to the other person, we will focus on 3 key 
pieces of information: 

• Sensory-Specific Behavior 

• Concrete Effects 

• Feeling State 
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Sensory-Specific Behavior 

Be very careful when describing sensory-specific behavior so that you aren’t using 
judgments instead. 

A simple way to check whether or not your sensory-specific behavior description is going 
to work is asking yourself, “Would the other person agree that this actually 
happened?” 

Using universals like “always” & “never” will probably not get agreement from the other 
person. Another area to avoid is guessing the person’s intention.  

“You purposely…” “You deliberately…” “You knew exactly what you were doing…” 

These statements will surely spark a continued debate about the sensory-specific behavior. 

Judgment Sensory-Specific Behavior 

You are so insensitive! When someone arrives 10 minutes late.

Arriving home at some unbelievable hour, 
crashing through the house loud enough to 

wake the dead! 

Arriving home at 1 AM and shutting the 
door loud enough that I woke up.

Never bothering to get work ready on time! Leaving the report on my desk four days 
after we arranged for it to be done.
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Concrete Effects 

These need to be actual physical effects that the other person can agree with.   

“When you arrived home late, I got so worried I almost died.” 

This probably won’t pass the test with the other person. 

“I spent 45 minutes calling people asking if they had seen you.” 

This statement is much easier to accept and agree with. 

Sometimes there won’t be a concrete effect for you. It is OK to deliver your “I” message 
without the concrete effect. 

Feeling State 

What is the feeling you have as a result of the behavior? This is the most important part of 
the “I” message.   

Saying something like, “I feel you are an inconsiderate jerk” isn’t what we are after when 
describing our feelings.   

“I feel you are putting pressure on me.” Is also not a feeling state. It’s a belief. What we are 
looking for is a pure feeling that is happening inside of you. 

“I feel lonely.” This is a pure feeling state.   

Here’s an easy way to check if you have a feeling state or a belief/opinion – put the word 
“that” after your feeling and if the sentence still makes sense, then it’s a belief or an 
opinion. 

“I feel that you are putting pressure on me.” This still makes sense, so it’s a belief. 
“I feel that you are an inconsiderate jerk.” This still makes sense, so it’s an opinion. 
“I feel that lonely.” This doesn’t make sense, so it’s a pure feeling.  
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Choose a situation in your life where you have a problem and you want to deliver an “I” 
message to the other person. Use this formula to craft your “I” message: 

“When (sensory-specific behavior) happens, the result is (concrete effect) and I feel 
(feeling word)” 

“When you don’t turn up for an appointment we’ve made, I end up not being able to use 
the time I’ve put aside and I feel resentful.” 

It’s not always necessary to use the “feel” word.  If you are speaking to someone who is 
highly auditory digital (Ad/Id), then you can rephrase the feeling part like this:  

“When you don’t turn up for an appointment we’ve made, I end up not being able to use 
the time I’ve put aside and I resent it.” 

Or 

“I resent not being able to use the time I put aside for your appointment.”   
In this example, the feeling came first, then the effect, and then the behavior. 

Offering solutions is not part of the “I” message.  The goal is to offer the “I” 
message and see what the response is. There are 3 results that can occur. 

1. The person apologizes or otherwise agrees with your message and rapport is 
restored. No one has a problem. 

2. The other person disagrees that you have a real problem at all. This is a conflict of 
values. 

3. The other person agrees that you have a problem and they have a problem of their 
own if you get what you want. This is a conflict of needs. 
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Problem “I” Messages 

Situation 1: 

Situation 2: 

Behavior:

Effects:

Feelings:

Behavior:

Effects:

Feelings:
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Positive “I” Messages 

Using a positive “I” message is just as powerful in communication as when you own a 
problem. You can tell people that you appreciate something about them and have a 
smaller chance that they will discount your positive feedback.   

Here’s an example of how someone would normally deliver a compliment: 

Trainer: “You’re doing really well with learning these “I” messages!” 

Student:  “Not really.  I can’t seem to do it the way you showed us.” 

Trainer: “No. You are. You’ve only just started; you’re doing great!” 

Student:  “Rubbish. I’ve never been any good at these sorts of things. It’s no use in 
pretending.” 

Trainer: “Don’t be so negative!” 

Student: “Don’t be so pushy!” 

With a positive “I” message and our reflective listening skills, it can sound like this: 

Trainer: “I’m impressed with the clear sensory-specific behavior in your “I” message!” 

Student:  “Not really. I can’t seem to do it the way you showed us.” 

Trainer: “You think you’re doing it the wrong way?” 

Student:  “I think I’m doing it correctly, but it doesn’t seem natural.” 

Trainer: “So you would like it to feel more natural? Well, for your first time, I hear the 
sensory-specific behavior clearly.  I’m impressed.” 

Student: “Oh. Well, thank you! I’ll keep practicing. I’m sure it will get easier.” 
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Positive “I” Messages 

Situation 1: 

Situation 2: 

Behavior:

Effects:

Feelings:

Behavior:

Effects:

Feelings:
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