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Address the deeper need of emotional validation before 
offering solutions to problems says Jason Liem

When was the last time you were upset about 
something? Perhaps you had a friend or 
colleague who was trying to help you with a 
situation. They sat with you listening as you 
described the problem. They then offered you 
suggestions as to how to solve your problem. 
Instead of feeling helped you found yourself 
getting irritated. You couldn’t fathom where 
the irritation was coming from, because after 
all they were only trying to be helpful.

Perhaps the roles were reversed, and you were 
the friend who was the listener. That you were 
the one who offered suggestions and solutions. 
But to your dismay instead of your friend being 
grateful you discovered that you have somehow 
managed to upset them even more.

When we look at either scenario it seems the 
person who is upset seems to be asking for help, 
and the person who is listening offers help. 
Unfortunately, instead of feeling helped the 
upset person seems to be even more agitated.

The Need for Emotional Validation
Yes, it’s true the upset person has the need to 
find a solution to their problem. But what we 
often fail to recognise is that there is a deeper 
need to be met before the need of a solution. 
And that is the need for a person to feel 
emotional validation. People want to know that 
it is acceptable for them to feel what they are 
feeling. They want their friend or colleague to 
recognise this.

From a rational and logical perspective we 
may roll our eyes. There’s a problem and 
here is the solution. Solve it and move on! 
Unfortunately, human beings generally don’t 

work in this way. We are emotionally-based 
creatures and to steam-roll over emotions 
(again unintentionally) leaves most of us in an 
unresolved state of mind.

This can be problematic when we go straight to 
offering solutions. What is implied (although 
unintentionally) is that there is no longer a 
reason to feel upset because you now have an 
answer to your question – a solution to your 
conundrum. The upset person picks up on the 
subtext that their feelings no longer have any 
legitimacy since the problem can be resolved. It 
is this subtext that adds fuel for even a greater 
emotional fire.

Become a Sounding Board
My suggestion to those who want to improve 
how they can help others work through 
problems is to change how they respond after 
a friend or colleague shares their thoughts and 
feelings.

Instead of going immediately into solution 
mode, such as ‘How about doing it this way…’ 

or ‘Have you considered…?’ we could respond 
by reflecting back their feelings. For example, 
you could say something along the lines of ‘I 
guess I would be angry if I faced that same 
situation’. ‘I can understand being upset if I 
was in your shoes’. ‘I think it’s natural to feel 
worried.’

Once a person feels that is it ‘normal’ to feel 
what they are feeling, there is a sense of relief 
and emotional validation. They relax and start 
to think less about their feelings and more 
about ‘how to solve’ their situation.When the 
listener reflects the emotion, a person is feeling 
he/she will feel listened to at a deep level. 
This is usually the tipping point that moves a 
person from a problem – oriented mindset to a 
solution – oriented one.

When a person is feeling worried, angry, 
frustrated or scared, as much as you might want 
to ‘solve’ their emotions, the responsibility does 
not lie with you but with them. People need to 
sort out their own feelings.

It is helpful to remember when a person comes 
to talk to you about a problem, it’s because they 
trust you and know you’re someone who really 
listens. The truth is they are talking to you 
because they want a sounding board – someone 
to help them work through their thoughts and 
feelings.

Most of the time we logically know what we 
have to do to move forward. But we need to 
first address the deeper need of emotional 
validation before the need for a solution. Once 
that is accomplished, we can more readily move 
into a reflective and solution-oriented mindset.
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