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Commiseration Vs. Appreciation
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One can express feelings in a fashion which is similar but inherently different. Say a spouse is working very hard – one can say I am sorry you are working so hard. One has expressed one's sympathy. That is not necessarily what the spouse needed. One can say Wow! You are doing so much! You are amazing! I can't believe how much you pack into a day! Here one expressed appreciation. 
In any close relationship, it is important to be able to commiserate. To express sympathy and understanding. This is part of compassion and being considerate. However, there are times when showing appreciation is what is in order. If one commiserates instead of showing appreciation, one may be hurting and weakening instead of helping.

Many people have an innate impediment to giving praise and showing appreciation. One of the ways that people compensate for it is by offering sympathy instead of appreciation. In these instances – the sympathy often serves to weaken the recipient, where appreciation would strengthen them. 
This error is sometimes subtle, however in the long run it can be harmful. A child and a spouse, naturally need appreciation. Need is an understatement. Most people thirst for appreciation. This craving and yearning within its' bounds, is normal. One place where a person is supposed to satiate this craving is in the home. One of the basic needs that a healthy home meets – is the need for appreciation. A parent who only offers commiseration – is skimping his/her child/spouse of the appreciation they need, and deserve
. 
1. You have gone through such difficult times… vs. I admire your perseverance and resolve to make things work in spite of life's complexities...
2. I am sorry you had to study so hard for this test… vs. You really stood up to the challenge and put in great work!

3. I wish I could be there for you vs. I have high regard for fact that you will be able to do it without me (you know I wish I could be there).
4. I am sorry I won't be able to make it to help set up I will try to make it up to you.  vs. I really appreciate that you will be able to set up without me, I will try to make it up to you.

Notice that the commiseration is stressing the words  you…difficult, I am sorry…, I wish…, notice the thread of sorrow, regret, and even distress that is intrinsic to commiseration. Let's not forget that sometimes commiseration is necessary. 
Notice however, the thread of positive energy, and optimism in appreciation; that is not only upbeat but even encouraging. One uses words such as I admire…, you stood up to the challenge, great work, high regard, you will be able, I appreciate. 
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Notice in the last example the concluding sentence is the same, though its connotation is different. Can you pinpoint why the connotation is different? What do we learn from this?
Obviously, giving appreciation where sympathy is in place is also wrong. Imagine a guy coming to his son who was just orphaned from his mother and telling him Son, I am proud of you, you took it like a man. The child didn't get the sympathy he needed! Obviously there are instances where one has to commiserate. There are times when the correct thing to say is You must feel awful… I feel so bad that this happened to you… I wish I could help... these are difficult times… etc. we just have to remember not to confuse commiseration with appreciation.
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Who are we focusing on when we commiserate? 
Who are we focusing on when we appreciate?

In my opinion – in commiserating we may focus on the other person or ourselves – it is important that we focus on the other. Let us take the sentence I feel so bad for you. One can end up focusing on the I feel so bad part of the sentence – one can go on and on about how similar bad things happened to them, and forget the for you part of the sentence. 
Sometimes when we commiserate instead of appreciate, it stems from an egotistical need to remain in the spotlight. Sometimes it stems from a weakness – a failure on our part to 
Honor/Appreciation, an inability to make ourselves smaller – or, make the other person bigger – if, only in our words.

When we appreciate, on the other hand, we are usually focusing on the other person.


� I sometimes suggest that couples try the following formula – you can only offer criticism – if you have offered appreciation – in the same amount, with the same vehemence, forcefulness, intensity, and enthusiasm. There is so much to appreciate about our spouse – have we shown this appreciation dutifully? If not, why do we think we have a right to express our criticism? 





� Addendum:


One of the cultural quirks that sometimes causes confusion is the saying I am sorry. In some places saying "I am sorry" is a way of showing only that one is sorry for the situation – but not accepting blame for the problem. In other places, saying I am sorry is acceptable only when one is to blame for the difficulty. As such, a person may say I am sorry to show commiseration, and the other person will respond what are you sorry about, it's not your fault, you couldn't have done anything.


Although this cultural quirk seems minor, I have known normal self-confident people who were misunderstood as being submissive and meek simply because they empathized saying I am sorry, seemingly accepting blame for all of societies problems. Needless to say, in a job interview, or regarding shiduchim such misinterpretations of behavior can have dismal consequences. 
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