
Excerpts from Advice Columnist Amy Dickinson in WSJ on Sat. Feb. 7, 2015 

Read the letter below and then discuss the questions in your small group. 

Dear Amy, 

My husband of 39 years smokes cigars daily.  He is a retired doctor, a diabetic and he knows that 
smoking any kind of tobacco product can cause serious health problems.  He has a friend in the cigar 
business who sends him boxes of free cigars. 

He does not smoke in our home.  I have tried many times to persuade him to stop smoking (or at least to 
reduce his consumption) without success.  I let him know his family loves him and is worried about his 
health.  I have suggested he involve himself in community activities, thinking maybe he’s bored; I’ve 
even suggested counseling, as friends and I think he may be depressed (he denies this.) 

He has no hobbies other than eating and cooking, smoking cigars and watching TV.  He has always 
behaved as though the laws of nature do not apply to him. 

I recognize that I already have baseline resentment over heartaches he caused me in the past.  I don’t 
relish the idea of further punishment – having to take care of him if his own stupidity leads to health 
problems.  I am ready to say, “Dear, if you develop smoking-related health issues, you’ll need to move to 
Florida so that your so-called friend who sends you cigars can take care of you.”  I doubt this threat 
would have much of an impact, but can I do this? 

I work in health care. Every day I see cases in which spouses or family members have to care for patients 
whose poor choices have led to poor consequences.  Sometimes the caretakers are angry and resentful. 
I don’t want to end up like that.  
 

1. Underline the clear observations without evaluations: 
2. Circle any words/phrases that express an actual emotion: 
3. Could you guess what the writer might be feeling? 

 
4. Highlight any place in the letter where the writer mentions his/her own actual needs: 
5. Could you guess what needs are up for the writer? 

 
6. What is the writer’s request?  Is it clear?  Do you think it will be effective in meeting his /her 

needs? (Note: I am not asking you to solve this problem – just to answer the questions – we are 
more interested in the way the author is communicating than the actual ‘issue’ being discussed.) 

Use the table on the next page to identify a feeling and need that might be up for the speaker of each sentence. 
Then try each of the exercises below: 
 
Round 1:  One person will speak the sentence to the person next to them.  This person will respond with 
empathy (hint:  what feeling & need did you choose for that sentence in the table.) Then the person who 
responded will turn to the next person in the circle and say the next sentence. That person will respond with 
empathy and so on until all the sentences are used. Use the phrase: “Are you feeling…because you need…” 
 
Round 2:  Use the same process and this time, after focusing on the possible feeling & need that is up for the 
speaker, respond using ‘street giraffe’ – or any words that you might actually say to a friend who said that. 



Instructions:  Next to each statement, write at least one feeling and need that you are guessing might be 
behind the letter writer’s thought that is listed in the left-hand column. 

Thoughts Feelings and Needs that might be behind the 
thought: 
           Feelings                                   Needs 

1. My husband of 39 years smokes cigars 
daily.  He is a retired doctor, a diabetic 
and he knows that smoking any kind of 
tobacco product can cause serious health 
problems. 

2. He has a friend in the cigar business who 
sends him boxes of free cigars. 

3. I have tried many times to persuade him 
to stop smoking (or at least to reduce his 
consumption) without success. 

4. I let him know his family loves him and is 
worried about his health. 

5. I have suggested he involve himself in 
community activities, thinking maybe he’s 
bored. 

6. I’ve even suggested counseling, as friends 
and I think he may be depressed (he 
denies this.) 

7. He always behaves as if the laws of 
nature do not apply to him. 

8. I recognize that I already have baseline 
resentment over heartaches he caused 
me in the past. 

9. I don’t relish the idea of further 
punishment – having to take care of him 
if his own stupidity leads to health 
problems. 

10. I work in health care.  Every day I see 
cases in which spouses or family 
members have to care for patients whose 
poor choices have led to poor 
consequences. 

11. Sometimes the caretakers are angry and 
resentful. I don’t want to end up like that. 

  



 


