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Feeling Judged
When what we hear and what someone says feel different
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A comment can have more than one meaning.

Our interpretation is shaped by context, past experiences, fatigue, sensory load, rejection sensitivity

and relationship history. The meaning we hear is real as an experience, but it is not always the

meaning intended.

THE COMMUNICATION PATHWAY

Words spoken → Meaning heard → Body response → Reaction → Opportunity to check. Slowing the

pathway can create space between the first interpretation and the next action.

TWO THINGS CAN BE TRUE

Someone may not intend criticism, and their words may still hurt. Curiosity is useful when it is safe; it is not a

requirement to excuse repeated put-downs or disrespect.

TRY THIS THREE-STEP PAUSE

1. Name the words, without adding a motive. 2. Notice the story your mind supplied. 3. Decide whether

clarification, a boundary or a pause would help.

A helpful question: “What did you mean by that?”
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What was said?
Separating words, interpretation and possible intention
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SAID: You seem quiet today.

HEARD: They think I am boring or awkward.

ANOTHER POSSIBILITY: They may simply have noticed a change and be checking in.

SAID: Have you finished that yet?

HEARD: I am failing and they are disappointed.

ANOTHER POSSIBILITY: They might need to plan the next step or understand timing.

SAID: You are very sensitive.

HEARD: My feelings are wrong.

ANOTHER POSSIBILITY: The comment may be dismissive; you can ask for respectful language without

doubting your feelings.

SAID: Can we talk later?

HEARD: They are angry with me.

ANOTHER POSSIBILITY: They could be busy, overloaded or seeking time to think.

SAID: I would do it differently.

HEARD: They think I am incapable.

ANOTHER POSSIBILITY: They may be offering another approach, though delivery matters.
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Why words can land heavily
Communication differences and emotional context
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PAST MESSAGES

If criticism or comparison was common earlier in life, ambiguous comments may be interpreted through that

history. This is understandable, but it is not proof of present intent.

NEURODIVERGENT COMMUNICATION

Literal processing, direct speech, differences in tone, slower processing and sensory overload can create

mismatches. Neither style is automatically wrong; clarity and mutual respect help.

WHEN THE BODY REACTS FIRST

Tension, heat, a racing heart or the urge to withdraw can arrive before reflection. A pause, movement, water

or reduced stimulation may make a later conversation easier.

WHEN IT IS NOT A MISUNDERSTANDING

Repeated contempt, humiliation, threats or controlling behaviour are not merely different interpretations. You

can prioritise safety, boundaries and support rather than trying to reframe harm.
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From reaction to clarification
Practical words that protect dignity and connection
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ASK FOR MEANING

“I am not sure how to take that. Could you explain?” “When you said that, did you mean you wanted

something changed?” “Could you say that more directly?”

NAME IMPACT WITHOUT ASSUMING MOTIVE

“I know you may not have intended criticism, but it landed painfully.” “I felt judged when I heard that. Can we

slow down?”

SET A BOUNDARY

“I am happy to discuss this, but not if I am called names.” “I need a pause before I can respond.” “Please

ask rather than making assumptions about my intentions.”

REPAIR AFTER MISUNDERSTANDING

“I interpreted your words as criticism. I would like to check whether I understood.” “We may be hearing each

other differently. Can we start again?”
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Your reflection worksheet
Explore • Compare • Reflect • Reframe
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1 What exactly was said?

2 What did I hear, and how did it feel?

3 What other meanings are possible, if any?

4 What would help: clarity, reassurance, a boundary or space?

Remember: you do not have to replace your feelings with a positive explanation.

The aim is choice and understanding, not self-doubt.



