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What if I asked you a question that you 

don't feel comfortable answering? What 

should you do? 
 

How about: do these pants make me 

look fat?  

 

Or: how come you don't have a 

Facebook account? 

 

You probably don't want to answer 

the first question because you are 

afraid to hurt my feelings, and you 

don't want to answer the second one 

because there may be a reason that is 

so personal, something that happened 

to you in the past on Facebook that 

made you delete it and never want to 

be on Facebook again.  

 

So how would you answer? By 

changing the subject? By answering 

with a white lie? By keeping silent? 

 

Well, those responses reduce your 

trustworthiness. I will trust you less if 

you did any of those. Three pages into 

his book Silent Messages, Albert 

Mehrabian wrote that "when our 

words contradict the silent messages 

contained within them, others 

mistrust what we say." While your 

words (or white lie) say one thing, 

your tone of voice and body language 

will say something else. You can't 

control your non-verbal 

communications, yet 93% of your 

message is conveyed through it. I can 

tell that you are saying one thing and 

meaning something else. The 

trustworthiness component that will 

hurt you is intimacy.  

 

If you avoid answering my question 

altogether by keeping silent or 

changing the subject, I will trust you 

less because I will assume we have less 

shared values than we do.  

 

 

 

 

So, what should you do? 

 

If you don't want to hurt my feelings 

by telling me that my new pants make 

me look fat, just say that you would 

rather not answer that. Frankly, just 

say that they do. You are not trying to 

hurt my feelings intentionally, and if I 

take it personally and become 

emotional and irrational, well, it's 

100% my choice. But don't lie. Besides, 

if you really believe that my new pants 

make me look fat, don't you have a 

moral obligation to me to tell me so? 

To prevent me from embarrassing 

myself? You may find that losing my 

trust would be worse than hurting my 

feelings.  

 

And if the reason you don't want to 

answer is personal and you don't want 

to talk about it, just say so! "It's 

personal, and I don't want to talk 

about it." I will respect you more than 

if you simply try to avoid answering, 

and if I respect you more--I trust you 

more (this will have an effect on 

competence and shared values).  

 

Don't stay silent, don't change the 

subject, and don't respond with white 

lies. You will lose my trust.  

 

Trust me, 

 

Yoram. 
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