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Commentary Transcript: Big Little Lies
Clip 3: Season 1, Episode 1

The relationship between Madeline and Bonnie is tense. Bonnie is married to Madeline’s ex-
husband, and Madeline is putting on a play that Bonnie seems to be undermining. Madeline’s
older daughter, Abigail, has a close relationship with Bonnie, which Madeline doesn’t love.

Let’s watch the scene.
[PLAY SCENE]

If we look at this scene through the lens of connective communication and healthy coping, it
highlights a couple of things: First, Madeline’s tendency to express intolerance through her
vocal tone—something her character excels at. It also demonstrates how Madeline is making
her child responsible for her own emotional reactions, and in doing so, is missing valuable
opportunities to connect.

Let’s break this down.

PAUSE: “She signed a petition to stop our production of Avenue Q.”

Madeline’s vocal tone is basically saying, “That Bonnie you like so much—do you know what
she did to me today?” Madeline wants to help Abigail see that her “precious” Bonnie isn’t so
great. That’s not the same as saying, “l know you really like Bonnie, and it’s important to me
that you have strong female role models. It just hurts my feelings that she signed a petition
against the play I’m putting on.”

PAUSE: “...feeling demoralized and defrauded by the false promises of tomorrow.”

This is a great example of not knowing how your tone is coming across. There’s a tinge in
Madeline’s voice of, “You just don’t understand how valuable this is.” Madeline wants to
convey the importance of the work she’s doing, but she’s framing it through the lens of anger
at Bonnie, irritation at her daughter, and wanting others to see the same value in the play that
she does. This is very different than saying something like, “They explore a bunch of topics that
affect young people. | hope there will be something in it that you connect with.”

PAUSE: “I can get all that here.”

| have to say | laughed out loud at that line. So well delivered... Why see your play when that’s
the story of my life? In reality, this was one of the heaviest lines in this episode because Abigail
is really saying something like, “I feel demoralized and disenchanted and my home life isn’t
helping.” Abigail may be saying it flippantly, but she is exposing a very serious truth. The kind
of truth that can cause kids serious problems. And her Mom is missing it.

PAUSE: Mom walks away.
OK, let’s be real. Parents have bad days. Kids can be annoying. It’s not like any of us can
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always say or do the right thing. But parents might try to remember that they are the adults and
that everything they do is being interpreted by their kids as a lesson in how to be a person.
Taking care of yourself when you’re emotional is a great lesson to give your kids—but by
walking away, Madeline makes the situation about her feelings, not about how she handled the
communication up to this point or the discontent Abigail just expressed. Madeline is basically
closing off to her kid so she can nurse her own hurt.

Madeline taking it personally, shutting down communication, and walking away with a nasty
look is different than saying, “OK, wow, I’'ve had a really hard day and that hurt my feelings. |
need a minute.”

Even better, Madeline could have taken a deep breath and said any number of more productive
things, such as, “I'm sorry, | can tell I’'m coming across as bitchy. I’'m just really afraid that the
play is going to be canceled.”

Or, instead of making it about her, and if she’d created a positive relationship with Abigalil
before this point, she could have said...

“Do you want to talk about the things that make you feel that way?” or
“What would you like to be different about your life?” or

“Can we talk more about that? That sounds serious and I’m curious, what would you say is the
hardest thing about your life?”

Of course, odds are good that Abigail would know better than to answer any of these
questions honestly because, no matter what she said, Madeline is unlikely to focus on Abigail’s
needs instead of her own.

PAUSE: “What did | say?”

| laughed out loud at this line because it mirrors reality in a sadly funny way. That’s such a
teenager line. But it’s unskillful to think that a kid should carefully consider their words when
that’s not the behavior they’ve seen modeled.

Madeline takes a nasty tone and digs at people a lot in this series, and at Abigail, and Madeline
seems to expect no consequences or talk-back. Abigail seems to be doing exactly what
Madeline has taught her by example—speaking without concern for the feelings of others. Mom
shouldn’t be all that surprised because she taught Abigail how to do it.

If this were real life, a healthier sequence would have played out differently. I'll start the revised
dialogue with Madeline’s husband Ed, who is talking to Abigail.
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Ed: Mom will be down in a minute. She had a hard day and she’s trying to reboot before she
comes down.

Abigail: What’s going on?

Ed: There is a petition against the play she is working on, and she found out that Bonnie signed
it.

Abigail: Oh, that sucks.
Ed: Yeah, it really hurt her feelings. Let’s support her the best we can tonight, OK?

When Madeline comes downstairs, having calmed down by taking care of her emotional
needs, her interactions with her family might be very different.

A few thoughts about this exploration...

Madeline might have had a lot of different options in real life. One of them would have been
taking care of herself before she came down, like in the revised dialogue. One of them would
have been starting off differently by keeping her judgment about Bonnie’s relationship with
Abigail out of her tone, and focusing instead on her feelings of betrayal.

When Abigail said, “l can get all that here,” Mom could have gotten curious and followed up

with Abigail. She could have stayed instead of walking away, or she could have walked away
and then taken up the thread later when she’d calmed down. But that’s all about Mom. Let’s

talk about the kids.

Clearly, there isn’t a lot of trust here between Madeline and Abigail, or Abigail would have
raised her feelings in a more connective moment and been more aware of the effect her words
would have on her Mom. Even at the best of times, teenagers tend to say a lot with very few
words. Those few words can offer parents an “in” to their kids’ experience of life.

No matter how bad it feels to have your kid say they don’t like something—or worse, they don’t
like you or what you’re doing—taking it personally guarantees you’ll miss the opportunity to go
deeper, connect, and figure out what positive changes can be made. Madeline ends up being
the sulky teenager here, expecting support from Abigail that Madeline hasn’t modeled.

Tying back to the opportunities Madeline missed when she walked away...

Maybe, if Madeline had modeled healthy coping, developed trust with Abigail, or even just
engaged her with empathy in this situation, Abigail might have been given the space to say
something like...
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“My life is really hard” or

“You don’t seem to care what it’s like for me to live with your constant anger and judgment” or
“You always make things about your feelings and act like no one else has any.”

Ouch, right? But who is the adult here, and who is learning how to be an adult?

On some level, a kid’s job is to fight you, to assert themselves, and differentiate their ideas from
yours. Asking what they think—and why—is a great way to keep the focus on them; not
making them say things the way you need to hear them, but listening, picking up threads they
offer, and giving them the support they need to create stable, healthy lives.

At the LifeLab, we know that vocal tone can open up, or close down, communication, and it’s
most productive to keep your tone out of the “You’re dumb,” “You’re annoying me,” or “l don’t
respect you” range. We also think that it’s far more fun to get to what’s behind an emotional
response than being tossed around in someone else’s tantrum of triggered feelings. Blindly
venting emotions may be great for Hollywood. Taking things personally adds conflict to
dramatic writing. But, for our purposes, it’s not enjoyable and it’s not healthy communication.

Every conversation is a chance to build, create, or repair trust and closeness. Managing our
own feelings so that we can hear the feelings of others is an essential skill to practice if you
want to strengthen your relationships.

We’re all learning as we go, and there is no perfect way to think, feel, be, or communicate. The
lesson here is to take care of yourself so that you don’t put your stuff on other people
(especially your kids), and to notice when someone is offering you an “in” to understanding
them better. Being the adult—not taking the things your kids say personally —allows you to
connect with what’s real for them and build a more connected relationship. They’re learning
how to be an adult. And they learn the most from you.

Here are a few questions you’re invited to consider related to these topics...

. Do you have rituals or habits that help you care for yourself after difficult experiences
Do you feel rushed in your life, and think there isn’t enough time to take care of yourself
because other people need you? What might you do to create more space for self-care
in your day and model self-care for your kids?

. Do you notice that you project or transmit negative vibes to the people in your life? Are
you more likely to share thoughts on what’s going wrong than what’s going right?

. If you have children, do you see them demonstrating any of your own communication
and coping habits? Do those habits primarily support or undermine positive
interactions? What do they need to learn from you to become more effective
communicators as they grow up?
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OK, that’s an exploration of taking care of yourself so you don’t throw nasty tone on the people
you love, and making the most of opportunities to understand and support your kids. | hope
you found a few useful tidbits that you can apply in your own life.
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