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The Expert 

on Everyone Else 

He can read anyone in the room. He was never taught to read 
himself. 

 
A guide to the adaptation that turns a child into a reader of rooms, and to the 

development it consumes. 

 
 

M C I N N I S M E N T A L H E A L T H . C O M 

Dennard McInnis, LCSW-S, LCDC 

Clinical examples in this guide are composites or have been altered to protect privacy. Names and identifying 
details have been changed or invented. 
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S E C T I O N  O N E 

The Pattern 

Ask him about his wife and he is fluent. He can tell you what she felt on Tuesday, why she felt it, 
what set it off three days earlier, and what she will probably do about it on Friday. He is not 
guessing. He is almost always right. 

Ask him what he wanted on Tuesday and the room goes quiet. Ask him what he wants today 
and he will be even more confused. 

The quiet is not evasion. He is looking for something and not finding it. Watch the latency. Ask 
what she felt and he answers immediately. Ask what he felt and he begins searching. The 
difference is not that she is easier to understand. It is that he has spent thousands of hours 
practicing one search and almost none practicing the other. The search for her has become 
automatic. The search for himself is still unfamiliar. He came in to talk about the marriage. He 
will talk about the marriage for fifty minutes and never once appear in it. 

Easy to mistake this for personality. It may be protection, and the difference has to be 
established rather than assumed. 

The tell may be the latency gap, not the content. Time it silently in the first two sessions. 
Fluency about others plus a search delay about the self is a clue worth following. It is 
not enough by itself to establish the pattern. If there is no delay and he simply has never 
been asked, this may be something else. 

◆  T H E  M C I N N I S  M E T H O D 
R E A L I T Y An adult’s mood governed the house without warning, and the consequences landed 

regardless of what you did to head them off. 
T H R E A T You could not see what was coming. Not seeing it left you exposed. 
P R O T E C T I O N You learn to read every signal and turn attention outward, toward the source of the 

unpredictability. 
F U N C T I O N Reading the room accurately let you get ahead of what was coming and kept you, and 

whoever you were protecting, safer. 
C O S T The instrument that reads everyone else was never pointed inward. You became fluent 

about other people and a stranger to your own wants. 
C A P A C I T Y Self-contact is still available. You can see it in the places where you already know what you 

want, even briefly. 
A C T I O N When you find yourself focused entirely on someone else, ask what you feel, want, or are 

protecting. 

———————————————  ◆  ——————————————— 
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S E C T I O N  T W O 

What Was Actually Happening 

Before the pattern makes sense, the reality has to be stated plainly, without the client's 
interpretation layered on top. 

An adult's mood governed the house. It could turn without a visible cause. Consequences 
arrived without warning and were handed out without proportion. Sometimes the trigger was 
alcohol, exhaustion, or money. Sometimes there was no obvious reason for it. The severity is not 
the point. The point is that it could not be predicted from outside, and it landed on the child 
regardless. 

That is the reality. Not my mother did her best.  Not my father was difficult. Those are 
conclusions. The reality is the mechanism: an unpredictable adult state followed by unavoidable 
consequences. As long as therapy stays at the level of conclusions, people often end up debating, 
defending, forgiving, or blaming. The adaptation remains untouched because the mechanism 
that created it has still not been named. 

CLINICALNOTE 
Clients almost always arrive with the conclusion already installed, usually as forgiveness or as 
indictment. Both skip the step. Hold reality before you allow movement to interpretation. If he 
cannot describe a Tuesday evening in that house without editorializing, he has not made 
contact with reality yet, and everything you build after this will be built on the editorial 
instead of the person living through it. 

———————————————  ◆  ——————————————— 

S E C T I O N  T H R E E 

The Threat, and the Protection It Bought 

An unpredictable environment with unavoidable consequences can organize around a specific 
threat: I cannot see what is coming. 

The child does the only available thing. He learns to see what is coming. 

He is nine, and he hears the truck in the driveway. He is already working. Did the door shut or 
did it slam? How long between the engine cutting and the door? The keys hit the counter, and he 
knows the difference between keys set down and keys thrown, and he knew before he could 
have told you he knew. Three steps across the kitchen, and he is counting the weight of them. 
Then the sound he is actually listening for, which is his mother going quiet. Not what she says. 
The quiet. When she goes quiet he has about ninety seconds, and he uses them to get his sister 
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upstairs and to decide which version of himself is going to be standing in that kitchen when his 
father comes through the door. 

He is right most of the time. The reading is not paranoid or distorted. Small changes really did 
tell him something about what was coming, so he learned to watch for them. 

This is what the McInnis Method calls an adaptive protection response: attention is redirected outward toward the source of 
unpredictability. In this case, protection organizes attention around threat while making self-contact less available. By 
adolescence, the outward redirection no longer requires a decision. It runs. 

CLINICALNOTE 
Name the protection as competence before you name it as cost, and mean it. He will defend 
the monitoring, because the monitoring is the thing he is best at and the thing other people 
praise him for. If he hears you call his greatest skill a symptom, he will agree with you out loud 
and protect it privately. Say the true thing instead: it works, it has always worked, and it is 
running in rooms where nobody needs it anymore. 

———————————————  ◆  ——————————————— 

S E C T I O N  F O U R 

Attention Is the Medium 

Development follows attention. What receives repeated attention gets practiced. What receives 
very little attention does not. 

A child who spends ten thousand hours predicting an adult's emotional state becomes very 
good at predicting emotional states. That is what repetition does. 

The same is true of noticing what you want, trusting your own read, or knowing what you feel. 
Those abilities develop through use too. He spent far less time practicing them.  

Which is why the pattern can respond to therapy. Some of what looks missing may have simply 
received very little attention over the years. That can change. 

CLINICALNOTE 
This is why insight alone does not change the pattern, and why bright clients can stall. He may 
understand the formulation in one session and still be unable to answer what did you want in 
session twenty. Understanding what happened is different from learning to direct attention 
toward himself. That takes practice. Tell him what you are doing so that slow progress does 
not feel like failure. 

———————————————  ◆  ——————————————— 

S E C T I O N  F I V E 

The Trade 
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Here is the part that matters most, and it is easy to miss. 

The protection did not only say look over there. It said spend yourself over there. Attention is 
how a development allocates itself, so a protection that captures attention is not just aiming a 
searchlight. It is deciding where a childhood gets invested. 

So the trade is not a trade of focus. It is a trade of development. 

He became observant, accurate, useful. He is the one people call. He reads a room before he is 
through the door, and he paid for that, and the currency was everything on the other side of the 
ledger. Recognizing his own desire. Trusting his own judgment when it disagrees with someone 
else's. Disappointing a person and staying in the room afterward. 

Decades later he does not experience these as unpracticed. He experiences them as facts about 
himself. 

I guess I'm just indecisive. 
I don't really know who I am. 
I don't have hobbies. I've never been a hobbies guy. 

Each may be a trait. It may also be a capacity that became unavailable under particular 
conditions. The work is finding out which. 

His readings may be highly accurate. What happened is that a developmental budget got spent 
heavily in one direction for years. The other direction may be less practiced in this particular 
room. The important question is whether the capacity is actually missing or whether it survived 
somewhere else. 

CLINICALNOTE 
Catch the qualifier every time. I guess. I'm just. I've never been. That is where an unpracticed 
capacity gets converted into a settled identity, and the conversion is what makes it feel 
permanent. Don't argue with the content. Ask when he last had occasion to practice the thing 
he says he is bad at. 

———————————————  ◆  ——————————————— 

S E C T I O N  S I X 

The Role Nobody Assigned 

In a lot of these homes the child becomes the stabilizer. Nobody announces it. The family just 
reorganizes around him, and the reorganization is invisible because it is silent and because it 
works. 
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He heads off the argument before it starts. He gets the younger one out of the room. He manages 
the anxious parent so the volatile one does not have to be managed. He absorbs tension that 
would otherwise land somewhere it cannot be absorbed. He is nine. 

The role does not end when he leaves the house. He becomes the manager of his wife's mood, 
his employer's expectations, and his adult siblings' unfinished business, just as he once 
managed the emotional climate at home. 

CLINICALNOTE 
Ask him directly who he is currently stabilizing. He will name someone fast, then a second, 
then look mildly surprised at how long the list gets. The list is your intake. It tells you where 
the protection is running now, which is where you have to work, because he cannot practice 
contact against a childhood that is over. 

———————————————  ◆  ——————————————— 

S E C T I O N  S E V E N 

Where Contact Broke 

To hold the protection in place, certain interior states had to become unavailable. Not 
eliminated. Unavailable. 

Over time, those interior states may have become harder to access in the places where 
accessing them carried a cost. 

Call them forbidden rooms. The rooms are still furnished. He has not been in one for thirty 
years, and the door has been shut long enough that he no longer registers it as a door. 

That is the contact failure at the center of this. He is not out of touch with other people. He is in 
extraordinary touch with other people. He is out of touch with himself, in exactly the places 
where being in touch would once have cost him. 

CLINICALNOTE 
The rooms show up in the body and in the timing before they show up in the words. Flat 
recitation of an event that should carry heat. The jaw. The shift in the chair. The it wasn't a big 
deal that arrives before anyone suggested it was. Mark the door. Come back to it later. Do not 
force it open the session you find it. 

———————————————  ◆  ——————————————— 

S E C T I O N  E I G H T 

Interrupting the Protection in the Room 
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A client with this pattern can spend fifty minutes analyzing someone who is not present, and 
the analysis will be good. Insightful, organized, clinically interesting. It is also the protection, 
running in your office, on your hour. 

Interrupt it. Not once, as a technique. Continuously, as the treatment. 

The interruption is small and repetitive: 

•   What happened inside you when she said that? 

•   What did you want to happen? 

•   Where did you go just then? 

•   You told me what she felt. What did you feel? 

•   What were you protecting? 

Each time he turns his attention inward, he practices something that has never come easily. At 
first, what he answers matters less than whether he can look. 

If you find yourself reluctant to interrupt because the conversation is going so well, 
notice your reluctance. You may have been recruited into the same organization. Check 
before you conclude. 
 

S E C T I O N  N I N E 

Clinical Illustration 

This is a composite. The intervals are illustrative. They describe the shape of a change this 
framework predicts, not an observed outcome, and no reader should treat them as one. 
Whether latency actually shortens under this treatment is an open question, and it is the 
central one. 

A man in his forties comes in over the marriage. He is precise about his wife. He can name the 
day her mood turned and the reason it turned, and when his account is checked against hers, he 
is largely correct. 

Asked what he felt, he reports on her again. Asked a second time, he says he was fine. The first 
thing of his own that he identifies arrives days late. He says he thinks he was disappointed on 
Saturday. It is Wednesday. 

That is the beginning. Not the disappointment. The four days. 
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The work does not add a communication skill. It repeats one question in different forms, and 
what it is aiming at is the interval. The prediction is that the interval closes. Days to hours. 
Hours to the session itself. Eventually he notices resentment while it is happening, says so out 
loud, and finds that he survives it. 

If that is what happens, notice what did not change. He is no more insightful about his wife than 
he was in session one. He was never short of insight about his wife. What changed is that he is 
now present in his own marriage, which means his wife is finally negotiating with someone who 
is actually in the room. 

CLINICALNOTE 
Latency is the variable worth recording, not insight. And it is almost certainly not one number. 
Expect it to differ by feeling: anger in real time, grief two weeks out, desire not at all, shame 
only after somebody else reacts. A man can be current on one and thirty years behind on 
another. Log the emotion with the interval. Note whether it was spontaneous or prompted. 

———————————————  ◆  ——————————————— 

S E C T I O N  T E N 

Contact, Then Action 

Recovery is not caring less. The empathy stays, and any attempt to strip it out will be resisted, 
correctly. 

Recovery is contact restored. Giving himself the same patient attention he has spent thirty years 
giving everyone else. 

When action is appropriate, contact usually needs to come first. Otherwise the client may 
simply perform the action the therapist appears to want: 

•   Decisions improve, because a decision finally has access to accurate information about the 
person making it. 

•   Limits get easier, because a limit requires knowing what you want, and he now sometimes 
does. 

•   Eventually he stops organizing himself solely around the weather in the room. 

He will still read a room faster than anyone in it. He just will not be required to. Before, that 
ability existed alone. Now it is joined by capacities that never had the same opportunity to 
develop. He no longer has to choose between understanding everyone else and understanding 
himself. Now those capacities work together. 
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CLINICALNOTE 
Watch for action that skipped contact. He can produce a boundary on request. Producing what 
is wanted is his oldest skill, and he will hand you one to end the discomfort of a session. A 
boundary he cannot trace to something he wants is compliance in new vocabulary. Send him 
back for the middle step. Action without contact is the protection, learning your language. 

———————————————  ◆  ——————————————— 

R E F L E C T I O N 

Questions to Consider 
•   Whose emotions do you monitor most often, and when did you start? 

•   What capacity have you practiced for thirty years? 

•   What capacity has never had a single decent rep? 

•   Who are you currently stabilizing? 

•   If no one's emotional stability depended on you, where would your attention go? 
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W H E R E  T H I S  L E A V E S  U S 

What the Protection Actually Took 

Becoming the expert on everyone else kept you safe. It worked, and it is still running. 

But what it captured was never just your attention. It was where you spent yourself. Your 
development organized itself around watching for what was coming, because for a long time 
that was the only capacity that reliably kept you safe. 

Recovery is not learning to notice other people less. It is letting the center of your psychological 
organization move off the adaptation and back toward reality, toward your own values, and 
toward the capacities that were never damaged, only unfunded. 

 

Look for where those capacities already survived. With whom? Under what conditions? The 
work is not necessarily creating them from nothing. It may be helping them become 
available in rooms where protection once made them too costly to use. 

 

B o t t o m  L i n e 

You became good at reading other people because there was a 
reason to. Knowing yourself received far less practice. That can 
change. 

 


