GETTING TO
THE POINT

How Do You Have a Clear
Conversation With All That
Interference?
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THE PROBLEM WITH COMMUNICATION ... IS THE ILLUSION THAT
IT HAS BEEN ACCOMPLISHED. GEORGE BERNARD SHAW

INTRODUCTION

Year after year, communications are identified as the cause of employee morale and
performance problems, corporate scandals, divorces, fractured friendships. Have you ever
wondered why people, teams and organizations can’t seem to get it right? It is not like
communications is a new concept. The truth is there are so many factors that can interfere
with how each of us send and receive information that it is remarkable when

communications are actually effective!

Do you want to increase the odds of communicating effectively on a daily basis as well as in
potentially difficult situations? If your answer is yes, then Getting to the Point can help you.
Getting to the Point provides guidance on how to maneuver through the minefields of
interferences to ensure that your communications accomplish what you intend. The starting
point is understanding what makes communicating so difficult, and then learning how to

positively influence even the most difficult conversation.

The basic concepts affecting conversations between two people or among many people are
the same. However, with each person who is added to a conversation its complexity and the
opportunity for a break-down increase exponentially. For the purpose of this guide,
simplicity trumps complexity. Therefore, in the interest of simplicity, this guide and

workbook will focus primarily on conversations that take place between two people.
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WHAT MAKES COMMUNICATING SO DIFFICULT?

Let’s look at an example of how easy it is for communications to get off track and have

unintended consequences.

John, a project manager for a systems design company, is under pressure to complete a
project for an important client. Mary has just returned to work after recovering from major
surgery, and she is immediately assigned to John’s project. This is the first time Mary has
worked with John and she knows very little about him. Mary wants to hit the ground
running to make a good impression on John, so she checks-in with other members of the
project team to get up to speed on the project and the report she had just been assigned.
When Mary meets with John for the first time, he looks angry. He tells Mary that he needs
the report that was assigned to her that morning as quickly as possible because her delay is
holding up the rest of the team. Mary is hurt and embarrassed, she thought John would at
least welcome her to the team. At the same time, John feels frustrated. Mary has an
excellent reputation and he specifically requested that she be assigned to his project when
she returned to work. However, Mary has been out of work for a month, the office is
working under a tight deadline and he couldn’t help but notice that Mary spent most of the
morning visiting with her co-workers and other project members rather than working on the

report that he needs.

Immediately following her encounter with John, Mary begins working on the assigned report
even though by now she if feeling quite angry at how she was treated. It is no surprise that
she is having trouble concentrating. And, she is no longer thinking about making a good
impression since it is obvious from their meeting that John has already formed a very low
opinion of her, so she just wants to get the report done. When Mary finishes the report, she
e-mails a copy to John and the project team. Information from Mary’s report is
incorporated into the work of two other project team members. One final review is
conducted before sending the completed project off to the client. During that review, one of
the team members discovers that there is an error in Mary’s report that no one noticed
earlier. As a result of the rework required by Mary and her co-workers, the team misses the

project deadline. Is this the outcome that either John or Mary wanted?

|
Cindy Petitt o: Coaching for Positive Action ¢« www.coachforpositiveaction.com

3

Copyright © Cindy Petitt, 2009


http://www.coachforpositiveaction.com
http://www.coachforpositiveaction.com

The communication between John and Mary broke down because of different:

¢ Communication Styles
®* Mindsets
®* Assumptions

® Communication Tactics

Let’s look at how each of these differences affected John and Mary’s conversation and their

relationship.

0 Communication Styles

There are two primary reasons for communicating: to convey information and to build
relationships. Two very different styles of communication support each of these purposes.

If you are the type of person who primarily communicates to convey information, you will be
more focused on the clarity of your message. Your style will be direct and concise. On the
other hand, if you communicate for the purpose of establishing relationships, your
communication style will be more indirect and interpretation of your message will be based

in part on rituals that may not even be conscious.

People communicate to convey information and/or to
establish relationships, and for each purpose there is a
completely different communication style.

C_____________________________________________________________________________________|
Cindy Petitt o: Coaching for Positive Action « www.coachforpositiveaction.com

4

Copyright © Cindy Petitt, 2009


http://www.coachforpositiveaction.com
http://www.coachforpositiveaction.com

Table 1 below demonstrates how the different communication styles play out.

to proceed with their project.

Setting: Chris and Erin have been assigned to work together on a team. Chris has more expertise and tenure
than Erin, but they are both at the same level in the organization. Chris and Erin are meeting to decide on how

Indirect Communication Style

Purpose: To build a relationship of
rapport.

Purpose: To build a relationship that
establishes status.

Chris: I am so happy that we will have a chance to
work together on this project. This will
be a learning opportunity for both of us. What
would you like to get out of this project?

Erin: I am happy about getting to work with you. Also,
this is an area that I have been interested in for
quite some time. I am hoping this project will
open some doors to transfer into this area.

Chris: Why don’t we each do a little research to see

what needs to get done. Then we can get

together, go over what we have come up with,
and decide on next steps.

Erin: Perhaps we can have lunch tomorow to continue

planning project steps. There is a new sandwich

shop just a block from the office. I had a

sandwich there last week that was great. Do you

want to try it out?

The focus of both parties is on building a positive
relationship, in part, by playing down differences
in status.

Chris: This project will be a great opportunity to show
the organization what we can do. One way to
ensure our success is to touch base with all of
the different stakeholders to let them know we
have been assigned this project. Why don’t
you go ahead and get started with developing
a list of stakeholders.

Erin: Okay, I know a few people in Department X
who can fill me in on the details about most
of the stakeholders.

Chris: Good. I will check-in with the Director to let

her know we are on top of this. You know if
we do this right, we are going to get a lot
of good visibility with this project.

Chris is focused on establishing status as the
imore senior person. Erin, who has less expertise
land tenure, understands and accepts this.

Direct Communication Style
Purpose: Convey Information

Two Different Communication Styles
and Purposes

Chris: Let’s talk about what needs to get done and
who is in the best position to do each specific
task.

Erin:  Good idea. I have stronger technology skills
and you have stronger subject matter
expertise. Perhaps we can divide up

the work along those lines.

Chris: I don’t think that approach will work because
the tasks won't break out neatly along those
lines.

Erin:  Now that I think about it, you are probably
right. Let’s start listing the tasks to see what
makes sense.

The focus of both parties is clarity and the work.

Chris: Let’s talk about what needs to get done and
who is in the best position to do what.

Erin: I thought working on a team meant that we
would be working together, then we can identify
tasks as we go along. Besides, it is an
opportunity for us to learn from each other.
Chris: I don’t think that approach will work because
it would take too much time. Dividing up the
work is more efficient and we will be able to
finish the project faster.

Erin: Whatever . ..

Each person is focused on something different.
Chris is focused on clarity and Erin is focused on
establishing their relationship.
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The amount of information conveyed is an important differentiator of direct and indirect
communications. The message of a direct communicator is typically limited to content only,
while the message of an indirect communicator often includes a preamble (how Erin and
Chris feel about the project), content (planning the project), and a longer closing (talking
about lunch at the new sandwich shop).

Recognizing the different structure of the direct The amount of information
and indirect messages will help you to identify

conveyed is an important
the style being used and it will enable you to

adapt your own style, if necessary, to ensure your dlfferentlator Of dII’ECt and

message is properly interpreted. indirect communications.

Can you recognize which communication styles John and Mary have? John is direct and
focused on communicating a clear message. Mary is indirect and focused on establishing a
relationship of rapport. What happened between John and Mary can easily happen between
any two people who have different communication styles, but are not consciously aware of
the differences. Rather than simply recognizing and understanding why their
communication styles were different, John and Mary made judgments about each other.

Mary saw John as insensitive, and John saw Mary as uncommitted.

Communication styles and purpose can fall anywhere along the following continuum. In
Table 1, we saw what happens at each end of the continuum. At the middle point, the
communicator is balancing both content and relationship. For example, the communicator
may use a direct style, but with greater sensitivity to ensure it does not feel offensive to the

recipient.

Communication Continuum:
Style and Purpose: Direct--Clarity Indirect--Relationship

< >

Components
of the message: Content Only Preamble, Content, Closing
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° Mindset

The mindset you have when you enter into a conversation is another factor that influences
how the conversation will evolve. Your mindset can be situational or it can be systemic. For
example, your mindset is often determined by what is going on with you at that moment.
Are you feeling stressed, pressured, discouraged, fearful, embarrassed, or angry because of
something that has just happened that has nothing to do with the conversation you are
about to have? If this is the case, your mindset is influenced by a situation that has

affected you emotionally. The greater the
Your mindset is often emotional impact, the greater the likelihood your

determined by what is going emotions will come out during your conversation
either through your body language, statements

on with you at that moment. that you make, and/or your tone of voice. For
example, if you walk into a meeting with a frown
or scowl on your face, there is a good possibility that the other person will think that you
are upset with him or her for some reason and your words will be interpreted through this
lens. Even if you control your emotions in every other way, your facial expression can easily
impact how the other person now approaches the conversation either by being defensive

withdrawn, or guarded.

Your mindset also reflects thought patterns that you typically hold and behaviors that you
typically demonstrate over a longer period of time. For example, some people are optimists
and some people are pessimists. Some people are attentive to others and some people
barely acknowledge the presence of others. Some people are good listeners and some
people talk more than they listen. These patterns affect your relationships, and your

relationships set the context for how your communications will be received and interpreted.

Have you ever noticed a conversation between two people when one is an optimist and the
other is a pessimist? Each person tries to qualify what the other person says according to

his or her own mindset, which ends up frustrating both people and neither person feels that
the other is listening. The optimist can’t understand why, if given the choice, anyone would

want to focus on the negative, which depletes energy, rather than the positive, which
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generates energy. On the other hand, the pessimist thinks the optimist is in denial or is
unable to acknowledge what the pessimist is feeling. In addition, each person’s mindset
impacts what he or she would like to get out of the conversation. The optimist wants to
solve the problem and make the pessimist feel better. The pessimist just wants to vent.
When the objectives of each party are incompatible, such as in this case, the conversation
becomes a battle of wills! Therefore, in forming close relationships, these different mindsets

can serve as a barrier.

People also have different mindsets regarding tasks versus people. There are those people
who tend to be so preoccupied with the task at hand that they block everything else out,
and there are those who find it impossible to pass another person without making some sort
of connection by smiling, establishing eye contact, or starting a conversation. These
differences impact relationships in two different ways. First, the differences may lead to
conflict when these two people do something together. Take shopping as an example. For
the “task person,” shopping is a chore so his or her objective will be to make a purchase and
go. For the “people person,” shopping is a social activity and his or her objective will be to
chat, stroll and browse -- and maybe make a

purchase. Therefore, the objectives and Mindset impacts relationships
expectations about how long to devote to this

and relationships set the
activity are very different for each person. If

these two people take a shopping trip together, context fOI‘ hOW your

it is likely to end up being an unsatisfactory communications will be
experience for both of them.

received and interpreted.
Second, the demonstration of these two

mindsets is often interpreted as a statement about the value placed on people. A “people
person” may feel that he or she is being treated like an object when the “task person” is
preoccupied and does not acknowledge his or her physical presence or needs, which is an
affront to his or her identity. This is particularly true in an organizational setting where the
manager has a task-over-people mindset. In contrast, a “task person” may feel the need
for more space when interacting with a “people person” who wants to keep a conversation
going. Either way, the differences between these two people and what they appear to

value can deeply impact the trust and respect they have for each other.
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In relationships where there is mutual respect and trust, both parties are likely to trust what
each other has to say and assume the message is coming from a place of positive intent. On
the other hand, in relationships where there is an absence of trust, then the opposite will be
true. The default position will be to assume a negative and/or deceptive intent and that is

the lens through which all communications will be filtered.

Let’s see how mindset affected the conversation between John and Mary. When John first
encountered Mary, his mindset was affected by the pressure he was feeling to complete a
project within a specific timeframe. Those feelings came through in his words, his tone of
voice, and his facial expression when he talked with Mary. It did not matter that his only
intent was to keep the project moving, and he did not intend to offend Mary. Imagine how
the conversation may have been different if John was not feeling pressured. His focus may
have been on welcoming Mary to the project team, explaining client expectations and her
current assignment, and/or checking to see if she had any questions. While his mindset
was situational, if future interactions are similar, it will reinforce Mary’s feelings of being
treated with disrespect. Over time, a relationship built on distrust will be locked in stone
and that distrust will overshadow any subsequent efforts on John’s part to communicate

with positive intent.

e Assumptions

Whether we realize it or not, most of us are making hundreds of assumptions every day.
Assumptions are short cuts because they allow us
to rely on past experience to guide what we do

_ Even though assumptions
and how we think rather than approach every

situation as an entirely new experience. are just interpretations, they
Assumptions help us accomplish the human need are acted on as though they
to reduce uncertainty, but too often when there is

uncertainty, we have a bias toward assuming the are ”the trUth’”

worse. This is where the problems begin. Many of
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the assumptions we make are incorrect, but we treat them as “the truth” even though they

are merely interpretations that we make based on what we think we know.

How are these assumptions formed in the first place? Here is how it works . ..
Our belief system forms early in life. Once a belief is created, it becomes our reality and all

information is filtered through that reality.
If my Ilmltlng belief is that | Some of the beliefs that we carry are limiting

don’t have anything worthwhile beliefs - they are beliefs we hold about

. ourselves that limit what we do. For
to say, I am likely to assume
example, when you were very young, you

that no one would be interested may have been trying to talk to your mother,
but she was too busy trying to put

in what I have to say unless
Thanksgiving dinner on the table to listen to

they ask for my Opinion‘ you. Because you were so young and you
did not know any better, your interpretation
of that event was that you were not worth listening to or you did not have anything
worthwhile to say. You began to believe this about yourself even though your interpretation

of the event was more than likely incorrect. (Lefkoe)

Assumptions are based on information that is often limited by what we can personally see or
hear, or what we have personally experienced, and thus, it represents only one perspective.
For example, John saw Mary talking with other members of the team and he assumed she
was having social conversations when in fact she was talking with them to learn more about
the project and the assigned report. Not all managers operating under pressure would have
made that same assumption that John did about how Mary was spending her time. There is
a reason why John made that specific assumption, and it probably is rooted in a belief that
he holds regarding talking versus doing. What we perceive is filtered through what we

believe -- we see what is consistent with what we believe to be true.

Let’s say you have the limiting belief that you don’t have anything worthwhile to say. What
assumptions are you likely to make during meetings or conversations with others? One
assumption could be that no one is interested in what I have to say unless they ask for my

opinion. The conclusions you reach and actions you take are based on your assumptions. If
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your assumption is . . . .
that people who I do not speak up in meetings or in conversations

are interested in  hased on my assumption that no one is interested.
what you have to

_ If no one asks for my opinion, it reinforces my
say will ask for

your opinion, and  belief that I have nothing worthwhile to say.

they don’t ask for

it, it reinforces

your assumption and belief. Consequently, you are not likely to initiate or speak up in many
conversations. The actions you take limit the kinds of relationships you could be developing
and the influence you could have. It is more difficult to form relationships and have
influence with such a protective shield in place. In addition, if one day that shield breaks
and you have an emotional outburst, it will be far more damaging to your relationship when
goodwill has not been built through prior interactions to counterbalance this specific

situation.

e Communication Tactics

A conversation is like dancing. When both partners understand the dance there is a natural
rhythm. Each partner take turns moving back to create space so that the other can move
forward to fill the space. However, when both partners do not have the same understanding
of the dance, movements are awkward. Each partner tries to anticipate what the other will

do next, and if toes get stepped on, a series of defensive moves will follow.

As previous examples have demonstrated, there are many opportunities to enter into a
conversation where the participants have different communication styles, mindsets, and
assumptions. It can easily become awkward, with each party maneuvering to protect his or
her identity from being stepped on. The very essence of identity is the need to be seen as a
competent, good person who is worthy of love. (Heen, Patton and Stone) When your
identity is threatened, you engage in defensive tactics. Defensive communication tactics fall
into two categories: fight or flight. Fight tactics are about win-lose, and flight tactics are

about doing whatever is necessary to avoid conflict. Fight tactics include blaming,

|
Cindy Petitt o: Coaching for Positive Action ¢« www.coachforpositiveaction.com

11

Copyright © Cindy Petitt, 2009


http://www.coachforpositiveaction.com
http://www.coachforpositiveaction.com

intimidating, manipulating, and shifting

When your identity is threatened,

your focus from content to attacking the . . .
motives and personal characteristics of the you engage in dEfenS'Ve taCt'CS/

other person. Flight tactics include such as blaming, intimidating,

withdrawing, pretending that everything is . . .
9P g YNSE - withdrawing, and/or pretending

okay, accepting blame when you are not at
fault, and saying only what you think the that eve"ythl"g IS Okay-

other person wants to hear.

Missing a project deadline was a threat to John’s identity because his competency as a
project manager could be questioned. In response, he became aggressive and intimidating.
Mary’s identity was threatened as well because she believed that John did not have
confidence in her competence. She was also concerned that if she challenged John, she
would not be seen as a good person. Therefore, she covered up how she was feeling and
did not try to defend herself in the meeting with John. Both John and Mary were
communicating through defensive tactics, which only created more uncertainty about the

intent of the other person and widened the gap in their communications.

In Summary

Conversations take place on several different levels. The most visible level of a
conversation is the content of what is being discussed, such as an upcoming trip, project
alternatives, a purchase, the budget. However, the outcome of the conversation will be
determined as much or more by what is not openly discussed. This less transparent levels
include the different communication styles, the mindset of each participant, assumptions
being made, and the communication tactics that are in play. These different levels are

illustrated in the Conversation Triangle on the next page.
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THE CONVERSATION TRIANGLE

The Content

ME THEM

Communication Style Communication Style

Mindset Mindset
Assumptions Assumptions
Communication Tactics Communication Tactics

By learning to recognize what can go wrong at each of these levels, you have a much better

chance of limiting how it interferes with the point and overall quality of your conversations.
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HOW CAN I MAKE COMMUNICATING EASIER?

Learning to communicate effectively is a life long quest for all of us, even the best of
communicators will occasionally have a conversation that he or she wishes could be done
over. There are definitely things that you can do to make the job of communicating easier
and more enjoyable. However, there are no silver bullets. Toolkits can help, but the best
result will come from developing new habits that will not just make your communications

easier, they will contribute to better quality of life overall.

Laying the Foundation

Laying the foundation includes five steps. The first step involves actions you can take to
build trusting relationships. The next four steps primarily involve areas to reflect upon to
mentally plan for a conversation that will accomplish the best possible outcome for all
parties. The more often you go through steps two through five, the less time they will take.
Initially, you may spend thirty minutes or more completing the steps, but with practice you

may be able to ultimately go through all of them in just five minutes.

G Build Relationships

Creating the foundation for effective communications begins long before you start preparing
for an important or potentially difficult conversation. You create the foundation by the
behaviors you demonstrate every day and the relationships that you build. The starting
point is taking an authentic interest in others. You must sow before you can reap. While
most people will say that they are interested in others, for some of these people, they may
be the only one who knows that. Why? Because even though their intentions are good,
they are typically too preoccupied with what they are doing to acknowledge and invest in

the people around them.

Simply acknowledging the presence of and smiling at others goes a long way. Even if you
do just this and nothing more, you will be building a foundation of trust. Of course, the best
relationships go further than this. They are reciprocal arrangements where there is a
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balance of giving and taking by both parties. For example, at the conversation level, you
invest by sharing your thoughts and stories, and listening to the thoughts and stories of the
other person. Listening is the act of giving because you are putting aside everything else
that is going on in your mind to truly hear what the other person is saying. If you are
thinking about what you will say or need to be doing next, then you are not listening and

you are not giving.

I am sure you have heard the statement: “The Golden Rule is to treat others as you would
like to be treated.” While the intent of that statement is completely positive, it can backfire
in practice. For example, what if you are a direct communicator and the person you are

talking with is an indirect communicator. Do you remember that scenario?

Here is one way to reframe the Golden Rule: “Always treat others in a way that
demonstrates respect and sensitivity.” Where you frequently see an unintentional violation
of this rule in conversations is when a passionate person is talking with a person who has a
much calmer or harmonious disposition. To the recipient, the passion can feel intimidating,
even abusive. If the situation is reversed and the passionate person is on the recipient end,
he or she may feel that the other person is uninterested. Either way one participant in the
conversation feels disrespected even thought the intentions of the other were positive.
Sensitivity is an operative word in the Golden

Rule. Sensitivity means that you look at each Think Of the ”golden rule”
person as an individual and respect that he or she

as always treating others in
may be different from you, and you interact with

the person in a way that reflects some a way that demonstrates

understanding of these differences. Sensitivity respect and sensitivity.
also means that you observe the affect you are

having on the other person when talking with him or her, and you adjust your
communication style if you notice that you are having a negative affect. Another golden

rule is that there is no place for unilateral interest in relationship building.

Respectful, trusting relationships make your communications easier because inherent within
these relationships is the willingness to assume positive intent, which in turn, goes a long

way in minimizing the interferences that plague communications.
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° Determine the Point of the Conversation

As you engage in any conversation, the point of that conversation should be clear in your
mind even if it is simply to enjoy the company of a friend. The point of the conversation
gets to the heart of what you want the outcome to be, and it provides the context for
managing the interference that could so easily crop up at some point in the conversation.
Think of your desired outcome on two levels: the content and the relationship. On the
content level, an outcome may be an agreement reached, a decision made, or an action
taken. On the relationship level, it may be helpful to think of a relationship as a bank
account, and conversations as transactions. With each conversation the point may be to
make a deposit, verify the balance, or make a withdrawal. Effective conversations maintain
the balance of or add deposits to your relationships.

More friendships have been damaged because what started out to be a social conversation
turned into a debate on philosophies, politics, religion, or parenting styles. In those cases,
the friends lost sight of the fact that the point of their conversation was to enjoy each other.
If either party had stayed focused on his or her original intent, when the conversation
started to evolve into a debate, that person would have pulled the conversation back into
alignment with the original intent by saying something along the lines of: "We got together
to enjoy ourselves, not to debate these issues so let’s get back to talking about the topics
that we enjoy.” This is not being superficial, it is putting the conversation and associated
risks into perspective -- is strengthening a friendship or winning a debate more important at
that moment?

Becoming clear on the point of your conversation can be a good validity check that this
conversation is one that you should be having. There are some conversations that you
should not have, such as those to place blame, unload emotional baggage, seek retaliation
by putting another person down, draw another person into an argument. If the point of
your conversation is to feel better at the expense of another person, then it is a good

indication this is not a conversation that should take place.
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° Get Yourself Grounded

Before engaging in any type of conversation, you can minimize the potential for interference
by conducting a very quick of assessment of what your mindset is at that moment. Ask

yourself the following questions:

= What emotions am I feeling?
= What assumptions am I making?

= Is my identity threatened in any way?

Once you have answered these questions you will be in a better position to anticipate how
your mindset is likely to affect the conversation, and determine what you need to do to

ensure that the conversation has a positive outcome.
Emotions

Generally, positive emotions are welcome. However, there may be some situations where
you want to down play these emotions. For example, if you were just offered a promotion
and you know that your friend has just been given a termination notice, expressing
excitement in a conversation with your friend may come across as being insensitive to what

he or she is feeling.

Typically, negative rather than positive emotions cause interference. Right before you meet
with a friend or co-worker you get a call that makes you angry, sad, or embarrassed. Can
you let go of those emotions before engaging in your conversation? If the emotions you feel
are mild, often you can let go of them for the moment by diverting your attention.

However, if the emotions you feel are strong, they are going to come out one way or
another. By acknowledging them, you are giving yourself the opportunity to anticipate how
they may affect your conversation and to consider your choices proactively. For example, if
you think that your emotions may completely overshadow your intent for the meeting, then

the right decision may be to postpone the meeting until you are in a better frame of mind.
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Delaying the meeting will not always be possible. In those cases, you can plan how to let
others know what you are feeling and why so that your feelings are not misinterpreted and

do not take you off track from the point of your meeting.

Assumptions

If you are feeling emotionally tense for reasons other than described above, then it may be
related to assumptions you are making. Take the example of John and Mary. John saw
Mary talking with co-workers and made the assumption that she was socializing, therefore,
he concluded that she must not be committed to or understand the importance of getting
the project done on time. He was frustrated and it was reflected in his conversation with
Mary. However, his assumption was incorrect. When Mary was talking with her co-workers,
she was working on the project. If John had not made the assumptions that he did, the

conversation and the ultimate outcome could have been very different.

You can check yourself by answering the following questions:

= What conclusions am I making?
= What assumptions are those conclusions based on?

= What are other possible interpretations or ways of viewing the situation?

The purpose of these questions is to put yourself in a place of neutrality. Let's use John’s

situation to demonstrate how these questions can change your mindset.

As stated above, John concluded that Mary was not committed to meeting project deadlines

because when he saw her talking with her co-workers he assumed that she was socializing.

If he had asked himself about other possible interpretations, he could have, for example,

come up with some of the following alternative interpretations.

1. Mary was asking her co-workers questions about what she needed to do.
2. Mary’s co-workers initiated the conversations.

3. Mary does not know that the report has been assigned to her.

|
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4. Mary has already completed the report, but hasn't sent it to me yet.

5. Mary does not know about the project deadline.

All of these interpretations are more positive than the assumption John made. By
considering other possible interpretations of what he observed, it would have become clear
to John that he did not yet know which of these interpretations was correct. Therefore, he
would be more inclined to withhold judgement. In addition, through the process of
reflection he may have recognized areas where he contributed to the uncertainty by, for
example, not meeting with Mary when she was first assigned to the team or when she was
given the report to complete.

If you feel that some aspect of your identity is called into question, such as whether you are
competent or a good person, those feelings are generally rooted in an assumption that you
are making, such as:

“"If someone questions my ideas, it is because he or she does not believe that I am
competent.”

“If I give feedback that is hurtful, I will no longer be seen as a good person.”

You can counterbalance the emotional impact of those assumptions by identifying other

possible interpretations. For example:

If someone questions my ideas . . .
1. It gives me the opportunity to explore their ideas.
2. It expands my thinking.

3. It will ultimately lead to even better ideas.

If I give someone feedback that is hurtful . . .
1. The person receiving the feedback will appreciate my honesty.
2. I am making an investment in that person’s development.

3. I am demonstrating trust in and respect for that person.
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When you treat an assumption as “the truth” you are narrowing your thinking and options
for responding. However, when you look at your assumption as just one possible
interpretation, you are not only opening up your thinking and options for responding, but

you also are releasing emotional baggage.

e Anticipate the Needs and Reactions of the Other Person.

You have been focused on what you control: How you build relationships, your purpose for
the conversation, and getting yourself grounded. Now it is time to anticipate the
perspective, mindset and potential reactions of your conversation partner. Ask some of the

same questions about your partner as you asked yourself.

What do you think your conversation partner:
= Wants to get out of the conversation at the content and relationship levels?
If it is different from your desired outcome, how is he or she likely to react?
= Will be feeling and/or assuming? What is currently going on with him or her?
= May be concerned about? Is the conversation a threat to his or her identity

in any way?

Unless the person you will be talking with has already shared the answers to any of these
questions with you, you will be making assumptions if you list only one possible response to
each question. Therefore, to keep your thinking open, try listing at least three to five

different answers for each question.

a Take an Observer’s View

Step five is the integration step. You put together all of your reflection and thinking about
where you are and what you want, where conversation partner is and what he or she may
want, and what interferences are likely to crop up. Play some possible scenarios through
your mind. The better you are at anticipating, the better you will be at proactively managing

your side of the conversation.
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Is there anything about these scenarios that suggests your desired outcome is unrealistic or
inappropriate? The following examples represent outcomes that may be unrealistic or

inappropriate:

= Having the other party agree to something that is completely counter to his or her
desired outcome.
= Sharing news that is a significant threat to the other person’s identity without that
person feeling or expressing any emotional response.

= Rehashing a debate so that the other person will feel bad about embarrassing you.

Is there anything in your scenarios that suggests you or the other person might get
“hooked” emotionally, or feel compelled to use defensive communication tactics? Where are

there opportunities for the conversation to break down?

If you see potential opportunities for the conversation to break down, use your third-party
observer perspective to mentor yourself on constructive strategies for bringing about a

more positive outcome for both you and the other participant. For example, if you
anticipate conflict, remember that resistance breeds resistance. What this means is that the
more you hold onto a position, the more the other person will hold onto his or hers.
Progress can rarely result when both parties are resisting. To break resistance, seek to
understand the other person’s position before seeking to be understood. Look for common

interests that you can build on rather than the differences that set apart your positions.

Having Conversations

The more you practice the steps outlined above, the easier and more enjoyable your
conversations will be. By anticipating what might go wrong, you stand a better chance of

keeping to the point of the conversation and proactively managing interferences.

Now you are ready to start your conversation. What do you do?
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G Enter in a Neutral Position

When you enter a conversation, particularly one that you expect to be a difficult
conversation, let go of your assumptions and think in terms of a range of interpretations.
Start the conversation with a completely open mind without making positive or negative
judgments. For example: “Sam and I have different views about what we should do next.
The purpose of this meeting is to reconcile our differences, but I do not yet know how we
will do that, whose ideas are better, or whether we will be able to come up with one or more
completely new ideas.” This is a realistic and neutral statement of the situation that will

allow you to go into the meeting free of emotional baggage and with a flexible mindset.

When John met with Mary, he had already decided that she was not pulling her weight
because of an inaccurate assumption he was making. In that example, Mary never
challenged him so he did not have the opportunity in that conversation to learn that his
starting point was based on a false assumption. However, had Mary decided to challenge
John, because he did not start in a neutral position, he would be more inclined to react
defensively. What would it look like for John to start in a neutral position? First of all, he
would recognize upfront that he did not have all the information he needed to fully
understand the situation. In a neutral position, he would have no preconceived notion
about whether Mary had been wasting time or had been highly efficient. His opening
statement could have been something like: "I would like to welcome you to the team and
go over the project plan with you. I sent you an e-mail this morning asking you to work on

a report, so I would also like to check-in to see how you are doing with that assignment.”

° Set the Context and Stay Focused

At the beginning of the conversation, express whatever you feel is necessary to set the

context for an effective conversation. For example:

¢ Clarify the point of the conversation. This can be done formally: "“The purpose of
this conversation is to make a decision on XX, do you agree?” Or, it can be done

more informally: "I would love to catch up on what is happening in your life.”
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e If something has just happened unrelated to the conversation that has impacted
you emotionally, you could say at the beginning of the conversation, "I just had a
very intense discussion with a client, so if I appear angry, please know that it has
nothing to do with you or our conversation.” This way, you can prevent the other
person from assuming that you are angry at him or her if some of your anger spills
over into the conversation. Reducing the potential for misinterpretation also
reduces the need for the other person to engage in defensive communication

tactics.

¢ If you anticipate that there will be conflict or resistance, you can defuse some of
the tension by seeking to understand the other person’s position first. For
example, you may say: "We both have ideas about how to solve this problem, I

would really like to hear more about what you have in mind.”

¢ If the conversation is to discuss something that the other person feels adversely
affects him or her, start with a statement that reflects an understanding of that
impact and helps the other person to view the situation from a place of power
rather than a place of vulnerability. For example: “I am no longer in a position to
provide the same level of support for your business. I know that you have come to
depend on this support and have always been there for me when I needed your
support. So, let’s talk about what other options there are for you to get the

support that you need.”

If the conversation veers off track, bring the purpose of the conversation back into focus to

ensure that purpose is accomplished and to avoid unintended consequences.

e Approach the Conversation as a Learner

Approach the conversation from a mindset of curiosity rather than judgment. Different

objectives, points of view, styles of communications, assumptions can all lead to conflict if

your focus is on defending and judging rather than on learning. For example, if you adopt

the perspective of a learner in situations where you feel you are the bearer of bad news,
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you can might be surprised at how much that shift in perspective can release your tension.
Instead of approaching the conversation as telling, you are now approaching the
conversation as learning and helping.

Learning involves asking questions. Questions can be very effective if you ask them to learn
rather than blame, and if you listen to the responses openly and non-judgmentally.

Learning questions are empowering and judging questions are disempowering. For
example:

Learning Questions Judging Questions

What does your idea involve? Why do you think your idea is better than mine?
What are the facts? Who is to blame?

What is your objective? Why did you do that?

What are my choices? Why is this happening to me?

What might make this possible? Why can’t you do that?

What will enable you to agree? Why don’t you agree?

Read each of the above questions. Can you tell a difference in how you feel when you read
the learning versus the judging questions?

Before asking questions of others, first ask yourself:

i

Am I in the mindset of a learner or judger?

i

What do I want to accomplish through this question?

i

What assumptions am I making about the situation and what the other
person is thinking, feeling, wanting?

i

How else can I think about this situation? What am I missing?

° Use Reframing and Positive Language

If you feel that both you and your conversation partner have been doing everything right,
but you still are not making progress in your conversation, then perhaps it is time to use

reframing. Reframing is a technique used to shift the conversation so that you can look at it
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from another perspective. It is like shifting a kaleidoscope. For example, if you cannot
agree on an action to take, reframe by elevating the discussion to the objective and desired
outcome level (e.g., "By proposing this action, what outcome are you trying to achieve or
what objective are you trying to accomplish?”). A better understanding of the context for
proposing a specific action with help you focus on a broader range of actions or positions
that can achieve the same thing, and it can expose conflicting objectives that must be
reconciled.

Another approach to reframing is to shift from the negative to the positive. This may be
necessary if the conversation is too focused on barriers, constraints, risks, or a pessimistic
outlook. Let’s say you are planning your family vacation. You would love to go to Paris, but
you only have $1000 to spend. If you stay focused on your constraints (i.e., how much
money you have), you may never make it to Paris. But if you focus on figuring out a way to
get to Paris in spite of your constraints, it is highly likely you will get that family vacation in
Paris.

It is one thing to acknowledge barriers, constraints and risks; it quite another to abandon
your goals and objectives because of them.

e Keep Yourself In Check

Stay alert for interferences and indications that the conversation may be heading down a
precarious path. For example, when your conversation partner makes a statement, do you
feel a rush of emotion or a tug in the pit of your stomach? If this happens, force yourself to
pause and quickly take a few seconds to go through your check list.

What is happening? Am I:
=Getting hooked by a defensive communication tactic?
= Reacting because I fear my identity is being threatened?
w= Focusing more on constraints than opportunities?

w Not staying focused on the point of this conversation?
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What am I doing?
= Assuming or verifying
w=Telling or asking
w Judging or listening
= Arguing or exploring

w= Blaming or seeking to understand

Here are some statements that can help you reframe and shift to more positive emotions

when confronted with defensive communication tactics.

Blaming . . .
“The purpose of this meeting is not to blame, but to learn how make the situation better.”

Intimidation . . .
"I can sense that you have a lot of passion around this issue, but can we slow down a
bit...?”

Aggression:

4

“It feels like you are angry. Could we step back for a moment . . .?”

Personal Attack:
“I think we will make more progress if we stick to the content or focus on what we need

to do going forward . . . "

Withdrawal:
“What are your thoughts about this issue . .. ?”
“You haven'’t said much about what you are thinking. Is there anything that is making
you feel uncomfortable about this conversation?”
"Have I said something to offend you or make you feel apprehensive about expressing

your views?”

Telling You What You Want to Hear:
“"From a devil’s advocate point of view, what are all the reasons why this is a bad idea?”
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Look at the above statements as mind joggers, rather than statements you should
memorize and use verbatim. Their intent is to stop momentum that is building in the wrong

direction.

PUTTING IT TO PRACTICE

The more you understand the many different levels of thought and the many differences
among people, the more you can appreciate the complexity of communication. As stated in
the introduction, given all of the things that can go wrong, it is remarkable that we
communicate as well as we do. Yet, there is always room for improvement. The purpose of
this guide is not to make your conversations mechanical. Its intent is to expose you to the
many things that you can reflect upon when conversations do not go well and how you can
improve the odds that similar conversations will go better in the future. Becoming a better
communicator is about developing different habits. The following workbook pages can be
used to practice new thinking and communication approaches so that you can begin to

develop new habits.
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Testing Assumptions

For each situation that you describe, identify the assumptions you are making about
that situation in the left hand column and identify at least five more positive ways of
interpreting the situation in the right hand column.

Describe the Situation:

What assumptions am I making? What are other interpretations?

AO0O0IAIOM

I I P P I I P P s I P P P P P

Describe the Situation:

What assumptions am I making? What are other interpretations?
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Preparing for Potentially Difficult Conversation

Complete the following for both yourself and the person you will be talking with. For the other
person, answer the question as you would anticipate how he or she would respond, include more
than one interpretation if you are uncertain of what the other person’s response would be.

Me

(Name)

Point/Desired Outcome
of the Conversation

How would I described
our relationship?

Is anything happening that
is affecting how I feel?

How do I feeling emotionally?

AO0O0AHNIOM

What assumptions or judgments
am I making?

What concerns do I have

about the conversation?

How are the above responses likely to
affect the conversation?

What strategies do I need to apply to
ensure the conversation stays
focused on outcomes?

Write a neutral statement that describes both your desired outcome and the desired outcome of the other party,
and challenges to the achievement of those outcomes. The statement should be free of judgments and
assumptions.
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Resources for more information on concepts presented:

Change Your Questions, Change Your Life by Marilee Adams

Difficult Conversations by Sheila Heen, Bruce Patton, and Douglas Stone
Leadership and Self-Deception by the Arbinger Institute

Leading With Questions by Michael Marquardt

Re-Create Your Life by Morty Lefkoe

Any books by Deborah Tannen, Georgetown University Linquistics Professor
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