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The single biggest problem in communication is  

the illusion that it has taken place.  

     – George Bernard Shaw 

 



Challenges 

Conflict is inevitable, but combat is optional.  -- Max Lucado 

• Human nature can make communication difficult in challenging 
circumstances 

• Disagreement and strong emotions can trigger the fight or flight 
response 

• Conflict and disagreement are normal 
 aspects of human interaction 

• Conflict as an opportunity 

• GOOD NEWS:  Even small changes in 
 the way we communicate can have a  
 significant positive impact  



Be Curious 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
I have no special talents. I am only passionately curious.   -- Albert Einstein 

 



New Mindset 

• Think of everyone as a potential ally  

• Be willing to change your mind 

• Be open to opportunities to collaborate, share 
information, even change someone’s views. 

 
 
 
 
 
Human beings love to be right. When a person is willing to give up 
being right, a whole world of possibilities opens up. – Pete Salmansohn 
 

 



Relationships Matter 

• Build relationships with diverse people, including people who 
disagree with you 

• Use curiosity and listening skills to develop a connection 
based on 

 Rapport 

 Trust 

 Respect 

 



Be Realistic about Human Nature 

Understanding human nature helps us plan communications and 
determine appropriate causes and solutions when problems occur 

• Assumptions 

--  We all make lots of assumptions 

--  Assumptions can be wrong—can be based on insufficient or inaccurate 
information or prior experiences that don’t apply  

-- Distinguish between assumptions / opinions and facts  

--  Notice when others may be relying on inaccurate assumptions 

-- Make judgments and decisions based on facts, not opinions  

 

 

 



Human Nature 

• Confirmation Bias 
--  Once an opinion is formed, we tend to seek out and interpret 

information that confirms pre-existing view  

--  Contrary—but valid—evidence is overlooked, discounted or disregarded 

--  Anticipate that some disagreement/opposition may be the result of 
confirmation bias 

--  To compensate for confirmation bias, actively seek out / consider 
evidence that challenges existing views 

• Naïve realism 
--  Tendency to believe that we see the world around us objectively and 

those who disagree with us must be uninformed, irrational, or biased 

-- We may overestimate the extent to which others will see things our way 

-- Be realistic about how much support to expect initially and how long it 
may take to educate people and build support  

--  Adequately explain objectives and plans (what, how, why) 

 

 



Core Skill:  Perspective Taking 

• Perspectives encompass different experiences, knowledge, 
interests, and expectations 

• People can draw different   
 conclusions from the same  
     facts 

• Ask other stakeholders,   

     “Do you see this differently?” 

 

You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of 
view … until you climb into his skin and walk around in it.  

      -- Atticus Finch, To Kill a Mockingbird 

 



Perspective Taking 

• Different perspectives are not 
“wrong” 

• Different perspectives add to 
collaboration 

 

• Consider others’ perspectives to help anticipate and plan 
for reactions and behavior 

• Build relationships based on trust and respect with people 
who have different views – “I value your different 
perspective.” 



Core Skill: Listening 

To say that a person feels listened to means a lot more than just their ideas get heard.  
It's a sign of respect. It makes people feel valued.  — Deborah Tannen  

• Some reasons listening is important 

 --    Gain understanding 

 --  Learn others’ motivation and ability 

 --     Improve solutions 

 --     Create good will  

 --  Inspire reciprocity – others will be more willing to listen to you 
    if you have listened to them first 

 --  Build trust and demonstrate respect  

Never miss a good chance to shut up. — Will Rogers  

 



Phrases to Build Trust 

• I agree with you that . . . 

• I hear your concern about  . . . 

• I acknowledge that you  . . . 
 (reference an obstacle  
 overcome or effort made) 

• I understand that you  . . . (saying you understand does not mean you 
agree) 

• I appreciate that you (thank you) . . .  

• “I realize we have different perspectives (see this situation 
differently) and I appreciate that you were willing to discuss this 
with me.  I’ll take some time to consider what you had to say.” 



Core Skill: Asking Questions 

The wise man doesn't give the right answers, he poses the right questions. 
  ― Claude Levi-Strauss 

• Good questions are as important as good listening 
 --  Promote dialogue rather than debate 
 -- Test assumptions 
 -- Get information people might not volunteer 
 --  Learn motivation and ability 
 --  Restore trust and respect 
 --  Prompt reflection 

• Use questions as part of a problem solving mindset 

 



Questions 

Power question: 
Instead of asking: “Can we . . .” 

 Ask:  “How can we . . .” 

Technique - Turn criticisms into questions  

• Avoid telling someone they have a bad idea 

• Learn information that may address objections 

• How to do this: 

 -- Identify  your specific criticisms/objections 

 -- Reframe them as questions  

“If we adopt your suggestion,   
how would that impact [particular concern].” 

Example:  “If we adopt your proposal, will we  
need additional funds to pay for it?”  

 



Core Skill:  Managing Emotion 

Discussion is an exchange of knowledge;  
argument an exchange of emotion. – Robert Quillen 

• Be prepared for strong emotions 

• Strong emotions signal importance 

• Manage emotion rather than trying 
 to “suppress” it 

• Emotion is separate from behavior 

• Choose how you behave in response to an emotional trigger 

People who fight fire with fire usually end up with ashes.  

– Abigail VanBuren 

 



Manage Your Own Emotion 

The only people with whom you should try to get even are those who have 
helped you. – John E. Southard 

Techniques for managing your emotion:  

Tip #1:   Change your narrative 

Tip #2:   Pause before responding  

 “Oh how interesting” 

Tip #3:   Speak calmly    

Tip #4:   Breathe deeply  

Tip #5:  Take a break 

  Don’t raise your voice; improve your argument. 
   – Desmond Tutu 



Respond to Others’ Emotion 

Techniques for managing others’ emotions:  

Tip #6:   Use “contrasting” to avoid triggering  
 defensiveness  
 (first say what you don’t mean, then say what you do mean) 
 

Tip #7:   Use humor (don’t take yourself too seriously) 
Before you criticize someone, walk a mile in their shoes. That way, if they get angry, you 
are a mile away and they are barefoot. – Unknown 

Tip  #8:  Acknowledge the emotion and ask for additional information 
 (“Tell me more”) 

Tip #9:   If/Then technique: “If you can lower your voice, then I will be 
 able to understand you better.” 

Tip #10:  Apologize (genuine; not I’m sorry you misunderstood me)     
 Never ruin an apology with an excuse.   –  Kimberly Johnson 

 



Practical Considerations 

• Be patient  ─  Expect to have multiple conversations to find solutions 
to difficult issues. 

• Be positive ─ Project confidence and optimism about the ability to 
collaborate. People will find it easier to approach you to speak further 
if you remain positive, encouraging, non-judgmental, and  oriented 
toward problem solving. 

• Be persistent ─ An initial negative response is not necessarily the final 
response. People may need time to process new information and 
make a change.   

• Be available ─ Leave the door open to further communication.  Let 
people know you are willing to listen (not lecture) when they are ready 
to talk. 


