Turning Bad Communication Habits into Good Ones

What do you do well when you communicate with others?

What are some things you would like to improve on?
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Difficult Conversations

A difficult conversation is anything you find it hard to talk about. Asking for a raise. Endinga
relationship. Saying no to someone in need. Confronting disrespectful or hurtful behavior.
/ ologizing.

The difficult conversation involves:
e High emotions
e Strong disagreement
e Issues that matter

Anytime we feel vulnerable or our self-esteem is implicated, when the issues are important and

e outcome is uncertain, when we care deeply about what is being discussed or about the
people with whom we are discussing it, there is potential for us to experience the conversation
as difficult.

e dilemma: Avoid or confront? Should I raise this? Or should | keep it to myself? It's so
difficult to decide whether to avoid or to confront because at some level we know the truth: If
we try to avoid the problem, we’ll feel taken advantage of, our feelings will fester, we’ll wonder
why we don’t stick up for ourselves, and we’ll rob the other person of the opportunity to
improve things. But if we confront the problem, things might get even worse. We may be
rejected or attacked; we might hurt the other person in ways we didn’t intend; and the
relationship might suffer.

There is no such thing as a diplomatic “hand grenade”. Tact is not the answer to difficult
conversations. Delivering a difficult message is like throwing a hand grenade. Try as you may,
there’s no way to throw a hand grenade with tact or to outrun the consequences. Keeping it to
your self is no better. Choosing not to deliver a difficult message is like hanging on to a hand
grenade once you’ve pulled the pin.

Difficult conversations will always challenge you no matter how good you get. We are afraid of
hurting someone or getting hurt. We are often consumed by guilt for how our actions have
affected others, or for how we have let ourselves down. We know that even with the best of
intentions, human relationships can corrode or become tangled, and we also know that we
don’t alwavs have the best of intentions.



Each Difficult Conversation Is Really Three Conversations:

1. The “What Happened?” Conversation. Difficult conversations involve disagreement about what
has happened or what should happen. Who said what and who did what? Who’s right, who
meant what, and who's to blame?

2. The feelings Conversation. Every difficult conversation also asks and answers questions about
feelings. Are my feelings valid? Appropriate? Should | acknowledge or deny them, put them on
the table or check them at the door? What do | do about the person’s feelings? What if they
are angry or hurt?

3. The Identity Conversation. This is the conversation we each have with ourselves about what
this situation means to us. We conduct an internal debate over whether this means we are
competent or incompetent or bad, worthy of love or unlovable. What impact might it have on
our self-image and self-esteem, our future and our well-being? Our answers to these questions
determine in large part whether we feel “balanced” during the conversation , or whether we
feel off-center and anxious.

The “What Happened?” Conversation: What's the Story Here?

The “What Happened?” Conversation is where we spend much of our time in difficult conversations as
we struggle with our different stories about who's right, who meant what, and who’s to blame. On each
of these three fronts — truth, intentions, and blame — we make a common but crippling assumption.
Straightening out each of these assumptions is essential to improving our ability to handle difficult
conversations well.

The Truth Assumption

We often fail to question one crucial assumption upon which our whole stance in the conversation is
built: | am right, you are wrong.

Difficult conversations:
e Are almost never about getting the facts right
e Are about conflicting perceptions, interpretations, and values
¢ Are not about what is true
e Are about what is important

In the “What Happened?” Conversation, moving away from the truth assumption frees us to shift our
purpose from proving we are right to understanding the perceptions, interpretations, and values of both
sides. We can move away from delivering messages and toward asking questions, exploring how each
person is making sense of the world. We can offer our views as perceptions, interjpretations, and values
- not as “the truth”.















The Identity Conversation

Difficult conversations threaten our identity. Some conversations can be so overwhelmingly
difficult because our anxiety around having to face the other person as well having to face
ourselves becomes paralyzing. The conversation poses a threat to our identity.

Three core identities:
e Amlcompetent?
e Amagood person?
e Am | worthy of love?

Vulnerable identities (the all-or-nothing syndrome):
e Denial
e [Exaggeration

Ground your identity:
1. Become aware of your identity issues
2. Complexify your identity

Three things to accept about yourself:
¢ You will make mistakes.
e Yourintentions are complex.
¢ You have contributed to the problem.

Managing feelings during the conversation:
e Let go of trying to control their reaction
e Prepare for their response
¢ Imagine the future (it's three months from now)
e Take a break
e Find the courage to ask for help.





















TENETS

. Be aware of the power of conversation and pay close attention to how
you speak and listen.

. Don’t dwell on past-domain conversations; use them to establish a
connection and then move on.

. Be aware of, manage, and change the broad invisible background
conversations that determine the way people see and interpret the
world.

. Shift the conversation first from the past to the future and then to the
present.

. Manage your listening and that of others by couching and by
substituting proactive for reactive listening.

. Distinguish between those things that exist in substance and those
that exist in language, and act appropriately.

. Consciously and intentionally manage and shape your own image as
someone people listen to attentively.

. Go for a breakthrough.



Communication
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Use non-verbal
communication to SOFTEN
the hard-line position of :
others.
Smile
Open Posture
Forward Lean k
Touch E
Eye Contact
Nod ’:
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“Power comes not from the
barrel of a gun but from one’s |
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cultural strength and the L .
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Effective communication is 20%
what you know and 80% how you
feel about what you know.
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“Every human has four
endowments - self-awareness,
conscience, independent will and
creative imagination. These give
us the ultimate human freedom.”

- Stephen Covey
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REQUIREMENTS FOR PERSONAL POWER

Know/be in touch with your own feelings.

Be able to say “No”.

Be able to ask for help.

Be able to tolerate upset, conflict, or turmoil.
Don’t “have” to have approval from everyone and anyone.
Be able to tolerate a silence.

Be able to tie consequences to behavior.

Be able to recognize and admit a mistake.

Be able to tolerate someone’s feelings getting hurt.

. Be able to weigh alternatives and take responsibility for a decision or a

position.
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