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If they don’t get it, then it all comes back to 
how we said it. It’s not just about the words, 
it’s also about our attitude and intention. 

We choose how we listen. 
 
Always give the benefit of the doubt and know 
that we are all doing the best we can within 
the circumstances at the time. 

The big question is; how do we move from 
a position of ‘knowing’ we are right, to a 
place of being curious and focused on the 
outcome?  And to do this when we have a pile 
of examples to prove it and a crowd of people 
to agree with us.

We are exquisitely hard-wired to know where 
we stand emotionally with others at all time. 
Should we be open and trusting, or protective? 
This is an evolutionary response.

RESPONSIBILITY

We are 100% responsible for all our communication, 
both in the delivery and the receiving.

Things don’t turn 
to custard 
suddenly, we 
arrive at that 
place one failed, 
or ‘failed-to-have’ 
conversation at a 
time.

ATTITUDE

Effective communication is as much an attitude as 
a set of skills and frameworks. Practising the skills 
helps cultivate the attitude. Having the attitude 
makes the skills more effective.

Making people wrong doesn’t work. Nobody 
likes to be blamed, criticised, judged or 
evaluated. 
  
When this happens, people become reactive, 
defensive, get angry or shut down. 

This also greatly reduces the chances of our 
being heard and getting a productive outcome.  

The flight, fight, freeze or appease reflex takes 
over when we feel protective or diminished.

We can’t change 
anyone; all we can 
do is influence 
how they are with 
us, by how we are 
with them.
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Never get into a verbal ping-pong match with 
anyone - it doesn’t work and often escalates 
the situation, and it’s time-consuming. 

We need to keep out of the story and keep the 
focus on the other person. 

Once they feel heard, they are more likely 
to be able to listen, because they can relax 
knowing that we already understand their 
perspective. 

To let someone know we understand 
their perspective does not mean that we 
necessarily agree or disagree, it simply 
means we understand. 

Naïve enquirer

Adopt the attitude of the ‘naïve enquirer’ and 
ask questions.  Be genuinely curious.

If we think a 
conversation may 

be needed, then, 
chances are,

 it does.

SEEK FIRST 
TO UNDERSTAND

Once we move from purely transactional conversations, 
communication can only go one way at a time, just like 
water flowing through a pipe. Listen and enquire first, 
talk and give your perspective second.

Focus on the people first and then the problem. Our job 
is to restore, develop and enhance the relationship first, 
then convey the information or solve the problem.

BUILD THE BRIDGE

Let them know that the relationship is more 
important than the solution, being right or 
anything other logical reason. 

An effective communication conveys two 
things:

1. The content message
2. The relationship or context message

Make sure there is a context statement with 
every content message.

“I would like you to …. (content) 
because …. (context).’ 

Giving a context to the message provides 
a softer landing and often gets more 
engagement. 

‘If it is important 
to the other 
person, then it is 
important.’
Susan Scott
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NOBODY OWNS 
THE TRUTH

The way we learn and the way we store experience 
means that we all see things differently. All points 
of view are valid.

The quality of our lives is related to how we 
frame events and the stories we tell ourselves 
about these events.

An effective conversation is the process of 
setting aside all the responses pinging  inside 
our heads and simply listening to what the  
other person is actually saying. Here and now.

Once all the perspectives are heard, then the 
conversation can begin. It is easy to mistake 
the promoting of each person’s perspective 
as the conversation. 

‘Reality is 
unforgivingly 
complex.’  
Anne Lamott

What gets talked 
about, and how 
it’s talked about, 
dictates what 
happens. 

‘Don’t confuse 
activity for 
achievement and 
talking for 
a conversation.’

Susan Scott
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THREE PARTS OF 
THE BRAIN

1) Prefrontal cortex 
• Reflects on the past
• Analyses the present
• Imagines/plans the future
• Translates current information, impulses           

and biochemistry 
• Helps control emotion and make 

judgement calls
• Empathises.

2) Limbic brain 
• Makes sure we get what we need
• Creates understanding by: storing 

memories and remembering what feels 
good/bad, who is friend/foes, where we 
belong and how we fit

• Is concerned with emotions and 
relationships.

3) Reptilian brain / amygdala
• The key task is to protect us and keep 

us alive by informing us of threats, both 
physical and emotional. 

Remember, we can only be in one part of the 
brain at one time. 

It is important to realise which part of the brain is 
doing the processing when having a conversation,  
in ourself and the other. 

Question to ask ourselves

About me

How do I keep myself in the front of my 
brain? 
How do I get myself back if I get 
triggered?

About them

What part of their brain am I talking to? 
How do I keep them in the front part of 
their brain?
In what part of their brain will my 
message land?
What do I do if they get triggered?

Listening
Different conversations impact different 
parts of the brain. 
Different parts of the brain listen for 
different things.

‘Out beyond 
wrongdoing and 

rightdoing is a field 
I’ll meet you there’

Rumi
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Pattern matching is what makes us such good 
learner. We take experiences and file them  
away, so the next time the same or similar thing 
happens, we don’t need to re-analyse and learn; 
we simply match the pattern. 

The tricky thing is that we all pattern match 
differently because we have had different 
experiences. We see things through our own 
filters and biases. 

This process is efficient  because we can retrieve 
information quickly and don’t have to constantly 
analyse our current environment/experience. 

The biggest assumption we make is: ‘what I said 
is what you heard and what I heard is what you 
said.’

The map is not the territory. The words we use 
are simply a representation of our experience. 
We communicate with others as if we share the 
same map. Problems happen when our reality 
collides with others’. 

PATTERN-MATCHING 
BRAINS

Human beings are very efficient at learning and 
remembering. We do this by bundling experiences 
together and filing them away - with instant recall. 

Our context determines how we experience 
the content. We are constantly interpreting 
our experience.

How many mistakes constitute a        
performance review?
How many minutes determines being 
late? 
When does questioning become         
undermining?
When does showing initiative become 
not being a team player?

Negative bias

Negative events and feelings get imprinted 
in our memory and nervous system more 
strongly than positive ones. 

If there is a choice between ...

believing there is a tiger in the bush and 
there isn’t, or ...
believing there isn’t a tiger in the bush 
and there is ...

... no guessing which bias survived to         
become our ancestors’.

If we are not careful, 
we can talk right 

past the issue.
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EMOTIONS

We are deeply emotional beings and emotional 
decision-makers. Emotions are chemical reactions. 
The words we use are rarely neutral; they have history. 
Words carry meaning that resides with the listener.

Conversations activate neurochemistry. 
Conversations have the ability to trigger 
emotional reactions. 

If we are feeling discomfort, mistrust or 
frustration, chances are the other person/
people are feeling something.

Our neural networks allow us to connect with 
other human beings.  The prefrontal cortex 
has neurons which extend to the gut and 
inform our instinctive network by responding 
to socially relevant cues – a frowning face, 
grimace of pain, kind voice. These are 
powerful and active networks, often called gut 
instinct.

The moment we make contact with people, 
biochemical reactions are triggered in our bodies. 
Changes start to happen in our biochemistry 
within two metres of another person. Combine 
this with our own emotional state, as well as 
layers of past experience, ideas, beliefs, 
interpretations. It’s a complex mix.

Knowing what chemicals may be released 
helps us decide what words to use: 
Oxytocin  - lets us know we are safe
Dopamine  - signals reward
Serotonin  - feel-good hormone
Cortisol  - stress hormone 

The 2002 Nobel Prize for economics was 
awarded to Daniel Kahneman, a psychology 
professor at Princeton, who proved beyond 
any doubt that we behave emotionally first, 
rationally second. This is not a new-age thing 
or a cultural thing – this is the human condition.

Emotional wake

People don’t so much remember what we said 
or what we did, they remember how they felt 
the last time they were with us. That is what we 
walk back into the next time we see them.

What emotional wake do we want to leave 
behind after the conversation?
What emotional wake do we want to walk 
back into next time we see them?

It is a good idea to address a negative 
emotional wake. 

It is never too late to revisit a conversation.

We can’t logic 
someone out 

of an emotional            
response.
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Trust

Trust is centred in the prefrontal cortex.  When 
we are having a good conversation, even if it 
is difficult one, we feel good, we know where 
we stand and we feel safe. A good indicator of 
a good conversation is trust. 

Brain chemicals affect how we respond. 
Oxytocin helps us feel safe. Mirror neurons 
allow us to feel empathy for another. 
Dopamine and serotonin contribute to feelings 
of well-being.

Distrust

Distrust is processed in the amygdala and limbic 
areas. We cannot connect with others when our 
amygdala is overactive. The prefrontal cortex 
is activated when we feel trust and deactivated 
when we feel fear or distrust.

BUILDING TRUST

Without trust, there are no meaningful conversations.
Trust and distrust networks get triggered during 
conversations. Electrical patterns send messages to 
the brain, signalling us to open up or close down. 

People experience trust when:

1. They feel they have been heard. They 
have been asked good questions and the 
answers listened to. 

2. They believe they have been understood. 
What they have said is reflected back 
or questions asked that demonstrate 
understanding. 

Before speaking or responding, 
ask ourselves: 

Does what I am about to say build a 
bridge or increase the divide? 

How can I be heard and still maintain 
the relationship?

Is the emotional content saying ‘I have 
your best interests at heart, or ‘I want 
to persuade you to do things my way’?

This is true and 
this is true and this 

is true. Multiple 
realities do not 

need to compete; 
they simply need 

to have enough 
room to exist.
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Conversations are not what we think. They are much 
more than talking, sharing information, telling people 
what to do, or telling others what’s on our minds. 
Words are the map, not the territory.

CONVERSATIONS

Conversations are layered and complex and 
go deeper than simple information-sharing. 

Words are not things, they are the 
representations we use to view, think about, 
and process our perceptions of reality and 
sharing these with others. What we think, what 
we say, what we mean, what others hear, and 
how we feel, make a complex mix. Words are 
nuanced and imprecise.

Always make sure everybody is holding the 
same meaning for words that are central to a 
conversation eg, strategy, innovation, growth, 
support.

Complexity of conversations

Simple conversations can become complex 
very quickly. Thoughts and feelings activate 
our chemical networks into action. Feelings 
emerge before we have time to put words 
to them. 

What we say, what we hear, what things mean 
and how we feel when hearing them can all 
potentially emerge, leading to a complex, 
confusing and illogical situation. 

When these differing elements don’t line up, 
we use stories, filters, blaming, biases and 
justifications to help make sense and relieve 
discomfort. 

Tricky conversations

Transactional conversations turn into a tricky 
conversation when negative emotion gets 
triggered in you, the other or both. 

Emotion is more than crying or showing 
anger. It can include frustration, shutdown, 
disappointment, overwhelm, confusion, fear, 
apathy, anxiety, resentment, pessimism, 
bitterness, hurt, embarrassment. 

Words are not 
neutral, they 
carry meaning 
that resides in the 
listener, not the 
speaker.
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TAKING OFFENCE

Don’t take offence at anything: it’s an indulgence. 
There are no stupid/lazy/crazy people out there, just 
people we haven’t yet managed to communicate with 
in a way that they can hear.

The way they are trying to get what they want 
may be dysfunctional, but what they want is 
still valid.

We can choose how we respond, including 
how we respond  to ‘feedback’.  

Whether we agree with it, whether we enjoy 
hearing it whether it is true or not, doesn’t 
matter. It is simply information - information that 
has the potential to help us refine ourselves 
and what we do, or it help us understand the 
other person.

Beware of the dreaded  ‘emotional filing 
cabinet’ - both yours and theirs. This is the 
place we store historic hurts, slights and 
resentments. The emotional filing cabinet gets 
flung out when any new hurt of resentment 
gets triggered, which then gives evidence 
and weight to the other’s character flaws and 
insensitivity. 

Empty out any emotional filing cabinets you 
have lurking about. If you suspect others have 
an emotional file cabinet with your name on it, 
then help them to empty it.

Under stress, 
anything 
unfinished in the 
relationship 
re-emerges. Then 
we have two things 
to deal with.
Beware the 
emotional filing 
cabinet.

DEALING WITH 
OBJECTIONS

Resistance, objections and ‘no’ are simply an 
opportunity to gather more information.

Find out more, understand the feelings and 
needs behind the objection.  Get interested 
and respond/ ask questions like:

‘Tell me more ... ‘
‘What might that look like?’ 

Don’t ask specific questions, as this is often 
taken as an attack.

Find out what their needs are and help them 
find another way to get what they want, then 
they may be able to move towards a ‘yes’.

Don’t get rejected and give up, sulk, or try to 
get them to say yes by giving more information 
or by getting angry, blaming, manipulating or 
offering reward. 

Empathise and then help them find another 
way of getting what is important.

Our task is to make 
it safe enough for 

people to be honest.
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GETTING TRIGGERED

Being able to move out of our triggered state 
as quickly as possible is essential. 

When one person gets triggered in a 
conversation it usually triggers others, 
especially when there is a history. 

The more alienating the person’s behaviour, 
the more curious you become. 

‘What is their very good reason for 
behaving this way? What do they 
need?’ 

Don’t react by getting caught up in their 
behaviour. Look for the need behind the 
strategy and respond to the need, not the 
strategy/story.

It is our task to hold the space - safely contain 
the conversation - no matter what happens.

When we get triggered, our system gets washed 
with cortisol and adrenaline which cause a number 
of unpleasant physical and emotional reactions. 
This makes it hard, if  not impossible, to think and 
communicate clearly. 

What to do when you get triggered 
in a conversation  

• Work with your own body responses: 
defocus your eyes with peripheral vision, 
breath out and release your diaphragm 
and find your neutral position (not leaning 
forward or leaning back)

• Remember your intention 
 What outcome do you want?
 What is the other’s intention?   
 What do they need?

• Remember the relationship is more  
important than being right

• Nobody owns the truth. Their perspective 
is as valid as yours

• Take a break if needed
• Avoid emotional words and absolutes
• Get curious ...

 Why would someone behave like     
 this? What are they trying to   
 achieve? 

• Allow silence
• Empathise.

Wherever we go, 
here we are. 

We take our habits, 
beliefs and trigger 

points with us.
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WHEN THINGS 
TURN TO CUSTARD

How to disagree
• Don’t use emotive words
• Rather than ‘you are wrong’ use ‘I see it 

differently’
• Rather than ‘I don’t agree’ try ‘I have 

another way of looking at this’
• Replay what you heard, chunking it 

down into bullets points, then state your 
objection as a question 

‘What would happen if …?’
‘What is the consequence of …?’

Backing up
• You don’t necessarily need to 

apologise.
• ‘I would have liked to have done that 

better ... I’d like to try again if that’s okay 
with you.’

• ‘That was hard for me to hear, and I 
didn’t give the best response, I’d like to 
take it up again from . . .’

• ‘Oops, that didn’t go so well. I’d like to do 
something different, are you up for it?’

It’s just as important to know what to do when things 
don’t go to plan as it is to keep things on track.

Complete the conversation
• Stay
• Come back to it, until it is done 
• Not having or completing the conversation 

usually doesn’t work. It doesn’t go away 
and invariably comes back to bite you.  

When in doubt
• Empathise or self-empathise 
• Ask for clarification. If you don’t 

understand, then ask questions until you 
do 

• Take space (for an agreed time frame)
• Focus on the desired outcome.
• Allow silence.

If you can’t get it sorted
Get a third person, either someone known and 
trusted by you both, or a trained facilitator/
mediator. 

Check that your values line up 
Most ‘personality conflicts’ can be sorted, 
however if there is an underlying difference in 
values, then it is probably time to re-negotiate 
or terminate the relationship.  

Conflict is an 
exploration of 
diverse 
perspectives. 
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Things don’t usually turn to custard suddenly; we arrive 
at that place one failed, or failed-to-have, conversation at 
a time. Relationships often deteriorate as a result of the 
conversation we are carefully trying to avoid. 

HARD
CONVERSATIONS

If we don’t have the crucial conversation, it 
often becomes a critical conversation. If we 
don’t have the critical conversation, then we 
often have conflict or disengagement. 

Crucial conversations are not dependent on 
how the other person responds. It’s our task to 
extend the invitation again, and again, if needed. 

Assumptions like vacuums. For this reason, 
the longer you leave it, the more assumptions 
have an opportunity to flourish.

Every Monday morning ask yourself:
‘What conversations have my name 
on them?’ 

And on Friday afternoon ask yourself:
‘What conversations have I been 
avoiding?’

Why we avoid tricky conversations

• Concern that we will escalate the 
problem or get reprisal

• Misguided hope it will go away 

• Fear of getting rejected or losing the   
relationship

• Not prepared to follow through with any  
outcomes  

• Fear of being overwhelmed by an 
emotional response

• Hurting someone’s feelings

• Being exposed as part of the problem. 

A crucial                
conversation is 

one we would 
rather not have 
but, if we don’t, 

the stakes are too 
high.
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To be fully present and attentive with another 
person requires that we postpone giving 
advice, reassurance, correcting, explaining, 
or searching for solutions until the other 
person knows we have heard them accurately 
and without judgement. 

Giving empathy doesn’t mean that we 
necessarily agree or disagree, it simply means 
that we understand their point of view.

If in doubt, empathise.

Rule of thumb: keep empathising until we get 
three yeses.

Reflect back the feelings and the needs – 
don’t get caught up in the story.

Don’t rationalise with someone when they 
are emotional. If the other person gets upset, 
angry or shuts down, then empathise - just 
empathise. Empathising takes the heat out of 
a situation.

EMPATHY

Giving empathy is letting someone know that you      
understand their world: what they are feeling and 
needing and what has meaning for them. 

Be kind to me 
the most when 
I deserve it the 
least, because that 
is when I really 
need it.

Dealing with 
emotion takes 

time. Not dealing 
with emotion takes 

even longer.

Say back to them what you have heard: 

‘Is this what you are saying?’
‘Have I heard you correctly?’

Listen until they have said it all, even ask:

‘Is there anything else?’

We need to make sure they have fully 
expressed themselves, and they know we 
understand, before looking for solutions or 
giving our perspective. 

Once they feel heard, they have space to hear 
us. We can even ask:

‘I would like to tell you how I see this?’
‘I’d like to tell you my experience.’

When they feel heard then ask them what 
they want. If it is not a doable action then ask 
them what their request would look like. Keep 
going until there is a doable action. 

Clarify by asking the person:-

‘Is this what you want?’ 
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What do we win 
if we win the 
argument? What 
do we lose?

WHEN MISTAKES 
ARE MADE

1. What was your intention? 
   What was your thinking behind this  decision?

2. What do you think are the ramifications  
of what has happened? (If they don’t list  
them all, then add your own.)

3. What have you learnt, what will you do  
differently in the future?

4. Is there anything you need from me/us, in 
order for these changes to take place?

5. This is what I need from you …

Do you feel that was the right thing to do? 
Do you think that was the best response?

When people make mistakes, they are often defensive. 
This framework helps to get to a solution without the 
person becoming defensive or disengaged.

CONVERSATIONS UP

Some of the hardest conversations to have are 
with those who have more authority than you: your 
manager, the chairman of the board, the consultant.

How do you disagree, ask difficult questions 
or tell them something they may not want to 
hear.

When you disagree 
Ask a question around your objection.

‘What will happen if we have weather 
delays?’
‘What’s the plan if we have several 
people away in the last few weeks?’

When you don’t understand the logic
‘Let me make sure I understand the 
strategy here?’
‘Can you tell me again what outcome 
we are looking for?’

When you don’t think they want to hear
‘I have some ideas about this, would 
you like to hear them?’
‘I have a couple of ideas rattling around 
in my head.’
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INTERRUPTING

Either:

• Reflect back feelings and needs, or
• Ask for clarification, or
• Reflect back what you heard.

Whenever you interrupt, you have to make it 
about them: 

‘Let me get this right, what you are 
saying is … ‘
‘I can see this is very important to you.’

Sometimes leaning forward and taking a 
breath is helpful, as it gives an indication that 
you are about to speak.

When they are telling you about something in 
the past; 

‘That must have been very hard for you 
...’

Then bring it into the present: 

‘How is it now?’

‘What needs to happen now?’ 

The most important thing to remember when 
interrupting is to make it about them, not about us, 
and don’t get caught in the story.

When they are giving too much information or 
too many instructions: 

‘It’s important that I get this right, what 
you are saying is a,b,c . . .’

‘Okay great – what next?’

When they are complaining: 

‘You are feeling angry about this 
because it is extremely important that 
we get this right.’

When people don’t feel heard, they either keep 
talking (on and on sometimes) or go quiet. 

The best way to respond to either of these is 
to let them know you have heard: 

‘Did I get this right?  Ever since you 
have been working here the cleaner 
avoids cleaning your office, no matter 
how many times you have asked?’

‘A good 
conversation will 

interrogate reality, 
provoke learning, 
tackle challenges 

and enrich the 
relationships.’

Susan Scott
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When listening, paraphrase back what you 
heard and then ask if you understood it 
correctly -
      ‘Let me see, did I get that right?’

When speaking, ask the person to tell you what 
they heard: 

‘Just want to make sure we are on the  
 same page - what did I say?’  
‘Can you tell me what you heard me say’
‘I’m not sure that I explained myself          
very well, can you tell me what you heard      
me say?’

Sounds basic, but it saves so much 
miscommunication. The quality of the answer 
you get is directly related to the quality of the 
question you ask.

Keep spoken instructions to bullet point length 
statements. Don’t get lost in too many words.

In verbal communication, make the ‘ands’ into 
full stops.  If we don’t say it, or we don’t say it 
clearly, it leaves room for assumptions, AND 
assumptions are dangerous.

A conversation with a hidden agenda goes 
nowhere useful. What is your honest intent?

CLARITY

The nature of our 
blind spots is that 
we can’t see them.

The only way to really know if some has heard what 
we have said is to get them to repeat it back to us. The 
trick is to do this without sounding condescending. 

‘Let silence do 
the heavy lifting.’      

Susan Scott

Examples of questioning assumptions
  

• ‘I am confused, I’d like to ask you a few 
more questions, so I can understand.’

• ‘Before I give my opinion, I’d  like to 
check with you that I have heard  
correctly what  you have said – 
paraphrase back.’

Giving instructions

We can remember five things without trying 
and seven things when we are concentrating. 
Therefore give no more than five instructions 
at a time.

Make sure you give the steps to doing 
something, not just the outcomes. You can 
even ask this ‘What would be the best way of 
tackling this’. 

Some people do best with written 
instructions, others with diagrams and flow 
charts. Others are better being walked 
through the process and others like verbal 
instructions.
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LISTENING

All this information and connection at our 
fingertips should be useful and stimulating. 
Often it is simply distracting and 
overwhelming. We have difficulty focusing 
and completing not just tasks but our thought 
processes. Our ability to listen and our 
judgement is blurred by hurry and intrusion.    

Listening is the ability to give sustained 
concentration. Becoming a better listener 
is more than behaving like a good listener. 
Hearing the words is just the beginning. 

Listening is a process not the goal. The goal 
is to understand, build trust and enhance 
the relationship. Like most things, becoming 
a good listener takes awareness, self-
awareness and practice.  

Listen with curiosity

How can we understand this person? 
What is the essence of their 
communication? 

Resist the temptation to only listen enough to 
then give our advice or tell our story.

Our world is chocker-full and continuously demanding 
of our attention: information overload, interruption 
marketing, endless choice, noise, lists, mobile 
everything, touch screen-speed, urgency and an 
obsession with time and getting things done.

‘We live in an age 
of distraction. Not 
only do we get 
interrupted from 
the outside, we 
interrupt 
ourselves. 
If we are trying 
to listen then by 
definition we are 
distracted.’ 
Rebecca Shafir 

As skilful listener we can 

• Can process information contrary to our  
own beliefs

• Can keep the focus on the other, not on  
ourselves.

Try listening to conversations from 
different standpoints

• What is the content / facts?
• What are the feelings?
• What is the intent?
• What is at stake?
• What do they want from me
• How can I best be helpful?
• Why is this important to them?

How to become a mindful listener

• Quieten the noise inside our own head
• Remove outside distractions and give  

our full attention
• Be curious about another view point.
• Listen past the words and the what, to  

understand the how and the why
• Be willing to listen to our own words, so we 

become aware of our impact on others
• Become friends with silence.

Our ability to talk 
has dramatically 

surpassed our 
ability to listen.

It is possible 
that we are all 
suffering from 

some degree of 
attention disorder.

Not speaking 
when someone 

is talking is 
not necessarily 

listening.
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How to become a better listener 
under stress:

• Breathe
• Focus on the other (this is not about 

us)
• Paraphrase back what we have   

heard, helps us to refocus and                 
concentrate on the other

• Take a spacer if we can’t give our         
focus to the speaker

• Notice when we are using our habitual  
non-listening techniques

• We feel secure in ourselves and   
have space to fully accept another   
perceptive. 

How do we know we have been 
heard?

• When they stop asking the same   
question

• When they don’t do anything else when  
we are speaking

• When they have relevant questions
• When they act on what we say
• When they freely give their ideas and  

objections.

The most dreaded responses
Discounting the other’s experience: ‘It can’t 
be that bad, let’s look at the bright side’ 
OR ‘What about all the things that could go 
wrong?’

Most of the time it 
is not that we are 
hard of hearing; it 
is that we are hard 
of listening. 

Advice giving
Do this only when asked and give information 
rather than advice. Once you listen, you will 
notice that they have already considered 
many solutions.
Identifying  
‘I know just what you mean, it happened 
to me’… ‘nd away we go. People don’t 
necessarily derive comfort or wisdom from 
hearing other peoples’ experiences. 

Silence
• Silence is only possible when we are  

able to quieten our own opinions   
and judgements. Unease with silence  
is a common symptom of our inability 
to listen

• Silence allows deeper thoughts and  
insights to emerge. It gives space for   
the other to think out loud and hear    
themselves

• Keep soft eye contact
• Supportive silence is different from an  

uncomfortable silence.

We need silence when
• There is interrupting and talking over
• We are formulating our next statement 

while the other is still speaking
• Advice - giving and identifying are rife  
• When the conversation is going in circles

‘Never interrupt 
a productive 

silence.’    
Andrew Sobel
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HOW WELL 
DO WE LISTEN?

The Grasshopper
We jump all over the place. We interrupt with 
every new idea and never finish a thought 
process.  We are hard to follow, others don’t 
have a response, and there are very few results.

The Adviser
We listen long enough to tell others what 
they should do and all the reasons why.

The Psychoanalyst
We know just what is wrong with the other 
person and how to fix them. We have read 
lots of self-help books.

The Encyclopaedia 
We listen just long enough to grasp the 
subject then proceed to inform the audience 
of everything we know.

The Entertainer
We have an array of stories for every occasion, 
can identify with most things and are generous 
in our willingness to share. When not talking, 
we are rehearsing our next lines.

The Monologuist 
We talk, you listen. No space for anything 
else. We hardly seem to need to breathe.  
We are very attached to our own agenda. 

The Interrogator
So many questions, no room for answers.

The Busy-back-soon
We really don’t have time for this. We are 
very important and extremely busy. 

The Daydreamer
We get lost in our own thoughts, memories 
and ideas and away we go.

The Conqueror 
Nothing gets us going more than winning 
a good argument (at all costs). We have to 
have the last word.

The Defender
Our insecurities mean we can’t tolerate any 
views different from our own. We spend our 
time defending and protecting.

The Interrupter
We interrupt when we get bored or distracted. 
We love finishing other people’s sentences.

The Judge
We know best, we can read your mind, 
we have more experience, intelligence 
and rights.  We love assumptions and 
generalisations. 

The Placater 
We want everyone to like us; we can’t 
tolerate conflict so we readily agree. Our 
strong need to be helpful gets in the way of 
hearing the other. 

Business is 
in essence 
an ongoing 

conversation with 
clients, 

suppliers, 
customers, staff, 

associates, board 
members and 

subcontractors.
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Self disclosure reduces uncertainty, builds rapport and 
can move a conversation forward when things get stuck. 

SELF DISCLOSURE

Examples

‘I’m not sure what to do next.’

‘I’m getting impatient with us going 
around and around this and I’m 
guessing you are too.’

‘I’ve lost the thread, can you please 
remind me what you would like me to 
do?’

‘I’m not sure I have explained myself 
very well, do you mind if I try again?’

An active 
conversation is 
one where we 
come out of hiding 
and show 
ourselves.

‘The truth may set 
us free, but first it 

may thoroughly 
irritate us.’

Susan Scott

TAKING SPACE

When in doubt, give yourself space, especially if you 
are getting triggered. It is more responsible to give 
your best response than give an immediate response.

It may mean just taking a breath before you 
speak.

Asking for space

‘Just give me a minute to think about 
that.’

‘I am finding this hard to understand, 
I’ll need to think about it and I’ll get 
back to you in 15 minutes.’

‘Just give me a minute to collect my 
thoughts.’

‘Excuse me, I will be right back.’
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‘Culture depends 
on the quality of 
the relationships, 
which depends 
on the quality of 
the conversations.         
Everything 
happens through 
conversation.’
Judith E. Glaser

Examples:

‘I’m noticing that we seem to be talking 
at cross purposes lately. Lets start over 
to see if we can find another way of 
sorting this?’

‘I don’t think I explained myself very 
well.’

‘I’ve noticed you have gone quiet, did I 
say something?’

‘I don’t think this communication is 
going to get us where we want to go.’

‘Ouch, that was hard to hear.’

‘How embarrassing, I have lost the 
thread of what you were saying.’

STATE THE 
OBVIOUS

It’s sometimes helpful to simply state the obvious; it 
gives an opening for something different to happen. 

RABBIT HOLES

• Avoid getting into a conversation about 
past, especially who said what, to whom. 
Bring the conversation to here and now.

• Don’t have more than one subject on the 
table at once: if this happens, acknowledge 
the issue and promise to come back to it 
once you have finished with the issue at 
hand.

• If you get lost in detail, take things back up 
to the balcony - what we believe in, what 
we want to achieve and why, where we are 
up to?

• Check in with yourself and also ask the 
other(s) 
   ‘Are we still on task?’
   ‘Are we addressing the issue at hand?’
   ‘Is this the best use of our time?’

The conversation is going around in circles, people 
are becoming more entrenched in their options, the 
past is being dissected, people are blaming, getting 
defensive, becoming adamant. You are lost in a 
rabbit hole. 

‘Not every 
conversation 
changes our 

lives, but any 
conversation can.’ 

Susan Scott
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Too many big-picture thinkers and you have 
ample ideas and boundless flying by the seat 
of your pants, and no so much planning. Too 
many process thinkers and you get neat piles 
and files of detailed plans and diligent risk-
management and not so much doing. 

Big-picture people tend to think process 
thinkers are anal and negative. Process 
thinkers tend to think big-picture thinkers are 
unrealistic and, ‘away-with-the-fairies.’

Big-picture thinkers

• Thrive on ideas and playing with 
possibilities Trusts in the future and 
believe that everything will work out just 
fine. 

• They are allergic to details. 
• They have single minded focus and like 

to live in the moment. 
• They have a flexible relationship 

with time and are often motivated by 
deadlines. 

• They feel suffocated by too much 
planning and can easily feel over- 
managed.

• They generally start businesses but 
aren’t so flash at running them. 

COGNITIVE
STYLE

There are big-picture thinkers and process thinkers and 
every organisation has them and every organisation 
needs them. They think differently, they communicate 
differently; so how do they communicate?.

We are literally     
addicted to the   
feeling of being 

right, as our 
dopamine  levels 
increase. We feel 
great, problem is 

the other feels bad.

• Often found in sales and marketing and 
design.

How to talk to a big picture thinker

1. No matter how bizarre the idea, play with 
them for awhile.

2.  Ask one detail question eg – how many, 
how much, when, who, etc. 

3. Having got an answer to a dearly needed 
detail, resist the urge to ask another 
question.

4. Play with the idea again, eg, what else 
could happen, give exciting examples 
of possibilities. 

5. Repeat 3,4 and 5 until all details are 
answered.

WARNING 
If you ask too many detailed questions 
in a row they will walk out the door, or 
start talking about something else, or 
check their phone or do something way 
more exciting than answering detail 
questions. If in email form they will tend 
to ignore it. 

WARNING 
If you persist they will think you are a 
killjoy and negative. They may even 
suggest you go ‘get a life’.
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Process thinkers

• Thrive on plans and logical implementation. 
They don’t trust in the future and believe 
that leaving things to chance can lead to 
chaos. 

• They are good with details and good at 
keeping an overview. 

• They have a more fixed relationship with 
time and dislike deadlines and usually finish 
things early to avoid pressure. 

• They believe wholeheartedly in risk 
management and feel anxious when plans 
aren’t made or followed. The less detail 
they are given, the more and more detail 
they will want.

• They are usually found running the finances, 
the office or the businesses.

How to talk to a process thinker

1. They don’t need all the details, just 
enough stepping stones to get them 
from where they are now, to the new 
idea. 

2. If you don’t give them enough stepping 
stone details, they will get anxious and 
ask even more detailed questions.

3. If in your frustration you don’t answer, they 
will get more anxious and ask even more 
detailed questions. 

4. Remember, they don’t actually need 
all those details, just enough stepping 
stones. Things like about now much, 
how often, by whom, how.

5.    So they know you have even thought         
   about it, give them one ‘thing that     
   could go wrong’ and the remedy (if  
   you don’t, you may get more anxious  
   detailed questioning)

WARNING 
If you don’t give them a few details 
they will keep pestering you. 

WARNING
It is NOT a good sign if they stop 
pestering you; It means they will find 
some way of putting the brakes on.

We all sit somewhere in this continuum.

We get what we  
tolerate.
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PROCESSING STYLES

Considered processors

Considered processors tend to figure it 
out before speaking.  They tend to think 
of what they want to say after the topic 
has moved on or after the conversation or 
meeting has finished.  

Considered processors need to learn how 
to be comfortable interrupting and taking the 
conversation back to a previous topic.  

It can also be beneficial to make 
agreements to make contact after the 
conversation/meeting, to give your ideas, 
questions, and suggestions. 

The advantage of being a considered 
processor is the depth of analysis and thought. 

Our processing style is how we function when 
problem-solving, making decisions or brainstorming. 
This applies within a one-on-one conversation or 
within a group. 

A negative 
emotional wake is 
expensive.

Quick processors

Quick processors tend to figure it out in the 
process of speaking or hearing themselves 
out loud.  

Quick processors need to learn not to jump 
into the conversation too quickly, and give 
others space to talk.

A good habit to get into is at intervals within 
the conversation or meeting,  ask if anyone 
has anything to say about what has been 
talked about previously. 

The advantage of being a quick processor 
is that decision-making is fast and things 
happen swiftly.  

Shut the door, turn 
off the phones and 

the endless lists 
inside our heads, 

and we listen.
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The over-arching question is;

’What work do I want this question to do?’

Change starts the moment we ask the right 
question. It’s not always about the answers, 
it’s as much about stimulating the thinking. 

We are often so busy trying to find the right 
answer; we forget to make sure we are 
asking the right question.  

We get caught up in advocating our 
own opinion and forget to enquire. The 
questioning approach guides by not telling or 
giving advice. 

Questions help people to walk around a 
problem, to see the issue from different 
angles. Questions are a vehicle to a solution; 
they facilitate the process.  

Sometimes, good questions are more 
powerful than answers. 

ENQUIRY 

Having a pocketful of good questions is a powerful 
thing, so is knowing when to use them. Asking 
questions builds trusts, gathers information and 
establishes intrinsic motivation. 

The quality of the 
question we ask is 
directly related to 
the quality of the 
answer we get.

If in doubt, 
empathise, 

paraphrase or 
enquire.

Intrinsic motivation

Enquiry-based communication builds 
intrinsic motivation and the person becomes 
self motivated.

Enquiry encourages the person questioned 
to discover their own answers. This produces 
intrinsic motivation and people are more 
likely to follow through.

Extrinsic motivation

Extrinsic motivation (i.e.  the carrot or the 
stick), doesn’t build engagement or ‘buy-in’ in 
the long term. 

Even if the advice given is correct, extrinsic 
motivation is less likely to get engagement 
and precipitate change. 
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The brain equates social needs with survival. 
We have the same response to our social 
needs as we do to our physical needs, such 
as having enough food or keeping ourselves 
physically safe.

What we most value influences how strongly 
we experience social threats. 

Threat responses are more powerful than 
reward responses. We move away from 
threats more quickly and vigorously than we 
move toward rewards.

The five areas of the SCARF Model activate 
primary threat circuitry in the brain. For 
example, a perceived threat to our status 
activates similar brain networks to a threat 
to our life. In the same way, a perceived 
increase in fairness activates the same 
reward circuitry as receiving a monetary 
reward.

Uses 
• Before a conversation – predictive
• During a conversation – monitoring
• After a conversation – clarifying

THE SCARF 
MODEL

The human brain is a social organ and social 
concerns are a primary motivator of behaviour. The 
SCARF Model is a framework for understanding our 
social threat and reward responses. 

SCARF Model

1. Status is about relative importance to others.
2. Certainty concerns being able to predict 

the future.
3. Autonomy provides a sense of control 

over our environment.
4. Relatedness is a sense of safety with 

others. Is this person/group friend or foe.
5. Fairness is a perception of fair 

exchanges between people.

Status

Status is about relative importance, pecking 
order and seniority. We are constantly 
assessing how social encounters either 
enhance or diminish our status.
When our sense of status goes up, our 
primary reward circuitry is activated which 
increases dopamine levels. When our sense 
of status is diminished, our stress, and 
therefore cortisol level, increases.
In evolutionary terms, our status in our group 
dictated our ability to secure food and shelter.
Reduction in status lights up the same 
regions of the brain as physical pain.

Uses  
• Performance reviews. Extreme care 

must be taken when conducting 
reviews and providing feedback in 
order to boost, rather than threaten, the 
recipient's status.

Threat responses 
are usually much 

more powerful 
than reward 

responses. We 
move away from 

threats more 
quickly and more 

vigorously than 
we move toward 

rewards.



54 55

• It is very easy to trigger a status threat 
response during performance reviews 
and ‘feedback’ conversations.

• Status is linked to reputation and can be 
triggered when someone believes their 
reputation is at stake.

• Status can be enhanced easily by 
praise or acknowledgement.

Certainty

The brain is a pattern-recognition machine 
that is constantly trying to predict the near 
future. The brain likes patterns, including 
being able to predict the near future. When 
this is done, we can relax.
The importance of certainty is a result of 
the brain's effort to conserve energy. When 
we are uncertain, we resist mental effort 
around decision-making and impulse control 
because we're preserving resources in case 
we urgently need to do something.  This 
diminishes memory, undermines performance 
and disengages people from the present. 
We conserve energy by shifting into a kind of 
automatic pilot (talking and driving), and stop 
creative thinking.
When we feel sufficiently certain,  our brain 
can successfully predict next steps, and 
therefore operate more efficiently.  
There is a distinction between mild uncertainty 
and excessive uncertainty. The former 
triggers a mild threat response, generating 
just enough adrenalin and dopamine to 
spark curiosity and energise people to solve 

A true team             
exists when there 
is permission and 
time given for each 
member to express 
and understand 
each other’s 
reality.

problems. When uncertainty increases, people 
panic and make bad decisions.

Uses
• Breaking complex projects down into 

small steps helps create feelings 
of certainty; people function better 
because a situation feels less 
overwhelming, not because it is.

• When going through change, inform 
people of the process that is happening 
including time-frames. If you can't give 
people concrete information, let them 
know when this will be available.

Autonomy

Autonomy is the perception of having some 
control over our environment, of having 
choices. This has a substantial effect on 
our response to stress. When we feel 
autonomous, we're much more resistant to 
stress. When we feel less autonomous, we 
perceive the same set of circumstances as 
more stressful.

Uses
• Autonomy and certainty are intertwined; 

more autonomy yields a greater sense 
of certainty about the future.

• Similar to status, even a subtle 
perception of autonomy can reduce the 
threat response.
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• Planning and working in a methodical 
manner can help to create the feeling 
of autonomy.

• Presenting people with options 
provokes autonomy. The choices 
themselves are not significant; it is the 
perception of certainty that matters.            

Relatedness

Collaboration depends on healthy 
relationships. The ability to feel trust and 
empathize with others is shaped by whether 
they are perceived to be part of our social/ 
economic group or not. When a new person 
is perceived as different, the information 
travels along neural pathways that are 
associated with feeling uncomfortable. Once 
people begin to make a stronger social 
connection, their brains begin to secrete a 
hormone called oxytocin which disarms the 
threat response and activates the neural 
networks that permit us to perceive someone 
as 'just like us’ and therefore trustworthy. 
This relates to experience of belonging.
From an evolutionary perspective, we 
needed to be able to assess, very quickly, if 
people where friend or foe as this was a life-
or-death decision.

Uses
• In interpersonal settings it's important 

to interact in ways that surface 
points of similarity, strengthen social 
connections and increase a sense of 
relatedness. This allows our brains to 
classify the other person as ‘friend’ 
rather than ‘foe’ and contributes to 
feelings of trust and empathy. 

• Differences are much more 
effectively addressed after a sense of 
relatedness has been established.

• When facilitating the meeting of 
different people, it is important to 
find the common ground as quickly 
as possible.

Fairness

The perception that an event has been unfair 
generates a strong threat response in the 
brain, stirring hostility and undermining trust. 
Unfair exchanges that generate a strong 
threat response can sometimes include 
activation of the insular, a part of the brain 
involved in intense emotions such as disgust. 
People who perceive others as unfair 
don't feel empathy for them. Like status, 
perceptions of fairness are relative.
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Uses
• Giving the context around a decision 

is important in stopping fairness threat 
responses. 

• If a person feels they have been dealt 
with unfairly, it is important to address 
this immediately as it can easily turn 
into resentment. 

Conclusions

Although business is often regarded as 
a purely economic transaction, the brain 
experiences the workplace first and foremost 
as a social system.

A leader who understands this dynamic can 
more effectively engage people’s best talents, 
support collaborative teams, and create an 
environment that fosters productive change. 

A leader can help people feel good about 
themselves by 

• Highlighting the importance of their work 
(status) 

• Clearly communicating what is going to 
happen (certainty) 

• Giving opportunities for initiative and 
making mistakes (autonomy) 

• Supporting people to build good 
relationships (relatedness) 

• Providing transparency (fairness). 

We have approximately a third of a second 
after the perception of a potential threat 
before a neurological threat response is 
triggered. It is important to be aware of the 
speed with which a threat response can be 
triggered and take steps which will support 
the person to reframe the situation without 
creating defensiveness.

Summary of a book by David Rock – Your 
brain at work

We may know what 
we said, but we 
have no way of 

knowing what they 
heard.

We may know what 
we heard, but we 

have no way of 
knowing what they 

meant.
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Conversations

Fierce Conversations : Achieving success 
at work and in life, one conversation at a time
Susan Scott 
9/10 – clear,  informative and accessible. 
Susan Scott is a master at explaining and 
teaching conversations. 

Just Listen : Discover the secret to getting 
through to absolutely everyone. 
Mark Goulston 
9/10 – very well researched and written. 
Clear and informative, with relevant 
examples. Great summaries at the end of 
each chapter.  

Language Intelligence : Lessons on 
persuasion from Jesus, Shakespeare, 
Lincoln and Lady Gaga
Joseph J Romm
 9/10 – just loved it, much better than the 
title and subtitle imply. Only thing stopping it 
from being a 10/10 was that I wanted more 
accessible examples and ways I could easily 
incorporate into my own life. 

READING LIST

This is the list of books that have educated, inspired  
and challenged me in my quest to understand and 
teach communication. 

Conversational Intelligence : How great 
leaders build trust & get extraordinary results 
Judith E. Glaser 
6/10 – the first half is great, with clear 
explanation of the neuroscience, and 
examples of how it plays out in real life. 
Second half is rambling and the frameworks 
and language she has come up with don’t 
work for me.

Crucial Conversations : Tools for talking 
when the stakes are high
Kerry Patterson, Joseph Grenny, Ron 
McMillan, Al Switzler
7/10 – a classic and therefore a must read - I 
find it a bit superficial and formulaic. 

Power Questions : Build relationships, win 
new business and influence others
Andrew Sobel and Jerold Panas
8/10 – once again a classic. It’s structure 
is to give type of question and then 
some examples. I would like more of the 
background - the why.  

Pitch Anything : An innovative method for 
presenting, persuading and winning the deal
Oren Klaff
8/10 – I personally don’t ‘do’ pitching. A bit 
too hard hitting and high powered for me. 
However the science behind this is great and 
consistent with what I understand. 

We can’t change 
what we are doing 
until we 
become aware of 
what we are doing, 
and how we are 
doing it.
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Change / How we learn 

The Talent Code : Greatness isn’t born, it’s 
grown
Daniel Coyle
10/10 – foundational book for me. It has 
influenced how I teach more than any other 
book. Love it.

The Power of Habit : Why we do what we do 
and how to change 
Charles Duhigg
10/10 – brilliant, well-researched book. Well 
written and easy to apply. I have personally 
used the concepts and they work.

Immunity to Change : How to overcome 
it and unlock potential in yourself and your 
organisation
Robert Kegan and Lisa Laskow Lahey
6/10 – very theoretical and hard to apply. 
However the basic premise is important 
to understand. 

Coaching for Performance : Growing 
human potential and purpose: The 
principles and practice of coaching and 
leadership
John Whitmore
10/10 – best book I have ever read about 
coaching. I have read it several times and get 
something more each time. 

How the brain works

The Brain that changes itself : Stories of 
personal triumph from the frontiers of Brain 
Science 
Norman Doidge
7/10 – a bit pop psychology, but easy to read 
and good foundational reading. 

The Decisive Moment : How the brain 
makes up its mind
Jonah Lehrer
10/10 – clear, well researched, accessible 
and useful. I have read it a couple of 
timesand refer to it often.

Drive : The surprising truth about what 
motivates us
Daniel Pink
10/10 – clear, well researched, accessible 
and useful. I have read it a couple of times 
and refer to it often.

Hardwiring Happiness : The practical 
science of reshaping your brain and life. 
Rick Hanson
7/10 – wonderful wonderful stuff, but way 
too long. It needed a good edit as it is very 
repetitive. 

Mindset : How you can fulfil your potential
Carol S Dweck
6/10 – this should have been an article. 
Great premise, just way, way too long. 
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Emotional intelligence

Influence : The Psychology of Persuasion
Robert B. Cialdini 
8/10 – a classic with great stuff, gets a wee 
bit repetitive, but very easy to read

Emotional Intelligence and Working with 
Emotional Intelligence
Daniel Coleman
10/10 – two classics.  A bit out of date now, 
but mind-blowing in their time.

A Whole New Mind : Moving from the 
information age to the conceptual age 
Daniel Pink
7/10 – gets you thinking.

Rethinking Positive Thinking :
Inside the new science of Motivation
Gabriele Oettignen 
6/10 – wonderful, important stuff but very 
badly written. It is worth wading through it 
because what she has to say is important as 
it dispels a lot of misinformation about the 
role of positive thinking.  

Quiet : The power of introverts in a World 
that can’t stop talking. 
Susan Cain
10/10 – was a relief to read it. Being a very 
talkative introvert myself, it was great to see 
myself clearly explained.

The Zen of listening : Mindful communication 
in the age of distractions
Rebecca Shafir
6/10 – good information and insight but 
quite ‘fluffy’ in the language. Also, too long, 
needed a good edit. 

Leadership / Business

Fierce Leadership : A bold alternative to the 
worst ‘best’ practices of business today
Susan Scott
10/10 – explains the foundation of much 
of what I believe and teach. Highly, highly 
recommend it.

Tribal Leadership : Leveraging natural 
groups to build a thriving organisation
Dave Logan, John King and Halee Fischer-Wright
7/10 – very clear and has great insights 
about the culture of organisations. 

Zero to One : How to build the future 
Peter Thiel
8/10 – he dares to question ‘best practice’. 
Even though I don’t play in the size of 
business he is talking about, I learnt a lot that 
I immediately put into practice.
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Jane’s scope is conversations:  tricky 
conversations, stuck conversation, 
clarity conversations, more meaningful 
conversations. She is a trainer, coach, 
presenter, mediator and facilitator. 

She works in two ways: she either teaches how 
to communicate more effectively; or she comes 
in to facilitate or mediate the conversation. 

Jane’s training has been diverse, gathering 
knowledge from a variety modalities in 
a range of settings. From this she has 
formulated her own style. She has been 
training and coaching for the past 15 years 
and been presenting Core Conversations 
training seminars in business and 
organisations since 2009.

Contact

Email:        jane@coreconversations.co.nz

Website:    www.coreconversations.co.nz

Mobile:      021 139 4563 

Skype:       janeoshea1

Location:  Jane is based in Wellington and            
     travels regularly throughout New  
     Zealand. 

ABOUT JANE
‘The experience of 
being understood, 
versus interpreted, 
is so compelling, 
you can charge 
admission.’
S. Joseph Pine


