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How we say things makes a big difference in the
response we get. Psychology literature says
we’re not responsible for another person’s
reactions and that nobody can cause us to react
or feel a certain way.

Yes and no:

1. Yes, we must take control of and
responsibility for our own emotions and
behavior.
● We all have hot buttons and soft spots
that make us more likely to react to
certain things. The good news is we can
learn how to control those reactions - or
at least regulate them.
● We may know of people and issues that
can easily cause a negative or over-the-top
reaction. Having that awareness, we can
think ahead about how we want to respond
and come up with something that works
better than when we are caught off guard.
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2. No - or not completely.
● Some people are jerks, or trolls in the
online vernacular. There’s no avoiding that
fact. They may try to provoke a reaction by
saying and doing things that they know
will send people into orbit.
● If we can learn to change our reactions,
they may stop. Why continue if it isn’t
working anymore?
● You may have heard the saying, "They
know how to push my buttons because
they installed them." This is about
patterns of behavior and interactions that
bring up an automatic, knee-jerk reaction.
● It happens before we have a chance to
think about it, take a deep breath, or
count to ten. In those situations, with
awareness, preparation and practice, we
may be able to stop or turn down the
reaction.
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Sometimes people push our buttons
intentionally, but most are acting without
thinking. The dance between certain people
happens outside conscious thought - old
patterns that repeat themselves.
You may have more control than you realize!
Consider the ideas in this report - they’re not your
typical communication skills training.
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Types of
Conversation
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There are different levels of conversation, and
some require more ﬁnesse than others. Most
people engage in all these daily. Although, for
some people, sharing personal feelings and
thoughts may be diﬃcult.
The level of conversation we engage in is
usually influenced by our relationship with the
person and context. Our conversational style is
related to our personality and temperament.
Some people are more outgoing than others.
There are people who would not dare strike up a
conversation with a stranger on the bus and
others who talk to anyone who will listen.
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Levels of Conversation
SMALL TALK
(MUNDANE AND PREDICTABLE)
● Personal relationship: "Hi honey - how
was your day?" "Long."
● Acquaintance: "Hi - how are you?" "Good,
you?" "Fine, thanks. How are the wife and
kids?"
● Work: "Good morning. How was your
weekend?" "Fantastic! Did you see the
game on Saturday?"
● Stranger: "I am still in shock about the
game Saturday." "I hear you - I imagine a
lot of people are recovering from that
one."
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SHARING FACTS OR RESOURCES
(FOCUSED AND LESS PREDICTABLE)
● Personal relationship: "Did you know that
so-and-so is running for sheriff?" "No –
didn’t he run before and lose?" "Yes, and
there were rumors of misdeeds in the
campaign."
● Acquaintance: "Sounds like we may have
a new candidate for sheriff." "I have never
heard of him, but we just moved here."
● Work: "Does anyone have details on the
new candidate for sheriff?" "Only that he
ran before and lost to so-and-so."
● Stranger: "We have another choice for
sheriff now." "I heard that - it should make
things interesting."

VIEWPOINTS AND OPINIONS
(RISKIER DEPENDING ON YOUR RELATIONSHIP)
● Personal relationship: "I am voting for
Hillary - we need a woman president." "Are
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you kidding - her husband would be
running the country - not the female if she
actually wins."
● Acquaintance: "I hear the election is very
close this year. I hope we get someone in there
who can cooperate with Congress." "I don’t
know who that would be - certainly none of the
candidates on this ticket."
● Work: "Have you been to vote yet? The
crusaders are out in full force!" "I am not
voting this year - none of them are any
good."
● Stranger: "It sounds like the election will
be close this year." "Probably - everyone
wants a change, so maybe they will
actually make it to the polls."

PERSONAL FEELINGS
(SHARING EMOTIONS OR PERSONAL THOUGHTS)
● Personal relationship: "I am really sad to
hear that Mary’s mother died. She was such
a strong influence in our lives as kids." "I
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know it must be hard for you to lose her you’ve always loved her so much.”
● Acquaintance: "I heard that Mary’s mother
died. Your family must be shocked by the
news." "Yes, my wife was very close to her
when she was growing up."
● Work: "I need to take a day off to attend
the funeral of a family friend on Friday." "I
am sorry for your loss. All you need to do
is send the form to HR – it should be ﬁne."
● Stranger: "Did you know so-and-so well?"
"My wife knew her – they lived in the same
neighborhood."
Notice that we may have more conversations
with people we know less personally – like work
relationships. It’s easy to be "talked out" by the
time we get home to our loved ones. Knowing
this, we can make a special effort to talk to each
other.
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Unwritten
Rules about
Communication
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What Is a Boundary?
We hear about boundaries a lot, but most people
don’t really understand what that means or how
to follow those boundaries. Complicating the
matter further, different people have different
boundaries and they vary based on the type of
relationship.
Think of boundaries as personal space physical, social, and emotional. And remember
the different levels of conversation from the
previous section? There are different boundaries
in every situation.
As a general rule, keep your personal business
out of the workplace and vice versa. Don’t tell
acquaintances or strangers your deepest fears
and secrets.
Save the personal stuff for people you know and
trust - and don’t trust everyone who is nice to you.
People have to show us consistently over time
who they are before we can know them. This is
very important to remember.
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BODY LANGUAGE
To understand boundaries, you need to be good
at reading body language. Not everyone is bold
enough to speak up and say they don’t want a
hug or like to be touched. But their body will say
it if you pay attention.
Those who do not welcome physical touch often
stand with their arms crossed. You may notice
that they move away slightly if you lean in toward
them. Their facial expression will likely be one of
confusion, fear, or dread - not a wide grin with
open arms.
The rule of thumb is to stand at arm’s length
from others, especially if you don’t know them
well. People who "get in your space" are often
perceived as trying to intimidate or "come on" to
you. This may be unnerving to those with a
strong need for personal space or strong
boundaries.
Someone who’s open to your closeness, if the
underlying intention is good, will have a more open
posture and welcoming expression. Still, unless you
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have a personal relationship and are accustomed to
being physical with each other, it’s a good idea to
ask, "Is it okay if I give you a hug?"

Matt: A Gentle, Non-verbal "No"
Marcy and Matt had been neighbors for a
year. He was dying with stage four lung
cancer and preparing to move to an
assisted living home for what everyone
thought would be a brief time.
Marcy went over to say goodbye after he
had sent over a gift the night before. It was
an awkward moment when he was feeling
vulnerable and she was keenly aware that
she likely would not see him again.
After saying their goodbyes, she asked if
she could hug him. She could see
immediately that it was too much for him.
His eyes said, "I just can’t do that now."
Instead, she reached out to touch his arm
and he gently squeezed her hand.
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As she walked back home, she wondered
what he might be thinking and feeling.
How did he cope with saying goodbye to
people for what was likely the last time?
She says she can still remember the look
in his eyes that said "Please – I can’t do
this now.”

PHYSICAL BOUNDARIES
Recognizing physical boundaries is usually the
easiest, but it varies depending on context. Some
people feel crowded or even intimidated when
people get too close to them physically. Others
are wide open and want to shake hands, hug, or
slap you on the back. Neither is right or wrong just different.
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As a rule, it’s a good idea to ask someone before
you hug them - especially if you don’t know them
well.
Some people ﬁnd this offensive and may even
feel claustrophobic. People who have anxiety or
past trauma often feel very uncomfortable in
these situations.
Pay attention and stay within arm’s reach unless
invited to cross that boundary. It may be an
imaginary line, but it’s real.
In work situations or with acquaintances,
shaking hands may be expected or normal. Some
people are not okay with any kind of physical
touch. If you extend your hand and get a nod in
response, accept it and move on.
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EMOTIONAL BOUNDARIES
Understanding emotional boundaries is much
more complex. We often assume that everyone is
like us. They’re not.
People have different needs and levels of
comfort about sharing their thoughts and
feelings. Again, those who have been
emotionally hurt or have little experience with
close relationships may be uncomfortable with
those who over-share or try to get too close, too
soon.
How do you know about someone’s emotional
boundaries?
Try these strategies:
● Take it slow.
● Get acquainted with safe, neutral
conversations.
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● Avoid asking personal questions until you
have a solid foundation.
● Always ask permission and give people
choices, such as, "Is it okay to ask you
something personal?" or, "Feel free to only
answer if you’re comfortable with it."
● Then, respect their boundary - whatever it
is.
What you consider personal and what someone
else considers personal may differ.
For example, most of the time, asking someone
on a ﬁrst date about their sexual history isn’t a
good idea. If someone asks you how much
money you make soon after meeting you, you
may not want to answer their question.
When you don’t want to answer, you can say
something like:
● "That isn’t something I want to talk about.”
● "I don’t know you well enough to share
that information."
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Don’t worry about what they think. It’s up to you
to let others know how far is too far. Unless you
do, they may keep pushing until you ﬁnally must
stop them.
You set your boundaries and you must enforce
them.
If you let someone cross your boundaries once,
they assume that it’s okay to do it again. Mixed
messages often lead to hurt feelings and
misunderstandings.

Laura and Joe: Opposites Don’t
Always Attract
Laura is a 24-year-old from a small, quiet
family of ﬁve. She is the middle child and
an introvert among a family of introverts.
Laura is in her last year of undergraduate
school and just beginning to date.
Her ﬁrst date with Joe was set up by her
roommate. They met at a restaurant and
spent the evening with the other couple.
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Things went well. Joe seemed like a really
nice guy and he was cute!
On their next date, they went to a movie
and then to get a drink. It was the ﬁrst time
they were alone together with a chance to
talk. Joe began to tell her about his life
and talked a lot about his old girlfriend.
He didn’t ask Laura about herself, and she
didn’t offer any information. Joe seemed
content talking about himself and didn’t
appear to notice the conversation was
one-sided. Laura nodded and smiled,
laughing occasionally at his antics.
After an hour of listening to his stories,
she said she needed to go home. He was
confused because he was sure they were
having a great time. When he walked her
back to the dorm, she was polite but left
him standing in the hallway with only a
mumbled goodbye.
Laura’s roommate greeted her, asking all
about the date. She was not surprised to
learn that Joe had spent the evening
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talking about himself. However, she was
very sorry to hear that he had
overwhelmed Laura by sharing so much
personal information.
Laura needed to take it slow and keep
things safe. Joe was clueless about her
needs. He had little insight into how his
open disclosure would be received and
had assumed that Laura was like him in
that way.
Their personalities, communication styles,
and boundaries were very different. He
was open, honest to a fault, and ready to
tell it all. Laura was more guarded, selfconscious, inexperienced in relationships,
and had diﬃculty speaking up.
Laura decided that she was not ready for
someone who was that unaware of her
needs. She told him in a text that she
didn’t think it was a good ﬁt, and he
agreed.
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Talking and
Listening in
the Real World
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In most communication training you learn about
assertiveness skills, the I-message formula, and
ways to paraphrase, also known as active
listening. I ﬁnd that people are reluctant to use
these skills because they seem unnatural. It’s not
the way most people talk to each other in the real
world.
The good news is that you can talk and listen
in a way that achieves the same goals without
sounding canned. Using your natural language,
you can strengthen your relationships at home
and at work with better communication.

Talking So People Will
Hear What You Say
Have you ever heard the phrase, "I can’t hear
what you’re saying because of how you’re
saying it?" This happens a lot when people are
arguing or want to make a point but are doing
it ineffectively because of how they
communicate.
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Example:
When a man in a position of authority
raises his voice or speaks in a
condescending tone, I tend to freeze in
terror or shut him out. It stirs up rebellion
or creates fear within me. This style
doesn’t work with me!
If you want to make a point and get me to
do something, ask me, rather than
demand. Tell me what you want and why,
without the over-the-top intimidation
tactics. When possible, give me choices
about when, how, or where to do it.

SHOWING SUPPORT
Think about what you would say to show support
without the canned response of "I can
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understand your feelings, and I support you in
that."
Maybe you would say something like:
● "I get it - I would be mad, too."
● "Of course, you’re mad - you have every
right to be."
● "If I had to go through that, I have no idea
how I would handle it."
● "Oh man - that is messed up! I would be
furious!"

ASKING FOR HELP
It can be hard to ask for help. Some people feel
vulnerable when they must rely on someone else.
Others may ﬁnd it demeaning or embarrassing.
So, how can you have this conversation without
losing your dignity or feeling like a loser?
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It helps to think about what you want to say
before you start the conversation. Also,
remember to keep it brief and offer to answer
questions instead of getting nervous and going
on and on about it.
Consider saying something like:
● "This is hard for me to ask, so bear with
me…"
● "I ﬁnd myself in the uncomfortable place
of needing help…"
● "I can’t believe I am doing this, but…"
● "I need your help…"
● "I hate to ask, but…"
● "I want to talk to you about something
without being too direct (or vague).
Unless there’s ill will, hurt feelings, or a long
pattern of constantly needing help, many people
like to help. It gives them an opportunity to be a
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good person or do a good deed. Avoid assuming
the worst.

DISAGREEING WITHOUT
HARD FEELINGS
One of the most diﬃcult situations is when you
have differing thoughts or opinions. This is
especially true if you get tongue-tied, angry, or
scared when sharing your thoughts. It helps to
think about ways to state your opinion without
defending it unless it is necessary.
Getting louder doesn’t make your point - it causes
people to stop listening. It’s important to be smart,
prepared, and calm.
Start your comments by saying:
● "I would like to talk about xyz, and ask
that you let me ﬁnish what I have to say
before responding,"
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● "I want to make a point, and it would be
great if you would hold your comments
until I am finished."
● "This opinion may not be popular, but I
think…"
● "I ﬁnd myself on the other side of this
argument/issue/discussion - I think…"
● "I have a different opinion about that…"
And, be willing to listen without interrupting
when others speak their truth.
Notice that most of these statements begin with
"I." There’s a reason for that. When you speak
from the position of "I" you speak about yourself
- your thoughts, feelings, and opinions. You aren’t
blaming, shaming, or attacking, which what it
sounds like if your statements begin with "you."
BONUS: Avoid the words should, must, and
ought - whether speaking to/about yourself or
someone else - to avoid blaming, shaming, or
“shoulding” on yourself or others.
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I Hear You
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Active listening is about "actively" participating
when you’re the listener in a conversation.
Taking an active role as listener requires
attention, interest, and a response.
Active listening is important, but many people
don’t use the skills because it sounds canned. A
lot of people think that only therapists speak this
way.
Contrary to popular belief, therapists don’t sit
around all day saying, "How do you feel about
that?"
The active part of listening is about tuning in
and letting the person know you’re interested
in what they have to say. This happens when
we make eye contact, nod in agreement, or
lean in to connect to the message and the
person.
You notice that all of these are non-verbal, yet
active. These are ways to let the person know
you’re with them and understanding what they’re
saying.
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The other part of active listening is clarifying what
you hear to ensure you got it right. This is where
we lose people.

Paraphrasing 101
Paraphrasing is repeating what you heard in your
own words. It allows the person to clarify if you
misunderstood something or they misspoke.
Think about going to a drive-thru:
You: I want a cheeseburger, fries, and a Diet
Coke.
Speaker: Alright - that’s a cheeseburger, fries,
and a Coke.
You: No - cheeseburger, fries, and a Diet Coke.
Speaker: Oh right - got it - cheeseburger, fries, and a
Diet Coke.
You: Yes - correct.
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HOW TO DO IT
So, you’re having a conversation. Someone else is
talking. You’re actively listening - giving and
receiving non-verbals.
At some point you say:
● "Wow - really? So, xyz really happened?"
● "Oh man - you really did xyz?"
● "So, you’re telling me…?"
● "Let me see if I got all that…"
● "Okay - I want to ensure that I am
following you…"
If it is an ongoing story - clarify and move on:
● "So, you (got stopped by the cops)? What
happened next?"
● "Oh no! Tell me more about (getting
stopped)."
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Want to know more about how they are/were
feeling?
● "Getting stopped by the cops must have
scared you to death!"
● "Oh my - how did you feel when that was
happening?"
● "What’s it like to talk about it now?"
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When You Mess
Things Up
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Unfortunately, being human and all, we will make
mistakes and mess things up at times. The best
way to deal with that is to take responsibility
and try to ﬁx things.
Sometimes things can’t be ﬁxed. In that case,
apologizing may be the best you can do.
There are also times when bringing it up to make
yourself feel better will cause pain to someone
else. In those situations, you may just have to
live with it, forgive yourself, and avoid that
mistake or misdeed in the future.
When you mess things up in a personal
relationship, you might say:
● "I did something wrong and want to tell
you about it. Hear me out before you
respond/yell/ask questions."
● "I really screwed up – brace yourself."
● "I am embarrassed to tell you this, but…"
● "I can’t believe I did this, but…"
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Then add "What can I do to make it up to you/
correct it/make it right?"
If you’re in a work situation, you may say:
● "I made a mistake on my report - I want to
make it right, if possible."
● "I am late with payroll. It’s my mistake, not
the guys in the shop. How can I ﬁx it, so
they don’t suffer for my mistake?"
● "I really blew it on the presentation today.
How can I make that right?"
Notice that all these statements begin with "I."
That is usually necessary when taking
responsibility.
There are times when prefacing is a good idea,
so that may sound like:
● "Are you sitting down? I did something
really lame that I want to tell you about."
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● "You’re not going to believe what I did
today!"
● "You may not want to hear this, but I really
screwed up…"
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Points to
Remember
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● Use the level of communication that is
right for the setting and type of
relationship.
● Physical boundaries vary from person to
person. Ask before you touch others, even
if in the most unassuming way.
● Body language speaks volumes. Pay
attention to how people stand, their facial
expressions, and eye contact.
● Emotional boundaries are individual
responses and may be very different even
in close relationships.
● Follow the lead of the other person when
deciding what information is enough or
too much.
● Be aware of how you present information.
Speak in a way that others can hear your
message. Avoid overwhelming them with
your actions.
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● Using the word "you" when speaking to
someone can put them on the defensive.
It may sound like blaming or shaming.
● Talk about yourself - your thoughts, ideas,
and feelings - without assuming or
assigning blame.
● Listening happens on many levels:
verbally, non-verbally, and emotionally.
Listen with your eyes, ears, heart, and
mind.
● Stay focused on the person speaking.
Show them that what they have to say
matters to you.
● Repeat what you hear to ensure you get it
right.
● When you mess up - and you will - take
responsibility for what you did and fix it
when you can.
● If you’ve done something that will cause
harm if you bring it up, sometimes you
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have to live with it. Forgive yourself and
avoid that behavior in the future.
Learning how to communicate effectively
positively affects every aspect of your life relationships, work, and personal matters. When
you understand others and they understand you,
you can avoid many challenges, and the world
becomes easier to navigate.

Take these practical tips to heart.
You’ll be glad you did!
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