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            CHAPTER 1

            The Opinions that Prevent Progress

         

         It’s mind-blowing how things have changed in my lifetime. Thinking back to my childhood in the 1980s, who could possibly have imagined the world we are now living in? We used to watch cardboard sci-fi films, where we would laugh at the incredulity of video phones, and now we have them in our pockets! And whilst it is easy to focus on the technological advancement, I am more amazed how the developments have shifted our perspectives. Growing up in a small middle-class town in the pre-internet era, I was blind to the big world out there; but now the digital age and the resulting globalisation has connected us directly with it. This has opened our minds to a multitude of different ideas, cultures and concepts, and as Western culture has become increasingly liberal and diverse, our freedom of expression has transformed. There is still plenty to be done to eliminate discrimination, as preference for our “own kind” is still prevalent and cultural expectations continue to reinforce the “normal” path. However, as a rule, there is much increased tolerance of the differences between people and considerably greater freedom to live our lives in the way we choose. We have certainly come a long way.

         If you had told me this was going to happen and I had actually believed you, then I would have guessed that this broadened understanding and greater tolerance would have helped us to get on better with each other. I would have presumed that increased appreciation of our differing perspectives would lead to improvements in the quality of our interactions and enable deeper and more empathetic conversations. This is what I would have anticipated, but sadly, this is not what we see. Strong opinions and our stubborn, defensive mindsets result in a failure to listen to what others have to say. As a result, we simply do not learn from the diverse perspectives and invaluable insight that surrounds us. Our connected world should be bringing us closer together, but the sad reality is that our polarised opinions and dysfunctional conversations are keeping us apart, as debates become increasingly confrontational. The Art of Discussion has never been more important.

         In the past, sparring between exaggerated characters used to be the preserve of light entertainment. Whilst we were laughing at the hilarious squabbles in Laurel & Hardy or Tom & Jerry or the bullying fighting in Punch & Judy or Fawlty Towers, the corresponding news programmes were a model of factual seriousness. We brought in experts to inform us, and we actually listened to them! Nowadays, the lines between entertainment and news reporting have blurred. The growth in channels and 24-hour news has driven increasing competition for audiences, such that serious journalism has evolved into infotainment. The media seem to seek the most extreme and intransigent views in the belief that this will deliver the slapstick fights and comedic jousting that will maximise the entertainment value. This may attract more viewers, but shouldn’t we discuss serious topics with a bit more intelligence? Shooting down the other person’s perspective is easy, and if done charismatically can be both funny and scarily effective. But beyond establishing that two parties are not in agreement, it gets us nowhere in terms of understanding. As a result, in a world where we should have all the information at our fingertips, discussions are leaving us dangerously uninformed.

         The perfect example of this was provided by the backdrop to the UK’s momentous decision to leave the European Union (EU). Once the decision was handed to the voting public, the information at our disposal became all important as we faced the unenviable dilemma of picking between two opposing choices. We may have been pro-European but feeling uncomfortable about the direction or accountability of the EU, or anti-Europe but wary of the economic risks that leaving may bring. We may have held other views that meant we were sympathetic to both sides, but there was no “best of both worlds” option to represent us. All these people in the middle needed some insight to help them decide which way to step. These were the critical people, the swing voters who would sway the result, so you would have hoped for sensible discussions that focused on them, understanding their predicament, and empathising with their conflicting opinions. You would have thought that the leaders on both sides would have relished the opportunity to inform those in the middle to help push them in their direction and achieve the result they wanted. Sadly not!

         The politicians decided to give extreme opinions at either end of the spectrum. The “Remainers” chose the path of an apocalyptic economic forecast, claimed that everything that was good around social policy and international cooperation came purely from the EU and accused anyone who did not agree of being isolationist and xenophobic. These were not exactly arguments to resonate with those in the middle. On the other hand, the “Brexiteers” encouraged us to stem the terrifying wave of immigration, produced spuriously dodgy financial calculations and economic projections containing holes the size of a bus and just dismissed the pro-Europe arguments as “Project Fear”. These statements were equally implausible to the uncertain floating voters. The extreme and oversimplified arguments managed only to reinforce the opinions of those who had already decided to vote a certain way, and helped to stir up bitterness and antagonism between people who had lived together happily with their quietly contrary opinions for so long. Outside this increasing nastiness, those in the middle were left in a factual vacuum and had to make a judgement based purely on emotion and gut feeling. It’s just lucky that it wasn’t an important decision!!!!!

         The Brexit debate may have been a particularly clear example of our failings in discussing important subjects, but in the world of politics, this is certainly not an isolated case. Most campaigning is based on oversimplified messaging as if it is a battle between good and evil. Viewpoints are not based on fact and logical argument, but slogan and emotion. In fact, things have got so bad that the 2016 Oxford English Word of the Year was post-truth, the definition of which is:

         
            relating to or denoting circumstances in which objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief

         

         … with Brexit and the election of Donald Trump highlighted as clear examples of this concept. It is true that both campaigns were dominated by fact-free arguments from both sides, but I do wonder whether this is a particularly new phenomenon. Throughout my adult life, politicians have been evading questions, employing spin doctors to help present things in a misleading but favourable light and taking full advantage of “lies, damned lies and statistics”. The only real difference is that our current digital age has brought greater transparency and we are increasingly aware of what is happening in the murky corridors of power. Putting it simply, we have a lot more information, and in theory, this should leave us more informed and aware of what is going on in the world.

         It should, but it hasn’t! Whilst the digital age has opened our eyes, it has also created more opportunities for emotive messaging and slick presentations to influence us. In other words, a good sales job is increasingly powerful! And it is this dichotomy that is the real travesty. As the facts have increasingly extended into the public domain, we have allowed the power of media, celebrity and image to take centre stage, such that the facts have become a complete sideshow in the way we communicate, and as a result, in the way we make decisions.

         So why do I find this quite so infuriating? I suspect it’s largely because a much more balanced approach was drilled into me through some key elements of my upbringing. The first main influence was my father who pretty much managed his life using the concept of “pros and cons”. Faced with any difficult or important decision, he would literally draw a line down a page and list out the reasons for and against something to help choose his course of action. Granted, this can be a bit of a crude approach in some circumstances. However, it planted a critically important concept in my mind, and that was the importance and benefit of evaluating both sides of the argument with an open mind. Rather than rely on instincts or gut feeling that may be based on erroneous preconceptions, it encouraged me to consider the facts and competing arguments and to properly think things through. To this very day, whilst I may not use a physical piece of paper, I mentally apply this approach all the time.

         The second main influence was the time I spent listening to late-night talk shows on BBC Radio 5, when I had difficulties falling asleep as a young adult. The shows would regularly have guests in the studio but devoted a huge amount of time to listeners calling in and sharing their views. As a result, I would get to hear a vast range of contrasting opinions on various issues. Tucked up in bed, with the sleep mode on and the remote control far away, I would listen to the views, whether I agreed with them or not. I found it absolutely fascinating to hear their thoughts, under the guidance of an impartial presenter, who focused on making sure that the listeners had the chance to get their views across, irrespective of whether he agreed with them or not. Whilst in a conversation, I would probably have interrupted and shared my opinion, I did not have this option. Rather than being irritating, this felt hugely empowering as it forced me to listen, and as a result, it enabled me to learn – well until I fell asleep! As well as helping me to realise how much I could learn from the remarkable diversity of opinions in the world, the fascinating discussions taught me one other thing. They taught me that a poorly constructed argument in support of my own opinion was far more exasperating than anything an opponent could say.

         Ultimately, these facets of my upbringing planted the seeds in my mind that I should get the facts on the table, evaluate both sides of the argument with an open mind and be willing to listen to and learn from people with different views. Thinking about this now, these are excellent foundations for a constructive discussion! But as we all know, this is not as easy as it sounds. Away from the radio, I didn’t manage to get the same diversity of opinion or put the same effort into listening. Moreover, with my background in mathematics, my geekish mind couldn’t quite comprehend why everyone else wasn’t as excited by the facts and the numbers as I was. Failing to connect with others, I often felt like the embattled man in a Monty Python sketch who pays to have an argument. We can all feel his frustration as it descends into the mindless contradiction that we see so much nowadays. In valiantly trying to elevate the quality of the discussion, he points out that contradiction is just “the automatic gainsaying of anything the other person says”, while an argument is “an intellectual process” that involves “a connected series of statements intended to establish a proposition”. He paid for an argument, and that is what he wants! Unfortunately, our poor hero can’t elevate things out of pantomime world, and he doesn’t manage to induce a response that is any more intelligent than, “No it isn’t!” I know how he feels!

         Fortunately, I have learned a lot over the years, and managed to escape from the Monty Python blueprint. The steady broadening in the diversity of my circle of friends has been a key factor in this, as I have learned so much from them and it has really helped me to appreciate the different ways people think, and the different ideas that they have. This has not only helped me personally but has also had a huge impact professionally as it has helped me navigate the complex world of business. Whilst I certainly have not lost my enthusiasm for a bit of number-crunching, I have realised that my complicated spreadsheets and detailed analysis are only of interest to me and my fellow bean counters. What matters is not the numbers themselves, but how I can bring them to life in the subsequent discussions and use them to guide and inform the decisions that are taken. I know I do not always have the operational expertise, the strategic knowledge or the market understanding that the business experts may hold, so I can’t make the decisions for them. But I can bring insight and information that empowers them to make the right choices, and the conversations that we have make both of us stronger. Ultimately, my passion for numbers has therefore evolved into a passion for intellectual, engaging and insightful discussions that share information, transform understanding and combine the powers of the people involved.

         The other big learning over the years is a better understanding of the importance of emotion. Whilst emotion can often kill a discussion as it tends to curtail any sense of objectivity, it would be totally wrong to underestimate its value. The first job in any discussion or debate is to get people interested, and a vision with a creative and inspiring story to back it up is the best way of stimulating that interest. Focus purely on hard facts, whatever they tell us, and people will probably glaze over and switch off, rather than be persuaded. A bit of emotion is essential, but as with most things in life, it needs to come with a sense of moderation. If we lose this sense of balance or lack the factual basis underpinning our emotion, then we are in the dysfunctional conversations of the modern world. But if we can keep things in check and show a desire to engage in the intelligent exchange of views and ideas that is described by our Monty Python hero, then we have a chance. And when we have open minds constructively discussing the facts, with both parties clearly articulating their point of view and allowing the space for rational thought, then we create the environment for the participants to share and combine their knowledge and ideas. By combining powers, they are wiser than any of them as individuals, and this can only help to get to the best solutions and the right decisions on complex subjects.

         So how do we get there? Well… first of all, we all need to admit that we are part of the problem. It’s easy to point the finger of blame at our out-of-touch politicians and the drift towards infotainment. But if we are honest, this is a deep-seated behaviour that pervades across all of society from top to bottom. Social media is overwhelmed by people sharing their fervent opinions, without a care for the facts, because they have no responsibility for the consequences, but it would be wrong to dismiss it as an online problem. Conversations with families, friends or work colleagues are also weighed down by the same failings. We constantly massage the truth to influence the perspectives of others and to protect ourselves. We make assumptions, exaggerate our strengths, hide our weaknesses and make it sound like we know it all. We are all part of the problem!

         As a result, we need to focus on ourselves. Most of us are blissfully unaware of our unconscious biases and blind to some of the well-intentioned weaknesses that we display in many of the discussions and conversations we have on a daily basis. I certainly realised this as I started writing this book as it opened my eyes to my own shortcomings. And this is why we all need to take the personal responsibility to change things. If we are not prepared to listen to both sides of the story, or to challenge our own preconceptions, or to gain the full insight to make difficult decisions, then we cannot expect that of others. If we allow people to spin a story, avoid challenge and scrutiny, or engage in factless arguments, then we are implying that this is acceptable. If we get frustrated and confrontational to these behaviours and push the discussion into an emotional slanging match, then we are contributing to the problem, even if we may think the other person started it! We may not be the people in power or with the greatest influence, but if each and every one of us changes our approach to discussions, we can start to change the tide.

         This pursuit of self-improvement is at the heart of this book. One-by-one, the chapters explore some clear and major examples of contentious debates where views are the most polarised and discussions are the most fractious. These are the hot topics where the problems are greatest as we hold strong emotional opinions and therefore find it incredibly difficult to remain objective. You included! But in this book, it doesn’t matter what you think, what matters is how you came to your current way of thinking and how you share that in discussions. When we avoid the temptation of assuming we are right or that we know better, we start to appreciate that other people’s experiences are different, their knowledge is different, their taste and personality is different, and as a result, quite validly, their opinions might be different. So, as you are reading, hold your views in the background. Allow me to discuss both sides of the argument without being distracted by the right and wrong. When I say something that you fundamentally disagree with, or which irritates or even angers you, then bite your tongue. Keep calm and reflect on why you want to shout at the book! Stay focused on the balance of discussion and the approach that both sides are taking, and in particular, think about the hurdles that we all encounter as we try to discuss these delicate subjects. By opening our eyes to some of the behaviours we exhibit, we can start to realise the changes we all personally need to make.

         Moving from one subject to another, the book helps us build a set of principles that should enable us all to have more empowering discussions. We will start to listen more actively and become more informed. We will be drawn to others with different experiences and approach them with a genuine openness to learn why they think the way they do, and to question why they don’t think the same as us. We will learn to reflect and self-analyse and come to our own authentic conclusions, not something driven by our surroundings, but the truth that the real version of us actually believes. We will learn to challenge others openly, but with no presumptions of superiority, so that we maintain a good discussion until we really understand their views. We will learn how to have much better discussions that can provide a catalyst for change, both personally and in the world around us.

         This book is just the start of the journey and we will need to work hard to change our own mindsets. But if more and more of us manage to do this, we can start to encourage others to do the same. And if more and more people start to listen and think, and the world starts to operate with frank discussions involving a diverse range of open minds, then maybe, step-by-step, we can start to solve some of the key issues that we face in our society. It’s a big change from the post-truth, anti-establishment world we are currently living in, but I believe it can happen!

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 2

            Arguing with your ear plugs in

         

         
            It takes effort and energy to actually pay attention to someone, but if you can’t do that, you’re not in a conversation. You’re just two people shouting out barely related sentences in the same place.

            CELESTE HEADLEE

         

         The United Kingdom is a wonderful country and the welfare system is a long-established and admirable part of its fabric, involving a broad range of measures and expenditure to improve the health, education, employment and social security of our inhabitants. Its development rose out of the extreme poverty in Victorian times, as we may recognise from the books of Charles Dickens. At this time, the poor and less privileged were largely left to fend for themselves. Initial measures were introduced by the Liberal Party between 1906 and 1911, and included free school meals, a “Children’s Charter” to protect children from neglect and exploitation, pensions, labour exchanges to help the unemployed find work and a precursor to the NHS through the provision of a national insurance scheme providing free healthcare to some 13 million workers.

         This was just the start, however, and the development accelerated following the impact of the First World War and the ensuing slump through The Great Depression of the 1930s. During this time, the Government became increasingly involved in people’s lives and started to extend the state’s responsibility for looking after its people. This culminated in the Beveridge Report of 1942, written by the Liberal economist, William Beveridge, which suggested far-reaching reforms to the system that was in operation at the time. Within the report, he identified the five “Giant Evils” in society (squalor, ignorance, want, idleness and disease) and effectively recommended an insurance scheme (like the National Insurance scheme that we would recognise today) to help eradicate these. This would be via a single scheme that consolidated healthcare with support in both unemployment and retirement. Following their success at the next election, at the end of the Second World War in 1945, the incoming Labour party promised to eradicate the “Giant Evils” and introduced a range of policies to care and provide for the people of the country throughout their lives.

         A comprehensive set of policies were therefore in place long before I was born, and ever since I have been sufficiently grown-up to understand and care about the system, it has been a topic of hot debate. This is mainly because the level of spend on social security has become so significant, increasing steadily from just 4% of GDP at the time of its introduction in 1948 up to 12% by the mid-1980s. This was driven by increases in individual payments, but also increased levels of claimants, particularly as a result of the ageing population. At current levels, the expenditure represents about 30% of total government spending, and as a result, decisions around the level of this expenditure are critical in defining taxation policy and discussions as to where it is distributed are a major subject of political debate.

         In fact, saying that it is a major topic of debate is probably a gross understatement. Until Brexit came along, it was perhaps accurate to say that there were few things that could quite polarise opinion such as benefits. Despite this, I believe it is fair to say that all sides are united behind the concept that we should be providing government support for people in need. The disagreement comes because there are some very different definitions of what constitutes “in need” and some very different perspectives as to whether we should increase taxes to fund our increasing requirements or make tough decisions around where the available funds are allocated.

         These discussions have become even more toxic in recent years following austerity measures introduced by the Conservative Government in the 2010s in order to reduce the levels of borrowing to a manageable level. Moreover, as the Government chose to redistribute some benefits towards the ageing population, this led to a real and evident reduction of support to working-age families. Whilst the Government chose to focus on fiscal responsibility and the difficult choices that need to be made at times of economic weakness, the Opposition view was that the social impact meant these decisions were coming at an unacceptable cost. This was not just a policy difference but a fundamental distinction in ideological principles. As such, it was a touchpaper to escalate the intensity and hostility of the conflicting left-wing and right-wing opinions on this subject. The ideological backgrounds generated a hugely emotional response and pushed this well beyond a rational discussion.

         Standing back without the emotional intensity, what underpins the differences of opinions between the left and right on this topic? Without getting too deeply into the subject, there are some key gaps between their viewpoints:

         Left-wing perspective:

Government-provided services and support

         As a general rule, the left wing is in favour of government responsibility for the welfare of the people, with the core services all therefore being provided from within the public sector. Although not suppressing an individual’s freedom, they would want laws, structure and regulations in place that ensure the protection of individuals within an equal society, prioritising this over and above the economic freedom of individuals and business. Where needed, they would therefore lean on the side of increased taxes to fund these services, with higher-income earners paying a much higher percentage of their income in the form of taxation to help look after those needing support.

         With this in mind, when considering people that are on benefits, the left-wing see decent and deserving people that are getting the support that is only fair and right. As a result, they tend to have a positive perception of the money spent on benefit, with a high percentage being a good story and reflective of a supportive and caring society. As part of managing the overall budget, they tend to have a generous perspective of who is “in need”, erring on the side of paying someone who is not really deserving rather than risking the chance of missing a worthy recipient. At times of economic strife where tough decisions are required to balance the books, they would prioritise raising taxes or borrowing to ensure that all the needy were supported, rather than burden them with a reduction in support at a critical time.

         Right-wing perspective:

Individual responsibility and economic freedom

         In contrast, the right wing is generally in favour of minimal government intervention, with the belief that competition in the private sector leads to improved service and efficiency. They want minimal laws and regulations, ensuring that the basic and fundamental protections are in place, but encouraging personal economic responsibility. In effect, this means rewarding individual success and entrepreneurship, on the basis that a successful economy is better for everybody. They would lean on the side of maintaining low taxes to encourage positive action from those who are able to stimulate the economy and the overall wealth of the nation, seeing this as the path to success.

         Consequently, whilst acknowledging that there are many who are genuinely needy and deserving support from the society, they also see many wastrels sitting comfortably in a safety net that the system provides. As such, they tend to have a negative perception of the money spent on benefit, because it is a huge financial burden that protects the needy but also discourages self-sufficiency and personal responsibility. As part of managing the overall budget, they would tend to have a restricted perspective of who is “in need”, therefore erring on the side of avoiding payments to fraudsters, wrongful claimants and lazy people, even if this creates a risk of missing a worthy recipient. At times of economic strife where tough decisions are needed to balance the books, they would prioritise cuts in expenditure for those they perceive as least deserving, rather than raise taxes or make economic decisions that will stifle growth and investment.

         
             

         

         If we consider welfare expenditure as a percentage of national income (per the graph below), but focus on the more recent history, we can see there is an element of truth in both arguments with benefit generosity and economic prosperity both driving fluctuations in the level of expenditure.

         
            [image: ]

         

         During the late-1980s (1), the percentage of income directed to social security dropped for the first time under the Thatcher government. This was partly driven by a deliberate policy of pegging benefit increases to inflation, a lower level than in previous years, but was primarily caused by strong economic growth and therefore significant reductions in unemployment. The percentage grew again in the early-1990s (2) as an economic downturn had the dual effect of reduced national income and increased levels of unemployment and therefore the number of claimants for income support, but this reversed as the economy started to grow again in the second half of that decade (3). The economy stayed strong into the start of the new millennium (4) but the trajectory flattened as the continued strengthening of the economy was matched by increased generosity of benefits aimed at lower-income families and pensions. However, the banking crisis and global recession at the end of that decade (5) resulted in significant increases in the social security burden which peaked at well over 13% in 2012–2013. With the economy proving slow to recover (6), the austerity measures were introduced to reduce the expenditure to more “affordable” levels, and this combined with some economic recovery has driven the percentage reduction since the all-time peak.

         The reality of this up-and-down story over the last 35 years is that whilst some of the fluctuations were driven by changes in benefit policy and the level of generosity of the governments at that time, the economic performance was also a key factor. In essence, both sides are right and both sides are wrong. The arguments to maintain benefits during an economic downturn is compelling, particularly as the low-income families on benefit are the ones most exposed. It is the low-income groups who are usually quickest to lose their jobs, who are not spending on luxuries that they can temporarily sacrifice, and who are lacking in savings, which means that they are completely dependent on welfare and charity to help them through the difficult times. But we all know from our personal situations that however difficult things are, running unacceptable levels of borrowing is a vicious circle that will rapidly spiral out of control. One glance at the horrific interest rates on payday loans demonstrate that ignoring this, even if the consequences are hugely undesirable, is not the answer. For the country, just as for individuals, the most likely routes to a sustainable solution involve taking difficult decisions to minimise our expenditure, whilst we find ways of boosting our income. However, this needs to be done with great compassion, empathy and care or we are going to hurt people at the times they are most vulnerable.

         Ultimately, this is therefore an immensely delicate balance of the two arguments. Different people will approach it in different ways, and nobody will get it 100% right. Some will err too much on the side of those needing the payments, failing to make difficult decisions around cuts because of the human impact, and therefore prolonging our economic woes. Others will err too much on the side of the economic recovery, pushing too far with the austerity measures and causing real harm to those in need. Moreover, because the economic recovery is uncertain and dependent on a multitude of factors both within and outside of our control, there is no right answer and we will have good reason to criticise whoever is making the decision and whatever decisions they are taking. Some decisions will be more popular than others, but they are not necessarily more accurate than others.

         So are we able to appreciate this complexity and balance the competing arguments to make the best decision? Unfortunately, not! As is often the case, we tend to create exaggerated caricatures of the two arguments. On one side, we have the ideological do-gooders with no grasp on economic reality, and on the other side we have the heartless capitalists who are out of touch with the general public. This polarisation does nobody any favours, and generally leads to oversimplified arguments that seek to highlight the victims of cuts who have been forced into poverty, or the fraudulent scroungers who are getting more than they need. This focus on individuals triggers an intense emotional reaction, either about the harsh realities of tough decisions or about the money being wasted on people who don’t need it. However, beyond the sides repeatedly emphasising that they are right, we achieve nothing. We start with a large gap between the combatants and we end with one, as nobody is able or willing to bring any insight on the economic or political complexities that underpin the differing perspectives.

         A great example of this polarisation was seen in relation to the so-called “Bedroom Tax”, an informal name for one of many measures introduced by the UK government as part of the Welfare Reform Act 2012. This nickname was given because benefits were reduced for social tenants if they had a spare bedroom. The rules said that if you had more bedrooms than you need, then you would not receive housing benefit to cover the full cost of the rent. In effect, the government would pay the cost of what is “needed” and the tenant should pay for the cost for the “perk” of a spare room.

         To many people who are privately renting or buying their properties and would love to have an extra room or a bit more space, this may seem a pretty sensible proposal. I have personal experience of having to sell and move out of our “dream” home when our income dropped below expectations, and suddenly the spare bedroom was a luxury we could not afford. Considering the context leading up to the decision and the struggling economy, then funding people to have spare rooms would have seemed a sensible and obvious target for savings. The local authority or social housing provider was paying more for a three-bedroom house than a one-bedroom house, so we were wasting money if we funded a single person living in a larger property. Moreover, given examples of whole families in one-bedroom properties, because we did not have any larger houses in the area, while we simultaneously have people “blocking” those properties with more space than they need, then surely we should try to resolve the situation. Remove any emotion and temporarily ignore any imperfections in the way the policy was implemented, and then in the world of limited resources, there was good logic for exploring this potential saving.

         Adding a personal example, I know someone who lived with his mother in a three-bed property, so two of them in a three-bed property. For lengthy periods, the third bedroom was sublet, giving them additional income when the cost of providing that room was being provided by the local authority. They were effectively making a profit on the social housing investment. After his mother passed away, the boy then continued living on his own in a three-bedroom property. He spent long periods living abroad, rejected all efforts to take on any work as he was receiving benefits, and as he was letting out both spare rooms, his existence was very comfortable. As a family, they even built a four-bedroom property overseas on some family land (where he now lives) that was entirely funded by this money from the UK government. A unique set of circumstances, but the unchallenged system meant that a single person was blocking a three-bedroom house and making a profit out of the additional rooms. He therefore represented a case study of what they were trying to prevent.

         Take another personal example of a couple, both individually given two-bedroom properties, one in London and one in the New Forest. They have been together for many years, but intentionally avoided getting married as they knew they would then be assessed together. Being assessed separately, they were both able to keep their individual properties, basically living as a couple in their property in London, letting out the second room, and having a lovely holiday cottage in the New Forest. Another different and unique set of circumstances, but another clear example where limited social housing was being given to people who were thoroughly deserving of support, but who were collectively benefiting from significantly more space than they needed. Another perfect case study of what the policy was trying to prevent.

         Following the announcement of the Bedroom Tax, however, the proposals were met with forceful criticism. The Opposition condemned the fact that it would have a swathing impact on the most vulnerable in society and pledged to scrap the policy when they came into power. Both them and the media accurately highlighted some clear examples where people would be dramatically and unfairly impacted by the proposals. This included foster parents who may have a room spare between placements or the parents of military personnel who were away on service, two deserving cases whereby rooms would only be temporarily unoccupied. They also highlighted the example of disabled people who had a room for a carer, which was therefore not permanently occupied, but used and needed from time-to-time.

         Going beyond these cases, this measure was also a direct cut in income for many individuals and families. As mentioned before, these are cuts for people without savings and a support network, who are not spending on luxuries. Irrespective of any potential justification, reductions in the benefits and income they are being provided therefore has a direct and uncompromising impact on the necessities of life, such as food and heating. These are sometimes the only options for efficiencies and therefore leads to people skipping meals and turning to food banks. These concerns were flagged at the time and have been the harsh reality in the years since the implementation of the policy. A formal evaluation of the policy in 2015 by the Department of Work and Pensions estimated that about three-quarters of people had cut back on food and nearly a half had cut back on heating since the law was introduced. This demonstrated that there had been a clear and direct impact for people who were on the receiving end of the new rules, reinforcing that the concerns of the Opposition were fully justified.

         With strong arguments on both sides, there was every need for a robust debate to help evaluate the best approach. However, this was invisible when the polarised furore descended. Listening to one of the main exchanges in the House of Commons, the leader of the Opposition, Ed Miliband, challenged the Prime Minister, David Cameron, by saying that:

         
            the only people he listens to are a small group of rich people and powerful people at the top … that’s why he has come up with a policy that is unworkable and unfair.

         

         The Prime Minister responded by saying that:

         
            If you think that we are spending too much on housing benefit, you just said the bill is going up, why do you oppose each and every attempt we make to get the welfare bill under control?

         

         These polarised and point-scoring opinions are the inevitable consequence when people have decided their position before they enter the discussion. When people have entrenched themselves into opposite camps where one believes it is a rational solution and the other believes that it is cruel and heartless, then there is little room to manoeuvre. Rightly or wrongly, the Government had reached a conclusion that savings needed to be made in social security, and those savings were going to happen. Complete dismissal of their proposal was only ever going to lead to the sort of reaction outlined by the Prime Minister, followed by a stubborn refusal to budge because the criticism was deemed irrational. We created a situation of stubbornness and intransigence when we really needed:

         
            - An Opposition to listen, pick through the detail, engage and influence the course of a policy; and

            - A Government to listen, evaluate the feedback, engage and steer a path that avoided the pitfalls.

         

         Knowing the strength of opinion on this topic, some of you may be raging as you are reading this, wondering how I can justify saying there are strong arguments for both sides. Even by doing so, you may think I am suggesting that a policy that is cruel, unfair and causing immense hardship could be justified. And being honest, I would fully understand this perspective! However, even if you find it uncomfortable to admit it, there is rationality behind the proposal. Even if we believe that this is cold, emotionless, spreadsheet-based rationality, there is a justification. Not only is there a justification, but a justification that many people truly believe is the best course of action, having put a lot of thought into both the problem, the possible solutions, and the public roasting that they were going to get for introducing this proposal. Despite all of this, they still went ahead on the basis that they believed this difficult decision was the best decision. With this in mind, however unjustified we believe is the counter-opinion, completely dismissing it is a bad error of judgement.

         This rigidity and refusal to listen does not help anyone. The Opposition failed to stop or significantly influence the implementation of the policy, and the Government failed to win over the public and convince them of the justifications. Ultimately, rather than the win–win situation we are aiming for, we ended up in the lose–lose scenario that is so common in the modern world. Poor attitudes and ineffective discussions meant we did not reach the best conclusion. So why does this happen? It is probably because hammering our own point across in the most colourful and imaginative way is fun and crowd-pleasing and gets us in the headlines. Getting into a more challenging, intellectual conversation that tries to analyse, problem solve and determine the best path or the win–win situation is difficult and challenging and not newsworthy in our impatient world. In addition, it may involve compromise and that has become an ugly word. Rather than being perceived as a positive outcome to derive a better solution that draws the benefits from both sides, it is perceived as a retreat from an ideological soapbox.

         This is exceptionally unhealthy. Dr Frank Crane, a Presbyterian minister, speaker, and columnist from the late-nineteenth/early-twentieth century once said that:

         
            In discussion you are searching for the truth, and in argument you want to prove that you are right.

         

         The furore over the “Bedroom Tax” is a classic example where we have strayed from discussion to argument. But I think we all know that this malaise is not restricted to conversations on social security. The world is becoming increasingly polarised and we tend to have quite strong opinions on most things. As a result, Celeste Headlee, the radio presenter, was very accurate when she said that:

         
            Every conversation has the potential to devolve into an argument.

         

         Sadly, we probably all know from interactions with our loved ones, exactly what happens when a discussion becomes an argument! Rationality is lost and emotion takes over. We have already decided that we know the truth. Any arguments made by our opponents just enrage us further, and so we do not listen to a word that they are saying. We are right, and their refusal or failure to see that is just a further indictment of their wrongness! As a result, we end up making cheap shots that are completely irrelevant, but very satisfying in the short term, as they give us a sense of victory. In reality, the only sure thing is that we will probably both say things that we would wish we could take back; and that we will be no nearer to the truth at the end of the slanging match.

         We see the same with debates and discussions. As soon as emotion seeps in, we stop listening to the other side, and resort to win-at-all-costs tactics that achieve nothing, except making us feel a bit better in the moment. The distorting effect of emotion is well understood and is exactly why there is the concept of mediation in extreme situations such as divorce proceedings. This involves the introduction of a neutral third party to try and facilitate more positive discussions. But we don’t have that in our everyday conversations. We don’t have the counsellor to calm us down when we are getting emotional. We don’t have the neutral diplomat to capture the good arguments from both sides and to look for the middle ground. And we don’t have the referee to remind us to listen and directly hear those good arguments.

         This means that we need to find our own way of controlling ourselves, and probably the start of this is to follow the guidance of Will Rogers, the American silent movie star from the 1920s and 1930s, who suggested that we should:

         
            Never miss a good chance to shut up.

         

         This advice is priceless as the ability to listen and genuinely give the other party the time of day to make their point is where we are lacking. As Celeste Headlee pointed out:

         
            A conversation requires a balance between talking and listening, and somewhere along the way we lost that balance.

         

         Putting this plainly, we talk too much and we do not listen enough! As it was nicely put by an unknown author:

         
            A wise old owl lived in an oak,

The more he saw the less he spoke

The less he spoke the more he heard.

Why can’t we all be like that wise old bird?

         

         Whilst there is a lot to be gained from listening, the reality is we are not very good at it! And there are many reasons for this. First and foremost, our brain is subconsciously selective in what we listen to. With so many stimuli around us, our brain needs to prioritise to pick through the sea of noise and avoid sensory overload. Julian Treasure (a sound and communication expert) describes how the brain achieves this by basically applying “filters” to help “define what we pay attention to”. This explains, for example, how we may block out background noise or switch off when someone is speaking a language we don’t understand or is talking about something we consider irrelevant. But the filter can also kick-in for less positive reasons such as prejudice, bias, jealousy, boredom or stress. Effectively, the brain is simply deciding that we will find this information inaccurate, irrelevant or irritating, or simply too much for us to handle. Good filtering is invaluable, but bad filtering will mean we miss things.

         Secondly, Julian Treasure observes how the modern world is not helping. The world is becoming “noisier” with ever-increasing levels of visual and auditory distractions that makes it harder to concentrate, whilst increasing the likelihood that we filter out the wrong things. The immediacy of the modern world, with everything always in reach, means that we are becoming impatient and oratory is being replaced by soundbite and headline. We don’t feel the need to listen to the full story, and this issue is exacerbated by the way we use sensationalism and drama to make the headlines grab our attention. The outcome of this is that we are out of the habit of concentrating through a longer explanation, and that we become blind to the “quiet, subtle and understated”, even if they may be critical elements of the story. This was perhaps best demonstrated to me by a work colleague who was extolling the virtues of an app that had summarised versions of self-help books so that you could quickly get the point whilst commuting. Getting the answer quickly can be hugely appealing, but sometimes we only get the value with the slow, thoughtful, reflective interpretation of nuanced narrative that allows us to draw our own emotional relevance. This is often lost in the modern world.

         Thirdly and finally, and this is probably the most painful admission, is that we are actually a bit selfish. We tend to enjoy bringing ourselves into the conversation and sharing our nuggets of wisdom or making ourselves look good. We do this all the time, even at the times we most need to shut up and listen, something that Celeste Headlee describes perfectly:

         
            Don’t equate your experience with theirs. If they’re talking about having lost a family member, don’t start talking about the time you lost a family member. If they’re talking about the trouble they’re having at work, don’t tell them about how much you hate your job. It’s not the same. All experiences are individual. And more importantly, it is not about you.

         

         When I first heard her say this, I actually felt really guilty, as I know I do this. I didn’t think I was being selfish, as in my mind, I was sharing my experience with good intentions. But the reality is that I stopped to listen and at least temporarily, I switched the spotlight to myself. Being honest, I still do it. The only difference is that I now feel guilty the moment I open my mouth; but sometimes it is then too late. Once we stop someone in their flow, it is sometimes hard to get it back; especially if they are on a difficult, personal topic that has been hard for them to start talking about. If we are listening, we need to fully invest our focus and attention on the person who is talking. As it was put so beautifully by the author and motivational speaker, Simon Sinek:

         
            We may believe that we are good listeners, but listening is more than waiting for your turn to interrupt.

         

         To really understand how well we are listening, it can be useful to assess ourselves against a scale that measures the quality of listening, a concept that is introduced in 7 Habits of Highly Successful People, the wonderful book by Stephen R. Covey. His five-point scale ranges from Level 1 when we are not actually listening at all, to a Level 5 where we are properly engaged and invested in what the other person is saying. Reflecting on these levels gives invaluable insight on the ways we are behaving in discussions.

         Level 1: Ignoring the Speaker

         There are lots of ways that we effectively ignore the speaker, but this is usually when we take over a conversation. At the extreme end, this can be a domineering person who just monopolises the conversation and prevents people from speaking, or completely steers the conversation where they want it to go. However, it also includes interrupting people, because although it may be with a different intent, we are retaking control of the conversation from the speaker to ourselves and their perspective is getting lost.

         The problem with interrupting is not just that we intervene and stop the other person talking, but that we have usually stopped listening quite some time before we make our point. We may have been listening until the other person said something that triggered a thought in our head, and then all the focus is on turning our thought into the comment or point or question that we want to make. Once we’re ready, we will either blurt it out straight away (literally interrupting the speaker in full flow), or in an effort to be polite, we will hold it until a lull in the conversation. But while we are waiting to share our great wisdom or humour, our focus is on remembering what we are going to say, and any focus on the speaker has been completely derailed. And moreover, by the time we make our point, the context is often completely wrong and the moment has passed.

         I genuinely thought that I was a good listener until reading this list and thinking how much time I really spend in Level 1. Just because my interventions are thoughtful and focused on the other person doesn’t hide the fact that I drift in and out of the conversation as I focus on things I am going to say. And it doesn’t hide the fact that while I’m thinking of what I am going to say, I’m not listening to what the other person is saying. I have since tried to follow Celeste Headlee’s advice, which is:

         
            Go with the flow. That means thoughts will come into your mind and you need to let them go out of your mind.

         

         But this is hard! When we think of something that we think is brilliant, the temptation to interrupt is so strong, and like many of you, I’m sure, I remain a long way from mastering this skill!

         Level 2: Pretending to Listen

         This is also a remarkably common failing in our busy lives. In the modern world, multitasking is considered a positive quality, but if one of those tasks is listening then this is definitely not the case. If we do not focus our attention on the person and what they are saying, we are not going to hear everything they are saying. Sometimes, our multitasking is an active choice, such as when we are talking on the phone, whilst typing an email or watching television. Sometimes, it is a bit more subconscious, for example when we are a bit stressed and our mind is somewhere else; or where our mobile is vibrating and it has distracted our attention. In either case, however good we think we are at multitasking, listening is something that requires our full attention. Otherwise we won’t pick up anything more than the basic facts that we probably knew anyway!

         One of my biggest failings in this respect is when I meet new people. Yet again, even though I am fighting to change my ways, I am still a complete disaster at remembering their names. Because so many people admit to this weakness, I used to just accept it as something that I’m not very good at. However, having realised what I am doing, I am now not so accepting! The reality is that during the first ten seconds or so, I’m making the criminal mistake of getting distracted by their appearance and behaviour. For a short period, I’m therefore not listening to what they are saying, and you can be fairly sure that their name will be shared at some point during that first ten seconds. I did vaguely hear their name, but as I wasn’t paying attention, I can’t remember it! In theory, I’m now ready to start listening. However, I’m now distracted by desperate efforts to trawl my memory and dredge out the name that I can’t remember or am willing the third person in the conversation to say the person’s name again. As a result, I am still not listening!!!! Ultimately, this is not an acceptable weakness, but just a lack of focus on what the person is saying.

         To try and fix these problems, many workplace training sessions teach us tips about how to focus on the conversation. They suggest things like nodding, maintaining eye contact, showing an open receptive body language, or repeating what has been said to us. Rather than being skills to help us listen, these are really skills to help us pretend. Staring into the speaker’s eyes may fool them that we are focused, even though we are actually thinking about what we are going to have for dinner. As Celeste Headlee quite rightly pointed out:

         
            There is no reason to learn how to show you’re paying attention if you are in fact paying attention.

         

         Level 3: Selective Listening

         This is another common failing, where we pay some attention, but are drifting in and out of the conversation. We are heavily using the filters that I discussed earlier to ignore vast swathes of what is being said, but periodically switching on as we hear something that we think may be of interest. This can be unintentional, such as when we are a bit bored or tired and therefore our attention is drifting until something is said that catches our attention and we manage to summon the efforts to focus for a short while. However, usually there is a conscious decision to selectively listen, and it is for one of two reasons.

         Firstly, it is where we are knowledgeable on a subject but have a bit of a gap that we want to fill. We walk into the one-hour presentation with no intention of listening to the whole thing and are simply waiting and looking out for the part we want to hear. This either means just following the agenda, and switching on at the relevant point, or in many cases, listening out for some key words that trigger our attention. For the rest of the presentation, we are in our own world, and if there was new information or a different perspective that would have been useful for us, we would completely miss it.

         The other scenario is where we have strong opinions. Our natural tendency is to apply something called confirmation bias that will be discussed further in Chapter 8. In simple terms, however, this means we selectively hear all the information that reaffirms our opinions and gloss over those points that contradict us. We will pay much more attention to a like-minded person than an adversary, and where someone is more balanced, we will tend to concentrate and remember their supportive points and tend to drift as we dismiss their counter-arguments. As with the politicians discussing the Bedroom Tax, if we are actually giving our opponents any time, then we are almost certainly applying selective listening. We are waiting for their slip-up, their inappropriate comment or their erroneous overgeneralisation. Basically, we are not listening to what they are saying, but searching for the mistake that will help us win the argument!

         Level 4: Attentive Listening

         If you are honestly reflecting as you are reading through, then like me, you are probably getting to this stage and realising what a sizeable majority of your “listening” time is at Levels 1–3. Sadly, for many of us, it is rare that we make it to the heady heights of Level 4! This is when we are giving the speaker our undivided attention. We are hanging on every word and listening intently to what they are saying. We will ask them to repeat things if we miss anything, ask for clarifications or examples if we are not clear, ask follow-up questions to help with our understanding. We are focused on what they are saying and for the first time, we are applying some good listening skills.

         This is good listening, and you may be wondering why this is not the top level. And the reason is that we are listening but very much from our own standpoint. I have heard an expression saying that “Your perception of me is a reflection of you” and this is the problem in this instance. We are hearing what the person is saying, we are understanding all their words, but we are putting our own lens on what they are saying. As a result, we are not truly feeling what they are saying.

         If we are with like-minded people from the same background, we may just about get away with it, although we will carry a grave risk of making erroneous preconceptions. However, for someone that is very different, then this can cause us real problems as their views can appear incomprehensible. Where their underlying personality is very different, then it is a challenge to relate to what they are saying. I remember the early days of my relationship with my husband, when my analytical mindset truly struggled to understand the way he would make decisions on gut feelings. I was irritated if he could not articulate exactly why he was doing something. It’s similar to the way we may struggle to comprehend someone who may self-harm or consider suicide, as we are trying to understand their irrational state from our rational perspective. Without truly “walking in their shoes”, we cannot fully understand; and therefore although we are listening, our listening is not complete.

         Level 5: Empathic Listening

         This is where Level 5 comes in, as true listening requires us to transcend these limitations and to listen with empathy. As per the dictionary definition, this means truly “sharing someone else’s feelings or experiences by imagining what it would be like to be in that person’s situation”. Many of us naively think we are good at this, but few of us actually are. This is because our understanding of individual difference is imperfect, and we therefore struggle to truly relate to the experiences of others. Successfully listening with true empathy is therefore extremely challenging, but it has two major benefits. Firstly, it has the obvious impact that we get that greater depth of understanding, hearing not just the words, but feeling the emotion and sensing the underlying meaning. Secondly, however, it tends to bring more out of the speaker. Weger, Castle & Emmett wrote a psychological paper in 2010 where they observed that if we “attempt to demonstrate unconditional acceptance and unbiased reflection”, the speaker will respond to this acceptance by being more open. As a speaker, we all know how we tend to open up when we sense that someone is really listening and understanding what we are saying. We feel encouraged to talk!

         
             

         

         Now Level 5 is clearly something needed by a counsellor or therapist when they are working with a patient, when misjudgements or preconceptions are particularly critical. However, the reality is that we all need to hit this level if we are trying to guide, mentor or advise someone. We cannot possibly understand what is best for them if we do not take the time to properly understand them and their full story, or if we fail to empathise with the situation they are facing. Sadly, we are frequently ready to dish out advice without having gained this insight. But in other situations, we don’t need to be at this level. When we are debating a topic or making a decision where it is less about the emotional connection, then Level 4 is often enough. We do need to listen to what the other person is saying and understand the arguments that they are making. However, as the information they are sharing is probably much less personal, we don’t necessarily lead to feel that emotion quite so much. Capturing the information and the details with a calm, open and objective mind is probably quite enough.

         But being honest with ourselves, how often do we hit the heady heights of Level 4? How often do we devote our full attention to what is being said? How often have we cleared our mind of preconceptions and are we actively listening with an open mind to learn and understand? How often do we keep doing that the whole way through the discussion and not get distracted or irritated or side-tracked? How often do we keep the open and questioning mind until we have got the full understanding, without getting 80% of the way and then just assuming the final piece? If you’re anything like me, I would suggest it is very rare! Sometimes we start with the intention of listening and understanding but lose our focus on the way. But in many cases, we don’t even get that far, as we are multitasking or half-listening from the very start.

         If we reflect on our earlier examples about discussions around benefits, then we’re probably being generous to say they reach Level 3. There may be times when they are doing some selective listening to try and pick holes in the opponent’s arguments (Level 3), but more often than not, they are just rolling out their predetermined arguments and then pretending to listen in between (Level 2). As the animosity starts to escalate, they struggle to even apply the common courtesy of pretending to listen, interrupting when they can and demonstrating with their responses that they have been ignoring what has just been said (Level 1). When our listening skills have slid to such a low level, we are not in a discussion at all.

         As Julian Treasure says:

         
            Conscious listening creates understanding.

         

         … and without that we have our impasse. An impasse where one side lacks empathy and understanding of the plight of the most vulnerable, and the other side lacks awareness and understanding of the economic reality. No wonder we think our politicians are “out of touch”.

         Now don’t get me wrong, I’m not expecting that we will necessarily make a fundamental change in our thinking as a result of listening. When we are discussing something with people who are ideologically opposed to us, then this is almost certainly not going to happen. I’m also not expecting us to be wallflowers who quietly listen and let everyone talk over us. Conversations need challenge and debate. When it is our time to talk, we should be expected to argue our side with oomph and passion and a desire to influence and persuade. But as it is part of a conversation, we should have the intelligence and courtesy to say things that are connected to what our counterpart has just said, and this requires us to have listened. And when I say listened, I mean properly listened. We shouldn’t respond to a judgemental, summarised version of what we think our opponent would say, because that is easy to knock down and we have got our clever argument pre-prepared. We should respond to the real and truthful argument that our counterpart has just shared, by thinking on our feet.

         This is so much harder. It requires us to put energy and effort into listening and understanding. It requires us to think quickly to analyse their points, process them against our views and opinions, and then build a strong and convincing response. It requires us to react to the situation and not just use all the clever soundbites and cheap one-liners that some clever scriptwriter came up with, but which are irrelevant and completely unrelated to what has just been said. It really is much harder, but it results in a much better conversation where we get to the truth. It guides the discussion away from the extremes that excite our blinkered supporters and allows it to focus on the middle ground in a way that attracts the neutrals and the floating voters. Ultimately, we successfully engage the people who are waiting to be convinced.

         It is so important to remember that a good discussion involves the participation of at least two people, and each participant therefore needs to get the right balance of talking and listening. Conversations are so much better when both sides approach them with the intention of listening to what the other party has to say, recognising that this is just as important as the opportunity to share their own insight. This involves a true appreciation of the opportunity that listening gives us to gather information on the subject and to gain an educated awareness of why others disagree. But starting with that intention is not enough. To truly master the art of communication, we must find a way of keeping that balance throughout. At some stage, if we have a strong opinion, we will want to get our message across in a firm, clear and decisive manner. But even when we are doing this, we must try to keep listening, arguing with passion and energy without allowing our blinkers to stop us listening to the responses. When both parties share their knowledge and insight with clear, structured and passionate articulation, but also listen with the same energy and enthusiasm, then we have the foundations of a successful discussion.

         
  FIRST PRINCIPLE  


         Maintain an open mind and a preparedness to listen all the way to the finish line

      



OEBPS/images/9781913568993_cover_epub.jpg
A

DISCUSSION

HOW TO HAVE
BETTER CONVERSATIONS





OEBPS/images/a023_online.jpg
Social security expenditure as a 7% of Gross Domestic Product
14% X 2 3 4 5. 6

12%
10%
8%

6%

4%

2%

0%
1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015





OEBPS/images/logo_1_online.png
|| E

London | New York





