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Introduction


In 1984, I was just finishing up coursework for my doctoral program at the University of Southern California, working full-time in human resources at the oil company ARCO to pay for my advanced degree, writing my dissertation, and completing the internship hours required for graduation in counseling psychology.


I was juggling about as many balls as I possibly could when a new neighbor moved in down the block, a rooster. The first few times I was awakened, literally at the crack of dawn by this barnyard animal alarm clock, I found it mildly amusing. After two weeks, it was annoying. At the end of a month, I’d had it. It was bad enough that I arrived home late most nights and had to get up early to be at work by 7:30 a.m. This daybreak cock-a-doodle-doo, at a decibel reminiscent of fingernails scratching across a blackboard, put me over the edge. We were talking Los Angeles here, not exactly a farming community.


Determined to come up with a win-win solution to this dilemma, I walked down the road to the rooster’s home and knocked on the door, and when a man answered, the conversation proceeded like this.


“My name is Lois Frankel and I live up the road from you. You may not be aware of it, but your rooster wakes me up every day at daybreak.” I said this in the most respectful and neutral tone I could possibly muster.


“Okay, I’ll shoot him,” the man responded without a smile, a blink, or a hint that he was joking. Then he silently waited for my reply.


I must admit that his response caught me off guard. I was trying to do the right thing and engage in a dialogue about how the problem could be amicably resolved. I thought for a moment and then I said, “What you choose to do with your rooster is up to you. I only know I don’t want to be awakened by it any longer,” and with this, he slammed the door in my face.


Although it took a few weeks longer and several calls to the county Animal Control department for the rooster to find a new neighborhood in which to reside, I was proud of how I handled myself. I didn’t acquiesce to the man’s remark, which is precisely what a remark like that was intended to have me do, and I didn’t stoop to his level of trading equally childish barbs, which would only have inflamed the situation.


I was clear about what I wanted as a result of the conversation, and if he didn’t want to maturely discuss the matter, I was willing to do whatever was needed to restore peace to the neighborhood. It couldn’t be said that I didn’t give him fair notice.


How many times have you asked yourself why you didn’t speak up in a situation where you felt your rights or needs were being ignored? Or perhaps you didn’t ask for something you believed you earned or deserved because you didn’t want to come across as too pushy? Then there’s the going along to get along, doing things you don’t really want to do, but you don’t want to rock the boat.


That’s the essence of being a nice girl. Someone who always puts everyone else’s needs before her own, who believes she doesn’t have the same rights as the next person, and who will do everything possible to avoid being called the B-word—bitch. Unfortunately, too often, doing everything possible to avoid being called names means doing nothing at all.


If you’ve read any of my books, visited my blog, or attended one of my workshops or keynote presentations, you know that I’m big on providing women with the tools needed to achieve their personal, professional, and financial goals. Nice Girls Don’t Speak Up or Stand Out is no different.


In fact, it was born out of the questions women ask me all the time, questions like, How can I ask for a raise? How do I handle office gossip? How do I get myself invited to important meetings? How can I put a positive spin on being fired from my last job? How do I deal with a direct report who used to be my peer? How can I showcase my achievements?


In short, women want to know how to have their voices heard and their presence felt using tact and diplomacy without losing an ounce of their femininity, or, as the saying goes, “How to tell people to go to hell in a way that makes them look forward to the trip.”


When I’m signing books after I’ve done a keynote presentation, I often ask people what they are going to do differently as a result of having attended the event. Not surprisingly, it’s a tangible tool or tip around communicating with confidence that a woman is most likely to add to her repertoire of skills. Even then, she might add, “I just wish I had you on my shoulder whispering in my ear when I want to stand up for myself,” or “I just can’t think quickly enough on my feet to say what I’d really like to say.”


As I tell them, communicating confidently, courageously, and clearly doesn’t happen by accident, except for a very few uniquely gifted, silver-tongued orators. It takes conscious effort and practice.


Powerful communication is an underused muscle for most women. The reasons for this are many, and they include being unsure how the message is going to be received; taking time to choose words that aren’t going to offend anyone, in this case usually men; using more words than necessary so that their messages will be softened; not wanting to be accused of bragging; fearing being seen as too emotional; having a dearth of female role models; and believing they aren’t smart enough.


The majority of these reasons are the result of a woman’s socialization by her family of origin, the educational system, the media, and Madison Avenue. From the use of preambles to unnecessarily long explanations, women unconsciously sabotage their best efforts. As a result, their communications are diluted by behaviors that are antithetical to what they want most—to be heard and respected.


Well into adulthood, most women are hampered by childhood messages about the importance of being nice. As I made clear in Nice Girls Don’t Get the Corner Office, nice is necessary for success, but it’s not sufficient. Everyone, both men and women, is expected to be nice. In fact, likability is a key factor to success, but if it’s the only tool in your kit for influencing others, you won’t feel confident or competent to deliver a wide variety of messages communicating how you really feel about something.


Fortunately for most men, they don’t suffer from the same inhibitors to saying what they think and asking for what they want. It’s an interesting contrast that if men don’t communicate assertively, they’re seen as weak, whereas assertive women are often stereotyped as overly aggressive. It presents quite a challenge for women who want to be heard and known in the workplace.


The term thin pink line was coined by author Kathleen Kelley Reardon. It refers to the narrow tightrope a woman must walk to achieve her professional goals. If you go far over one side of the line, you’re considered too passive, and in that case, you’re not taken seriously. That’s the nice girl side. If you go too far over the line in the other direction, you’re accused of being too aggressive, or worse yet, you’re called that dreaded B-word.


Women are constantly trying to figure out how to achieve the balance between feminine and professional, yet sooner or later they find themselves coming up short in one way or another.


As one Latina lawyer in Miami told me, “My boss said I didn’t have a good sense of humor. Then when I tried to lighten up, he said, ‘Women just aren’t funny.’” Or then there’s the woman from South Africa who wrote to me: “I was told I didn’t speak up enough. When I spoke out more, I was given feedback I was too domineering.” That’s the thin pink line that women walk all the time.


The challenges, however, go beyond learning to communicate more powerfully. Women have the added burden of having to find ways to tactfully cope with things like mansplaining, when a man explains things to a woman in a condescending manner; manterrupting, when a man interrupts a woman before she conveys her entire message; manterpretation, when a man incorrectly interprets what a woman said; and bropriating, when a man takes a woman’s idea and claims it as his own.


Even Supreme Court justices have to learn to deal with interruptions. Researchers at Northwestern Pritzker School of Law found that the pattern of men interrupting women on the high court accounted for 32 percent of interruptions overall, while female justices interrupting others accounted for just 4 percent of the interruptions overall.


Then there’s the flip side, women who don’t adhere to social expectations for how women should communicate and are accused of being too pushy, needy, or greedy. These are women who have no problem telling it like it is, only to find they’re marginalized, ignored, and overlooked for opportunities because others can’t hear the message due to the manner of delivery. They don’t understand this basic truth of women and communication. Unlike men, women are expected to communicate their opinions, suggestions, and proposals with the utmost tact and diplomacy.


I’ll be the first to admit that there are plenty of books written about women and communication. Peggy Klaus, Kathleen Kelley Reardon, Deborah Tannen, and Carol Frohlinger are just a few of the authors who do a great job of talking about the challenges women face, yet when I’ve been asked for a reference book that will help a woman learn how to communicate with greater confidence and courage, I’ve been hard-pressed to identify one that really demonstrates the array of tools available for handling a wide variety of situations.


So this book takes the form of my other Nice Girls books, short anecdotes about a particular challenge followed by specific coaching tips. This time, a communication challenge, rather than a career or financial challenge, is followed by a solution and an example of how that solution would sound in real time.


Finally, I ask you to take the risk of stepping outside of your comfort zone. I can provide you with all the tools, tips, and techniques you need to communicate effectively in almost any situation, but you are the one who has to implement them. I encourage you to take a measured approach in practicing the skills that will help you most in any given moment.


Avoid the tendency to read the book and say to yourself, “Oh no, I make all of those mistakes! I have so much to change.” Instead, think about your greatest communication challenges right now and which two or three tips will help to best address them. Less is more in this case. What you will find is that trying out just two or three new behaviors, instead of attempting a dozen, will lead to subtle behavioral changes in other areas of your life. Get good at those and then go back and try a few more.


Like the salami method that I will be talking about shortly, you don’t usually sit down and eat an entire salami at once—you slice it into pieces. The same holds true for any kind of change. Rather than get discouraged with how much you aren’t doing or can’t do, ensure success by taking small steps toward your ultimate goal of having your voice heard without unnecessarily damaging relationships. I would love to hear your feedback and how the challenges you make impact your life. As always, I can be reached through my website, drloisfrankel.com.














Chapter One


The Basics


About six years ago, my beloved little four-year-old rescue dog, Ellie, died suddenly on the operating table. We brought her in for what we thought was minor surgery, but she didn’t come home. I was distraught. She was my very first dog and she taught me so much about loving and life. I needed something to distract me from the loss and don’t ask me why, but I took up baking bread of all things. It was something I always wanted to do and it was also something that required following an established set of procedures. I couldn’t just wing it. I had to learn how to do it properly.


Communicating with confidence and courage is a little like baking bread, minus the calories of course. There are basics that have to be learned that will apply across many situations and can be used in conjunction with a variety of more advanced techniques. So as Julie Andrews sang in The Sound of Music, let’s start at the very beginning. It’s a very good place to start.


This first chapter is all about the foundation for strong communication. For example, it’s so much easier to deliver a difficult message if you’ve already built a relationship with the person, and sometimes you have to listen, really listen, before you can persuasively give your opinion. So even though some of what this first chapter contains may seem fundamental to you, it forms the foundation on which all other communication can take place. Master these techniques to start and you’ll be in good shape when the going gets tougher.


Tip 1: Build Rapport


Rapport is defined by Merriam-Webster as a friendly, harmonious relationship, especially a relationship characterized by agreement, mutual understanding, or empathy that makes communication possible or easy. I think rapport is like the WD-40 of relationships. It makes everything glide effortlessly.


Think about it. When someone you like delivers difficult or bad news to you or even tries to influence you to be on their side of an issue, you are so much more likely to respond positively or at least not negatively. On the other hand, if you don’t have rapport with that person or the relationship has been contentious in the past, you’re more likely to be resistant to the message. This is what’s known as the halo effect, or a bias in how we interact with others based on our past associations with them. Rapport doesn’t happen by accident. It usually happens because at least one party in the communication has consciously or unconsciously worked at making it happen.


If this isn’t something you’ve thought of before, then in the beginning you’re going to have to work consciously at developing rapport. Over time and with practice, it will become more natural to you. You may find the model of unconscious competence helpful as you start developing this and the other techniques contained in this book. Here’s a chart to help visualize this concept:
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Beginning with the box on the lower left, you have low consciousness and low competence. Let me give you an example here. A few years ago when I wanted to take up golf, I had no idea how to hold the club, how to swing it, how to address the ball, how to get the ball out of the sand trap, and so forth. In other words, I had no consciousness of what I was doing wrong because I had never done it before, so how could I be competent about something that I had no consciousness around? That’s why we call it unconscious incompetence.


Now I want you to picture the lower right-hand box. This is high consciousness but still low competence. At this point, you’re aware of the mistakes you’re making, but you still don’t know what to do about it. Using the golf example, after I’d had a few lessons, I would say to myself, “Oh, I’m supposed to be bending my knees. Oh, I’m supposed to be bringing my club back farther. Oh, I’m supposed to be keeping my eye on the ball.” Okay, now I’m conscious about what I’m incompetent at, and this is what’s called conscious incompetence, but being aware is movement.


So now I want you to move to the upper right-hand box, or high consciousness and high competence. That’s called conscious competence. Now that I’ve had lessons for a year or more and I’m playing golf and I’m doing pretty well at it, I can go out and play a whole game and I can play with other people and not be embarrassed, but I’m always having to think about what I am doing with my club. What am I doing with my body? Am I looking at the ball enough? That’s why this is called conscious competence. I can do it, but I’m always conscious of what I’m doing. You would think that that would be a good thing, but it’s not enough. It means you still have to remind yourself to do something differently, how to do it, when to do it, and so forth. And that takes a lot of energy.


But with practice over time, you eventually move to the upper left-hand box, low consciousness and high competence, and we call that unconscious competence. So now after a number of years when I go out on the golf course, I’m not focusing so much on all these little things that I have to do. They tend to come more naturally and you naturally engage in behaviors as if they were old hat to you. When you’ve practiced them, they become part of what’s known as your cellular memory, so be patient with yourself as you move through the model from unconsciously incompetent to unconsciously competent. As with learning anything new, you begin by not knowing what you don’t know, and through focus, practice, and feedback, you eventually become unconsciously competent.


Let’s go back to rapport. Someone we look to as being really good at building rapport is former U.S. president Bill Clinton. Even people who don’t particularly like him have told me that when they met him, he made them feel as if they were the only person in the room. This is a common theme among those who have interacted with Clinton. When asked how he achieved this, they report behaviors like, he looked me in the eye when he was speaking to me, he really listened to what I was saying, he asked questions about what I said, he circled back to me later and commented on something I said. These things aren’t rocket science, but you’d be surprised how many people find them hard to do or just don’t want to do them.


Following my FEME model of building rapport will put you on the path to establishing warm, mutually beneficial relationships.




BUILDING RAPPORT WITH FEME®




Find common ground: Look for things you have in common with people. Whether it’s where you were born or went to school, whether you are married or not married, favorite places you’ve traveled or where you would like to travel, it’s all grist for the rapport-building mill.


Express genuine interest: This is something you just can’t fake. I always know when someone is genuinely interested based on the questions they ask me. Are they questions designed to bring the topic back to them or to delve more deeply into understanding me or my position? Expressing genuine interest requires you to delve more deeply into what the other person is saying.


Match body language: Research shows that we tend to gravitate toward people who we perceive to be just like us. One way this is communicated is through body language. Does the person lean in when they speak to you or do they want more physical distance? Do they maintain steady eye contact or do they tend to look away more often? Do they smile often or are they more serious? Learning to read and respond to body language is helpful not only in building rapport, but also in a host of other situations. It’s pretty hard to do this if you’re only focused on yourself. It requires you to suspend your own needs for the moment and read between the lines.


Exhibit empathy: Not to be confused with sympathy (feeling compassion or sorrow), empathy lets the other person know you understand how it feels to be in their shoes. To be effective at exhibiting empathy, you often have to read between the lines and read body language. A person may not say she feels devastated at the loss of a dear friend, but the look on her face and her description of the person’s passing might lead you to say, “It sounds like this is a devastating loss for you.” Now she knows you understand how she feels.







One important thing to note—you should be building rapport with everyone you come in contact with. Not only those people you think can do something for you or from whom you may need something. I’m a firm believer in the maxim, “When you need a relationship, it’s too late to build it.” The easiest way to build rapport is to do it early and often. Rapport usually isn’t built through one interaction, but through a series of consistent interactions. In fact, behaving consistently is one of the best things you can do to gain trust. If you have the tendency to want to jump in and fix people’s problems, this isn’t the place for it. In fact, it can be perceived by some as intrusive. With rapport, you simply take the other person’s lead and try to connect it with a similar experience you or someone you know may have had.


Here’s an example of how it sounds to build rapport:




Lois: Pam, I just noticed that picture on your desk of a beautiful baby.







Pam: Oh, that’s my niece Amy. She’s a year old now and I can’t get enough of her.







Lois: When you say that you have the biggest smile on your face.







Pam: Oh, I know. They live up in San Francisco, so I really don’t get to see her as much as I’d like.







Lois: I’ve got a few kids in the family who I feel the same way about. How do you handle the distance?







Pam: Now that she’s getting a little older, my sister actually puts her on FaceTime and we can have a call that way and I make a point of going to San Francisco for long weekends whenever I can.







Lois: Still, it seems like it’s not enough for you. You seem a little wistful.







Pam: No, it’s not, but there’s not much I can do about it.







Lois: I hope as Amy gets older you have more FaceTime calls and visits.







Pam: Me too.





Remember, this is just one of many interactions you will have with Pam. You can build on the conversation in the future by asking about her niece and if she’s been to visit lately.


Tip 2: Talk Back to Self-Talk


Often there’s a little voice inside the heads of nice girls that warns us not to be too direct, too assertive, too demanding, too bossy, needy, greedy… or otherwise people might not like us. It could be that voice developed in you in response to feedback you’ve been given or just observing what’s happened when other women speak up and speak out. As crazy as this may sound at first, you have to talk back to that fearful voice. You have to counter the old messages and replace them with new ones in order to move forward. If your fearful girl’s voice says, “But no one will like me if I say this,” let your woman’s voice respond with, “I can’t control what people think. I can only act with the best of intentions.”


I know I have a message that I use when the nice girl is screaming, “Who are you to think you have the right to say that?” I respond with, “Not only do I have a right, but I also have a responsibility to say this.” I let the phrase repeat in my head as many times as necessary until I build the courage to stand up and say it for myself. Yes, as a recovering nice girl, even I practice what I preach.


So what should your self-talk be? If I asked you what you want to say to that voice, what’s the first thing that comes to mind? Come on. I know you can come up with something. What is it you want to say to that voice in your head that tells you that you should just keep quiet? Now say it out loud.


Here are a few more phrases you can use to counter those messages that hold you back from expressing what you’re really thinking or feeling:




• I am an adult with all the privileges that accompany it.


• No one has the right to put me down. No one.


• My voice is just as important as the next person’s.


• I have the right to ask for what I need.


• And my personal favorite is a quote from Quincy Jones: “Not one drop of my self-worth depends on your acceptance of me.”




No matter what your mantra, let it be your place to go when you hesitate to say what’s really on your mind.


Tip 3: Communicate in Headlines




“There’s something I want to talk to you about. It’s about an idea I’ve had for a while now. In fact, I’ve been researching it for about eighteen months. I wanted to make sure I had all the facts before I sat down and talked to you about it. Just the research has been an interesting experience because I was able to look at the best practices that companies similar to ours have been using for ensuring their recruitment efforts are productive and targeted to the growing parts of the market, and this is something that we all have struggled with: attracting and retaining talent in the tech field. We’re always talking about it in staff meetings. Did you know that 90 percent of the graduates at the top of their classes at schools with engineering programs, like MIT, Princeton, Stanford, and UCLA, go to 10 percent of the tech companies in Silicon Valley? Isn’t that pretty amazing?”





Were you as bored reading this as I was writing it? Did you find yourself asking, “What the heck is she talking about and when is she going to get to her point?” Of course! Now, be honest with yourself. Are you the kind of person who uses more words when fewer would be better? Do you find yourself verbally tap dancing to fill in the silence? After you’ve given your opinion or answer to questions, do you sometimes lose your train of thought when explaining complex issues? Then you really need to practice headline communications.
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The top box represents your headline. The three smaller boxes each represent a key point or piece of data, and the box on the bottom represents a tagline. Let’s talk about each of the boxes and what you should put in them if you want to deliver clear, cogent, and crisp messages.


First, the top box, as I said, is your headline. It’s what you want someone to remember if you were to be interrupted in the first thirty seconds of your conversation. Too often women use far too many words before they ever get to the point and as a result their messages are diluted. Sometimes people even tune them out altogether before they ever get to the point. I’m sure that’s probably what you did with my cold lead-in to this tip.


Next, the three square boxes just below the headline box are for the points that support your proposal or sometimes even your opinion. Picture the boxes numbered one, two, and three. This is important because it’s a reminder to number the points as you say them. This cues both you and the listener to listen for three points.


Once you’ve made your three points, it’s time to stop and get input. For women, this is in the form of an inclusive tagline. Men can often get away with just stopping, and they tend to be more comfortable with the ensuing silence. Women not so much. So that bottom box is your tagline. The tagline can be a call to action such as, “Do you see any reason why we shouldn’t move forward with this?” Or a call for input: “Do you have any questions or thoughts about what I’m proposing?” Or something even more assertive, such as a statement of your intentions: “You can see I feel strongly about this, so if there are no objections, I’m going to move forward.”


If you’re answering a question, a good tagline is, “Did I answer your question?” or “Do you have any questions about what I just said?” The model works equally well for answering questions on the spot, for giving your opinion, or for making proposals.


One more tip. If someone catches you off guard with a question, don’t be afraid to lead your headline with something like, “I haven’t fully thought this through yet, but off the top of my head, I would say…” then start with your headline model. This way people aren’t expecting a fully cooked response. You could always go back later and revisit the conversation once you have more data.


Let me use the scenario that I started out with to demonstrate how you could put each of these steps together to make that message so much more powerful.


Headline:




“I’d like to propose that we address our recruiting challenge by implementing a summer internship for students from the top five engineering schools.


“I’m suggesting this for three reasons”:





Supporting Points:




“First, my research shows that 90 percent of those who graduate in the top of their class go to just 10 percent of the tech firms in Silicon Valley, and every one of those firms has a summer internship program.


“Second, our corporate culture with its employee-centric focus appeals to this generation of workers. We just have to expose them to it.


“And third, our business always picks up in the summer. This means we could have meaningful work and opportunities for real learning for interns.”





Tagline:




“You can see I feel strongly about this, so if there are no objections, I’ll go ahead and create a formal proposal for the HR team and present it at our quarterly meeting.”





You can see that the way I just said that using headlines and taglines was so much more powerful than the way that I did at the beginning of this tip. Start thinking and speaking in headlines and watch how your confidence and the confidence that others have in you rises exponentially.


Tip 4: Learn the DESC Script


This nifty little model is perfect for helping you to prepare what you anticipate might be a difficult conversation. I use it myself all the time, and it gives me time to organize my thoughts in what might be a stressful or anxiety-producing situation. What we’re going to focus on are the four letters D-E-S-C, which you can use to create your written or mental script—hence the term DESC script.




THE DESC SCRIPT


D = Describe the purpose of the conversation


I’d like to talk to you about something that happened in our meeting yesterday.


E = Explain your position and elicit feedback from the other person


I observed that each time I took the floor to speak, you started texting and checking emails. It made me feel that what I had to say wasn’t important enough for your full attention. How do you see the situation?


S = Specify desired outcomes


Okay. I understand. What I would really appreciate is if you would not only listen to what I’m saying, but also comment on it. You have a lot of knowledge and I have no doubt your input would be valuable to me.


C = Clarify consequences (positive or negative)


Positive


I think if we can better support one another in this way, we would both get a lot out of it and the department would be better for it.


Negative


We can’t seem to agree on how to move forward on this issue. I can only tell you that without mutual support, the end product won’t have the same quality as if we did.





The D stands for: Describe the purpose of the conversation. What is it you want to talk about? It should be just one sentence, kind of like a headline. It might be something like, “I’d like to talk to you about something that happened in the meeting yesterday.”


The E has two parts: Explain your position and elicit feedback from the other person. What is it that happened and how did it impact you? How does the other person perceive the scenario?


For example, “I noticed that each time I took to the floor, you started checking your phone for messages. It made me feel as if what I had to say wasn’t important enough for your attention. Do you remember this?”


Now you pause to just listen. No matter what the person says, you aren’t going to argue. You’re simply going to listen and acknowledge that you heard them. The person might get defensive and adamantly say, “No, that’s not true.” Or they might be remorseful and say something like, “Oh, I had no idea you felt that way.” In any case, you’re going to give an indication that you heard them, although you don’t have to agree with them, and then you move toward what you want to see happen in the future.


It would sound like this: “I understand what you’re saying,” or “Thanks for being open to my feelings.” Both of those would be appropriate responses, and that brings us to the S of the script: Specify desired outcomes. Here’s where you specifically say what you would like to see happen. It’s not a demand but rather a request for a change. Using the same scenario, it might be, “I’d like to ask that you listen to my ideas and proposals and provide me with feedback in these meetings. You have a lot of knowledge that I could benefit from and I would appreciate your input.”


Finally, the C refers to clarify consequences, which can be positive or negative. If it’s the first time I’ve spoken with the person about the issue, I’m going to point out the positive consequences of what I’m asking for. For example: “We really have a complementarity of knowledge, and if we can support one another, we both win and so does the department.”


On the other hand, if we’ve had the same conversation before and nothing has changed, I might be a little bit more direct. In that case, my consequence might sound like this: “Given that we’ve had this conversation before and nothing’s changed, I can only assume that you don’t want to collaborate, which will in the long run reduce the overall quality of our collective output.”


No technique of communication can guarantee you’ll get what you want. The use of the DESC script, however, can increase the likelihood of it and enable you to be a powerful advocate for yourself. As I’ve already told you, as a recovering nice girl, I remind myself to use the same tools and techniques described in this book.


In fact, just the other day I used the DESC script with a friend that I needed to speak with about a somewhat delicate matter. Barbara is a woman with whom I’ve been friends for a long time and we sit on a few committees together. Over the past few years, I found myself declining her invitations to get together socially. She could sense it and it was putting a strain on what could be a great friendship for both of us. When I knew that we’d be seeing each other in a casual environment, I used the script that I had practiced to express my feelings.


It went something like this. Now I want you to look at my use of the DESC:




“Barbara, there’s something that I’d like to talk to you about that’s been on my mind for a while. When we’re in meetings or even in conversations, I feel like I never get my entire thought out before I’m interrupted. I know that you’re a fast thinker, but sometimes you jump to conclusions based on hearing only a part of what I’ve said. At other times I just feel like I’m not heard and it makes me not want to talk at all. I’m wondering if you’ve noticed when this happens.”





Now, to her credit, Barbara responded that she had no idea I felt this way and she wished that I had said something sooner, so I continued.




“I really appreciate you taking it in this manner because that’s the manner in which I intended it and in fact I did tell you on other occasions, but you probably just forgot. Be that as it may, what I’d really like is if you would listen more openly to my messages to ensure that you’ve heard my full meaning. If you can do this for me, I think our interactions will be more frequent and fulfilling for us both.”





Even if Barbara only changes her habit and interrupts me 25 percent less, it will ultimately lead to a better relationship, and she invited me to give her a sign when she’s not listening, so that’s progress, too.


Tip 5: Use Contrasting


Have you ever been hesitant to ask for something that you want or need because you’re afraid you’ll come across as too needy or greedy? Maybe someone has done a lot for you, but it’s not quite enough or not quite what you want. You don’t want to seem ungrateful, but at the same time you feel like you deserve something more or different. Contrasting is a technique that you just have to add to your repertoire. It is so simple but it works like a charm. As the name suggests, you are contrasting what you do want and what you don’t want in terms of the person’s perception of your request. It isn’t a stand-alone practice, but rather something that you use in combination with other techniques. For example, you might use it with the DESC script as your lead-in, or you might use it in conjunction with a headline communication.


Let me give you a few examples here of how this looks combined with other techniques. Let’s say you want to ask for a raise from a boss who’s been good to you in many ways, but you’re still underpaid and someone being nice to you doesn’t pay your bills. In this case, you might say, “I don’t want you to think I’m not grateful for all that you’ve done for me because I am. At the same time, I want to discuss the raise I was promised but never received.” Then you would shift to the model for negotiating for a raise that I discuss in a later tip.


Or perhaps you were given a beautiful gift that isn’t quite you. You know the person put a lot of time and thought into the gift and you don’t want to hurt their feelings, but you also know you’ll never use it and they will notice for sure. Here you would use contrasting to say, “I don’t want you to think I don’t realize how much thought you put into choosing this lovely gift because it’s clear to me that you did and I would never want to hurt your feelings. At the same time, I had my heart set on something a little different and I’m hoping you won’t mind if I exchange it for what I really want.” In most cases, the person will say, “Of course, I want you to have what you want.” They might have their feelings hurt a little bit, but unless they’re narcissistic, they’ll get over it and the relationship will be no worse for wear.


Let’s do one more, this time with a colleague who constantly interrupts you as you’re trying to get your work done. You don’t want to damage the relationship, but you do need to set some boundaries. In this scenario, contrasting would sound like this: “You know, Joe, I don’t want you to think I don’t want to talk to you during the workday because I certainly do. At the same time, I’ve been swamped with work lately and when I stop to talk, it takes me longer to pick up where I left off and that means I’m going to have to work late. How about if we make a point of catching up over lunch or during the afternoon break?”


Saying something like this would surely not have the impact of hurting someone’s feelings, but rather have them understand where you’re coming from. Using contrasting when you’re delivering what you perceive to be a difficult message is going to help the other person understand exactly what you mean and what you don’t mean.


Tip 6: Vary Your Influence Style


When it comes to influence, women tend to overly rely on a style that is open, collaborative, and focuses on maintaining the relationship. It’s not to say that that’s bad, just that if you use only this one style, you’ll miss opportunities to more effectively influence others to accept your ideas, proposals, or requests. It’s important that you broaden your scope of influence by using a wide array of techniques, each appropriate for the situation. Although there are many models for influence, the one I like incorporates five behavioral styles: persuading, asserting, bridging, attracting, and moving away. Let me first explain what they are, and then I’ll demonstrate how they sound.


INFLUENCE STYLES






	STYLE

	BEHAVIORS

	BEST USED WHEN






	Persuading

	Proposing 
Reasoning

	You are the expert 
The other person is not adversarial 
You are respected for your knowledge






	Asserting

	Giving feedback 
Stating expectations 
Applying incentives

	You have legitimate needs and wants 
You have something the other person wants 
The other person isn’t controlling






	Bridging

	Listening 
Involving/Supporting 
Disclosing

	The decision is open for discussion 
The other person knows something you might not know 
You want to build or heal a relationship






	Attracting

	Finding common ground 
Visioning—looking to the future 
Emotional appeal

	You are selling a unique idea 
Generating excitement is important 
You have something in common with the other people






	Moving Away

	Avoiding 
Disengaging

	Tempers are too high for anything to be gained 
It’s politically correct—the other person has more power than you 
Your emotional state is that you can’t function effectively







First, persuading. This style of influence involves proposing and reasoning. It’s best used when you are the expert on a topic, when you are respected in your field, or when the other person is not adversarial. It uses data, facts, or a body of knowledge to make your case.


The second style, asserting, cranks up the heat a little more. With this style, you are giving feedback, stating your expectations clearly, and applying incentives and pressure. You use this style when you have a legitimate need or want, when you have something others want from you, or when the other person is not controlling. I like to say you use this style when the issue is the hill you’re willing to die on.


The style that most women prefer is the third style, bridging. It entails listening, involving, supporting, and self-disclosing. It works well when you want to build or heal a relationship, when the other person knows something that you may not, and when a decision is open for discussion. As I said, it’s not a bad style. It’s just not the only style you should have in your tool kit.


In my opinion, the fourth style, attracting, can be very powerful, but I don’t see it used often in business unless you’re in sales. Attracting is about finding common ground, providing a vision for the future, and using an emotional appeal to influence others. You see it used most often when someone is trying to sell a unique idea, when generating excitement is important, or when you have something in common with others.


And finally, most people wouldn’t consider the fifth style, moving away, a style of influence—but it is. This involves either disengaging from a discussion or avoiding it entirely. It comes in handy when emotions are high and nothing is to be gained in the moment. So a time-out may be called for. It’s also helpful when it’s politically correct to acquiesce to someone who may be more powerful than you. And finally you might use this style when your own emotions preclude you from communicating effectively in a particular situation.


So those are the five styles: persuading, asserting, attracting, bridging, and moving away. Let me give you examples of how they each sound. For illustrative purposes, I’m going to use the same situation in each of the five demonstrations. This will enable you to really see how the same message is delivered to someone senior to me in very different scenarios.


Beginning with persuading. This is where I’m proposing and reasoning:




“Based on my experience working in human resources for over twenty years and the research that I’ve done into best practices at other firms our size, I recommend that we implement company-sponsored affinity groups for women, people of color, and LGBTQ employees. I say this for three reasons:


“First, our competitors are doing it and it appears that it’s working to attract younger workers to their teams throughout the United States.


“Second, our attrition rate for women has been increasing by about 2.5 percent each year. The woman’s affinity group would help us to identify the reasons why they’re leaving and how to improve retention.


“And third, it’s consistent with our business model for increasing diversity at all levels of the organization and the goals we’ve set in this arena. Is there any reason why I shouldn’t get started developing the program?”





You can see that I use the headline communication model and emphasized logic and reason.


Now let’s see how it sounds using the assertive approach:




“I’d like to provide some feedback as to how we’re doing in the area of diversity and inclusivity. Despite an eighteen-month focus on the desire to improve in this arena, we’ve seen virtually no movement in the numbers. In fact, women continue to leave our company at the same rate as they have in the past. This makes us far less competitive with attracting and retaining the talent we need to grow according to our business plan.


“As the person responsible for implementing our affirmative action plan, I believe we must act now before we lose any more ground. My plan is to implement company-sponsored affinity groups for women, people of color, and LGBTQ employees. These groups will help management to achieve the diversity and inclusion goals and for far less expense and more return on investment than traditional training programs.


“Before I get started, I wanted to give you a heads-up and see if you have any input for how we can ensure success.”





As you can see, I upped the ante on this one. I provided an assessment of the situation, provided feedback, stated my expectations, and suggested incentives. This is because it’s my role to create these changes and meet these goals.


Turning now to the bridging style, you’ll see that this is far more conversational and more aligned with many women’s natural preferences. You’ll see that I’m actively listening, involving, and supporting before I disclose my own ideas:




Lois: Donna, I’d like to get your input on our diversity and inclusion program. As you know, it’s been in place for about eighteen months now, so we have a track record to take a look at.







Donna: My opinion is that we’re doing great. I haven’t heard any complaints.







Lois: Can you explain more to me what doing great means to you in addition to the lack of complaints?







Donna: Well, no complaints is a big deal in my book. Usually when we talk to managers about affirmative action, they think it’s all about quotas and hiring unqualified people. Since they haven’t complained, I’d say that’s a plus.







Lois: Is there anything else you think is going well?







Donna: People seem to like the clever posters that are around the café. I hear them repeating phrases like “Diversity is getting invited to the party and inclusion is getting asked to dance.” It helps them look at the concept in a different light.







Lois: That’s great. So no complaints and there’s buzz about the posters. Sounds like a good start for us.







Donna: Yes, I think so.







Lois: Given what you said, we can start to build on these wins because people don’t have a negative perception of diversity and inclusivity. They may be open to taking even another step.







Donna: Like what?







Lois: Like affinity groups.







Donna: I’ve heard about these at other companies. It’s when people with similar challenges get together to meet, like groups of Latinos, women, blacks, gays, right?







Lois: In a nutshell. Yes, that’s it.







Donna: What good do they really do, though?







Lois: They’ve been shown to improve employee satisfaction, reduce turnover, and in some cases even impact earnings. For a relatively low investment, the returns can be significant. I’d like to get started with laying the groundwork by the end of the quarter. Do you have any thoughts about that?







Donna: You know, it can’t hurt. Why don’t we go ahead and do it.





If only it was so easy, right? Although nothing is ever easy. Varying your influence style for the situation can make it easier to get your ideas put into action.


And now the fourth style of influence, attracting. This relies on you to find common ground with your audience and paint a picture of the future using an emotional appeal rather than an intellectual one. Look at how different this style is from the previous three:




“We’ve often talked about how we can become recognized as one of the best places to work in America, and I know how to achieve this—affinity groups. I want you to picture employees joining groups of people who share common career challenges in our company and learning how to overcome those challenges within our company.


“Picture them sharing best practices, inviting inspiring speakers, and becoming involved with plans to make our company both diverse and inclusive. Companies around the world are doing this, and with a little effort and lots of communication, we can too. The impact of affinity groups on a company is remarkable. Increased satisfaction, lower turnover, greater cooperation, and creativity. Who doesn’t want that? My plan is to get these groups up and running by the end of the quarter, and I’d appreciate your support. Do you have any questions I can answer about affinity groups at this time?”





You’ll notice that the attracting style of influence works best with people who are also visionaries or who are at least open to cutting-edge ideas.


Remember, enthusiasm is caught, not taught, so use yours to your advantage. And now we come to the last style of influence, moving away. This style suggests that you simply don’t bring up the idea if the timing is wrong, or that you disengage from a conversation when it’s clear that continuing would be counterproductive. It might go something like this:




“I can tell that you’re not as excited as I am about this affinity group idea. Your concerns seem to revolve around cost and time. Why don’t I take those back and do some research about how other companies our size address those issues and then we can meet again when I have more data.”





As you can see, I don’t give up on the idea. Instead, I use the information gleaned from the interaction to prepare a better pitch, one that includes ways to overcome objections. Hearing those objections is actually a gift because they enable you to go into future presentations or negotiations armed with the data you need to make a compelling case.


Remember, varying your influence style to meet the needs of the people that you’re communicating with and based on the topic that you’re trying to influence them to accept can really work to your advantage. Don’t rely on just one style.


Tip 7: Never Say No


Okay, let’s make that “don’t say no, except in extreme situations.” Of course there are times when there’s nothing like a good old-fashioned no, no way, uh-uh, negative, not going to happen. When it comes to safety, sexual harassment, impending danger, and a host of other scenarios, no may be the only way to go, and in this section I am not providing suggestions for how to manage unreasonable expectations. That’s entirely different.


This section is designed to help you when yes is simply not an option. It’s important to remember that people don’t like hearing the word no. As a stand-alone word, it’s ugly and frustrating. It makes others feel as if a brick wall is put between them and their desires. It’s like putting a red flag in front of a bull. Even if someone asks you to do something illegal or unethical, which of course you’re going to decline to do, you still don’t have to say no.


The reason why this is important is because you don’t want to damage your relationship, and you know what they say about karma. I’m old-fashioned like that. I think there are enough people in the world who are willing to be hurtful to others, intentionally or otherwise, that I just don’t need to be one of them. There are a few stock phrases that you can add to your vocabulary if you want to tell someone no in a way that doesn’t deflate their balloon.


Here are some common phrases that you can use in a variety of situations to say no without ever having to say no.




NEVER SAY NO


Stock phrases for communicating a negative response without saying no.




• In response to an invitation:




As much as I would love to attend, my calendar is already over-scheduled for that week.




• In response to a statement that may have some truth to it:




Be that as it may, it doesn’t change the fact that I’m not able to provide you with a loan at this time.




• In response to someone asking you to do something that actually benefits them more than you:




Thank you for thinking of me. Unfortunately, I am not able to take advantage of your kind offer.




• In response to someone you care about and to whom you genuinely wish you could say yes:




If I could, I would. I really value our relationship and wish the situation was different.




• In response to someone asking for yet another favor:




Although I’ve been able to help you out in the past, this time I just don’t have the bandwidth.




• In response to a somewhat unreasonable request:




I’m sure you understand that I receive many similar requests and that I’m just not able to be of help at this time.




• In response to someone who uses flattery to get you to accept their request:




I’m flattered and at the same time I’m not able to accept your gracious offer.




• When you are genuinely sorry that you must decline:




I’m so sorry that this isn’t going to work out. I hope it might in the future.





You can see that there are many ways you can say no without ever using the word no. Try practicing some of these in low-risk situations and then work up to using them when the stakes are higher.


Tip 8: Be a Broken Record


I realize that some of you reading this book have never owned a vinyl record—the kind you put on a record player and listen to through speakers. What you may not know is that when the record has a scratch in it, the needle gets stuck in that groove and plays in the same place over and over and over again. When that happens, we have no choice but to either discard the record or kick the record player so that the needle will move to the next hopefully unscratched groove. Sometimes you have to be like that broken record. You have to repeat your point or request over and over again until the other person moves the needle to the next groove—by agreeing with you, negotiating with you, or at least understanding you. When you are a broken record, you don’t say and repeat the exact same thing but rather repeat the gist of the message using different words.


Let me give you an example. Many years ago, I went to the Hollywood Bowl for a concert I’d really been looking forward to. When some friends and I arrived on Saturday night and we went to our seats, we found that they were already occupied. I asked the people seated to see their tickets and sure enough they had the same seats we did, so I called an usher over and they informed me that my tickets were for Friday night, the previous night. I looked at the tickets, and sure enough they said Friday. Now, I had bought the tickets at the box office the previous Sunday and clearly recalled a conversation that I had with the ticket seller. When I asked for tickets on Saturday night, he said there were better tickets available for Friday. At that point, I informed him that I would be in New York until Friday night on business.


Given this conversation, I knew he had made the mistake. Nonetheless, the usher told me there was nothing he could do, so I asked to speak to the supervisor. Although the supervisor was sympathetic, he, too, told me there was nothing that could be done and that the policy was you’re supposed to check your tickets before you leave the box office. At that point, I asked to speak to his supervisor, who turned out to be the manager of the venue. Within a few minutes, a very pregnant woman came to talk to me about the situation. She, too, was sympathetic, but she was not yielding to this policy about having to check your tickets before you leave the box office.


Now look at how I used the broken record and some other tactics that we’ve already discussed to resolve the issue:




Lois: I understand what your policy is and I also recall my discussion with the ticket seller and therefore believe the mistake was his, not mine.







Julie: Well, he’s off tonight, so there’s nothing we can really do.







Lois: The policy is only fair if a mistake is made by the person purchasing the ticket. It seems to me if the mistake was made by one of your employees, you would want to make good on it.







Julie: I don’t know that he made the mistake. That’s just your side of it.







Lois: Be that as it may, a mistake was clearly made and the issue needs to be resolved. I realize that you don’t know me, but I have all these guests with me and our car is parked in the middle of a lot where we can’t get out until after the concert.







Julie: Well, I can sell you more tickets.







Lois: I don’t think it’s fair that I have to buy more tickets for a mistake that wasn’t mine.







Julie: I’ll tell you what, if you’re so sure the ticket seller will remember you, then you’ll be willing to buy more tickets, and if you come back tomorrow when he’s working and he does remember you, I’ll refund your money.







Lois: That’s fair because I know he’ll remember me and our discussion.





At that point we got new tickets and we enjoyed the concert in seats that were actually better than those we originally purchased. And when I returned the next morning, guess what? The ticket seller didn’t even let me finish my sentence. When he handed over a refund, he said, “I already heard all about it.” And that’s how the broken record works. Sometimes you just have to wear people down.


One other tip: Be aware of when someone is using the broken record on you. This happened to me just the other day when I was on the phone with a customer service representative who was located in India. I only know that because I asked where she was.


Clearly she had been taught to use the broken record when someone could not provide their password. In my case, my password had been changed by a hacker and so I couldn’t get into my account, which was why I was calling. The woman just kept repeating in every way she knew how that she could not help me without a password.


Recognizing that none of my influence tactics nor the broken record was helping me in the situation, I simply elevated the request to someone who understood my situation and did have the authority to help me without a password. That’s why it’s important to recognize when someone is using the broken record on you. If it’s not going to solve your problem, you almost always have to elevate it to someone with more authority.


Tip 9: Speak to the Types


Have you ever been in a discussion with someone who was so detail-oriented that you just couldn’t stand to listen any longer? Or maybe it was someone who refused to take a stand on an issue because she didn’t know what other people thought about it. Maybe when you are speaking to others, you notice their eyes start to glaze over and their minds start to wander. This happens because people have distinct communication preferences. Although we can’t put people into neat little boxes that account for those preferences, most people do give us clues as to how they like to give and receive information.


By paying attention to those clues, you can prepare and deliver your message in a way that’s more likely to be heard, understood, and hopefully accepted. There are four primary distinct preferences when it comes to communication.




• A person who prefers data, facts, and figures.


• A person who prefers to communicate in feelings.


• A person who values action.


• A person who prefers ideas.




I use the word primary because we typically use at least one of the other modes in many of our day-to-day communications.


If you’re the kind of person who communicates your ideas using feelings, as many women prefer, and you’re trying to influence someone who likes to communicate using facts, as many men prefer, then there’s going to be a natural disconnect. When you say, “I feel this is the right thing to do,” the other person is thinking, I don’t care what you feel; give me a logical reason why we should do this. In situations like this, great ideas are often overlooked or even ridiculed because they weren’t communicated in a way the other person could process. The antidote to this dilemma is to vary your communication style based on the preferences of the person you’re trying to influence.


If you think this smacks of being phony, think again. Your message doesn’t change, just the words you use to deliver it. With a little practice, you can identify the preferred styles of other people.


SPEAK TO THE TYPES






	If the other person…

	Then…






	Has an office that looks like no one works there, is always extraordinarily well groomed, and doesn’t like small talk…

	It’s likely they will want you to communicate using data, facts, and figures. Do not try to schmooze with them; it will backfire. Come prepared to meetings with all the information needed to make or support your case so that a decision can be made logically and rationally.






	Is someone who is always organizing the holiday parties or picnics, remembers everyone’s names and the names of their dogs, and has a lot of personal memorabilia in the office…

	It’s likely they will respond best to communications using feelings, values, and precedents. Start your conversations with a little small talk, then shift to the business at hand. When trying to influence this person, show that you’ve checked with others and your proposal was well received or explain how it will benefit the people impacted by it.






	Usually has little time or patience for long conversations, has an office that looks like a bomb went off in it, and shows little concern for style or fashion…

	Use an executive summary, communicating only in bullet points. Present your ideas in a way that suggests action can be quickly taken and results will be happen sooner than later. Be prepared to answer questions, but don’t provide more information than is absolutely required to make your point.






	Seems like a big-picture thinker, someone who sometimes lives in a world of ideas more than reality, can be creative, and has an office with sports items, toys, novelty items, or modern art…

	Your best bet to effectively influence them is to present your ideas as state-of-the-art or cutting-edge in ways that will competitively position your company or department. Speak logically and factually, but with an emphasis on the future or how your proposal will distinguish the company from others in the field.







First, I want you to picture someone who has an office that looks like no one works there. Someone who’s always extraordinarily well groomed and doesn’t like small talk. If you’re not like this, you might even find this person kind of cold or aloof. If that’s the kind of person you know that you’re speaking with, then if you want to be able to influence them, you have to be able to communicate using data, facts, and figures.


Do not try to schmooze them. It’s going to backfire. Come prepared to meetings with all the information needed to make or support your case so that a decision can be made logically and rationally.


Now I want you to picture a person who’s always organizing the holiday parties or picnics, remembers everyone’s names and the names of their dogs, and has lots of personal memorabilia in the office, like pictures of the kids, trophies, or souvenirs from past off-sites. To influence these people, you have to play to their feelings, their values, and past precedents or traditions. Start your conversations with a little small talk. Then shift to the business at hand. Show that you’ve checked with others and that your proposal was well received or explain how it will benefit the people impacted by it. That’s how you’re going to influence people who communicate using feelings.


The third type of communication style usually has little time or patience for long conversations. They have an office that looks like a bomb went off in it and show little concern for style or fashion. That’s because they value action over all else. You need to use an executive summary communicated in only bullet points. Present your ideas in a way that suggests action can be taken quickly and that it has to happen sooner rather than later. Be prepared to answer questions but don’t provide more information than is absolutely required to make your point. These people are fast thinkers.


And finally you have the big-picture thinkers. Those who sometimes live in a world of ideas more than reality are often creative people with offices that display sports items, toys, novelty items, or modern art. Your best bet to effectively influence them is to present your ideas as state-of-the-art or cutting-edge in ways that will competitively position your company or department. Speak logically and factually, but with an emphasis on the future or how your proposal would distinguish the company from others in the field.


Now let me give you some examples of how you can deliver the exact same message to people with different communication styles. The scenario is one where I want to hire twenty seasonal employees to help with a holiday rush. I will say the same thing in four different ways:


First, with the person who values data, facts, and figures:




“I propose that we hire twenty seasonal employees to help us manage the increase in orders over the holidays.


“There are three reasons why I think this is a good idea.


“First, the cost for the employees for a three-month period beginning November first and ending December thirty-first is less than the overtime we’ve paid to our employees in the past.


“Second, last year, orders couldn’t be sent out for forty-eight hours after the order was placed, and this delayed shipments.


“Third, we’re anticipating a 23 percent increase in online orders this year. Our current staff won’t be able to handle the additional holiday sales. Do you agree it’s the most logical and cost-effective course of action?”





Next, with the person who communicates using feelings:




“I’m going to say I’m concerned about our employees and the overtime they’re going to be forced to work this holiday season. Last year the average overtime for each employee was two hours per day, or ten hours per week. By the time Christmas came, they were exhausted and really didn’t have time to spend with their families.


“By all indications, this year we will see an even greater number of online orders, which could mean they would need to work even more hours. I checked with them and they feel that they’d rather have the time off with their families than receive overtime pay. You know, most of them are millennials who value family over all else. That’s why I’d like to hire twenty seasonal employees for the period November first through December thirty-first. How would you feel about it?”





With the action-oriented employee:




“I’m going to say we need to hire twenty seasonal employees from November first through December thirty-first. Online orders should be up 23 percent, and we just don’t have the bandwidth to fulfill those orders in a timely fashion, even with people working overtime. Do you see any reason why I shouldn’t put the ball in play and get this going?”





And finally with the idea person, it would look like this:




“As you know, online sales have become the way people shop for the holidays. In fact, we anticipate at least a 23 percent increase this year alone, and the trends indicate it’s going to continue to climb in the coming years as brick-and-mortar stores disappear.


“So our online efforts are perfectly poised to adapt to the trend, perhaps even more so than our competitors. What we need to do to meet the growing numbers of online sales is hire seasonal employees. I’m suggesting twenty. The resulting head count will put us on par with our competitors and give us a good benchmark for future years.”





Hopefully you can see that with a few slight variations in the style of delivery, I’ve spoken to the communication preferences of each of the types. However, also be prepared to shift if you can see your delivery method isn’t on target.


I remember once meeting with a potential client and as I looked at him and around his office, I pegged him as wanting data, facts, and figures, so I geared my presentation that way. Soon I noticed his foot start to tap. TMI for this guy. Too much information. I quickly shifted to a more bottom-line approach, bulleting the benefits of the training program I was selling and asking him how soon he’d like to do it, and with that I walked out with a signed contract in my hand.


Tip 10: Seek First to Understand, Then Be Understood


It is so much easier to tell someone what you really feel when they know you understand what they’re feeling. So often we make assumptions about how people feel or what they’re thinking and we couldn’t be more wrong. The only way to ensure understanding of another person’s position is to engage in active listening. It’s not just about emptying your own cup. It’s about allowing others to empty theirs first so that they can take in your message. Active listening is so easy and effective that I don’t understand why people don’t make a habit of it. And before you skip to the next section because you’re thinking to yourself, Oh, I’m already a good listener, take a minute to make sure you are really engaging in active listening.


Active listening involves three steps:


• The first is paraphrasing. This is the act of repeating in your own words what you think the speaker said. If you haven’t really listened, you can’t do it. If you haven’t surrendered yourself to the speaker, paraphrasing isn’t as easy as it sounds. You need not worry about repeating the message verbatim. When you paraphrase, the other person will let you know if you correctly heard the message. Paraphrasing also has the secondary benefit of allowing the speaker to hear his or her message played back. After a paraphrase, it’s not unusual to hear someone say, “That’s what I said, but it’s not what I meant.” It allows clarification for both you and the speaker.


• The second part of active listening is asking appropriate questions. By asking questions, both you and the speaker delve more deeply into the content of the message. An appropriate question is always one that is based on what has just been said. All too often the listener changes the direction of the conversation by asking a question unrelated to what the speaker just said. On the surface, it may appear appropriate, but closer examination reveals that it’s really just a polite way to change the subject.


• And the third step in active listening is reflecting feelings. This is the toughest part of active listening. It involves taking a guess about how you think the other person must feel. It brings the relationship to an even deeper level of understanding. People who have difficulty expressing their own feelings have difficulty with listening to and reflecting the feelings of others. If you reflect feelings and they’re ignored or the conversation comes to a grinding halt, then of course it’s best to drop this step. Part of being an active listener and listening with a third ear includes the ability to respond to the needs of the speaker. If talking about feelings makes him or her uncomfortable, don’t push it. Not everyone wants his or her feelings reflected, but those who do will appreciate a well-timed reflection.


Let me show you how combining active listening with other techniques paves the way for you to deliver a difficult message in a way that increases the likelihood of it actually being heard in the way you intended it. The situation is this: You have a coworker who has been complaining about the workload. There have been layoffs and everyone is being asked to work double duty. It’s been a struggle to keep up with your own work, but this coworker makes it even more difficult by not responding to your requests for data in a timely fashion, thereby making you late on your deliverables. You know how frustrated people are with the situation, and at the same time you need to speak with him so that you aren’t the next one who gets laid off. Pay attention to how I combine active listening with the previously described DESC script in an effort to get what I need from this coworker:




Lois: I hear you’ve been under the gun lately.







Joe: That’s an understatement. I’m doing the work of three people and still getting paid my same measly salary.







Lois: Whose responsibilities have you had to assume?







Joe: Tina’s, Greg’s, and Jeff’s. They each played an important role in the product we’re trying to launch by next spring and now they’re gone. But the deadlines don’t change. Just the amount of work.







Lois: You’ve really had to shoulder a lot more responsibilities since this layoff started, haven’t you?







Joe: And some of what they did, I don’t even understand. So there’s a learning curve on top of that.







Lois: I’d say that’s really doing double duty, taking on more responsibility and having to learn about it as you go along, and that’s in addition to your regular job, which was always challenging.







Joe: Yeah. Some days, I don’t know how I do it. I go home tired and frustrated.







Lois: It sounds like you’re just about at your wit’s end and feeling frazzled on both ends.







Joe: I’m so far beyond frazzled. I’m just burned out.







Lois: I’m sorry to hear that this has been so difficult for you, Joe. I’ve always known you to be a real team player, and it sounds like that’s gotten to be more of a challenge.







Joe: I feel like I want to be a good team player. It’s just that there aren’t enough hours in the day.







Lois: I know what you mean. I feel that way, too. At the same time, if we want to keep our jobs, we’ve got to keep focused on not only delivering on our goals, but delivering high quality, too.







Joe: Yeah, it’s tough.







Lois: I’ve noticed that the data you usually get to me by Friday of every week is coming later and later. Is that because you just don’t have the time to send it over?







Joe: It’s not so much about the time. It’s about the priorities. The boss sees everything as a number one priority and it makes it impossible to please her.







Lois: Yeah. I’ve encountered that, too, and I know it’s frustrating.







Joe: I don’t mean to take it out on you. I know you’re facing the same challenges.







Lois: Well yeah, we’re facing them together. That’s for sure. I was hoping we might be able to help each other out. The boss is all over me for delivering these weekly reports late. Is there some way I could help you with some of your deliverables in exchange for getting that data on time like you always gave it to me?







Joe: I don’t know. What could you help me with?







Lois: Well, I’m pretty good at project planning. I could develop a spreadsheet of realistic time frames and we could go and talk to the boss about it together. You know, there’s safety in numbers and with the two of us saying the same thing, we’re more likely to be able to influence her to be reasonable. We might even be able to get her to let go of some of the old tasks because there just aren’t enough people to do them.







Joe: Actually that sounds like a good plan.







Lois: I’m so glad you think so because together we are much more likely to succeed than each of us just working with our own heads down. So is it a deal? I’ll do the project plan and you’ll start getting me the data by noon on Fridays?
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