
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   
COPYRIGHT



Published by Piatkus

ISBN: 978-0-349-40423-3
 
All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2008 Debra Fine

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Piatkus

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk




      
      Thanks to fellow members of the National Speakers Association, especially those in the Colorado chapter, who have been genuine
         in their offers of friendship and support. Gratitude to my loving and patient husband, Steve Tilliss, who somehow manages
         to restrain himself from inviting me to explain how I can write about skill sets and preach specific communication behaviors
         that I neglect to consistently put into practice. Lastly huge thanks to my precious offspring: Jared Fine Holst and Sarah
         Fine Holst who know that mom talks the talk far better than she walks it.
      

   
      [image: image]

      WHAT’S THE BIG DEAL ABOUT
CONFIDENT CONVERSATION?

      During the course of your day, you probably had many discussions with people—two, five, ten, fifty. You may have facilitated
         a meeting, negotiated with your teenager, clashed with a co-worker, moderated a panel, made a sale, or consulted with a doctor
         … Perhaps you had an interview, found yourself at odds with a customer, or helped resolve a conflict. Or you may have got
         the kids off to school, attended a parent/teacher conference, or had lunch with friends.
      

      We might label these discussions ‘conversations’, but did you really converse? Did you truly engage others in a dialogue?
         You may have spent much of your day talking, but in the end, what did you really talk about? The truth is that most of us
         go weeks without having meaningful conversations with anyone—co-workers, project team members, customers, and even family and friends.
      

      Lots of conversation is limited to gossip, soap operas, celebrities, popular TV programmes, sports, and fashion. It’s probably even fair to say that some of these conversations can be labelled as small talk. Now, I’m not dismissing the importance
         of small talk. After all, there are times when it is appropriate to engage in nothing but small talk, such as times when you’re
         waiting for a meeting to begin, getting to know a client or department head, or standing in a queue. Small talk serves a critical
         function—it helps us break the ice with people we don’t know and reacquaint ourselves with those we haven’t seen in a while.
         It also helps us establish commonalities with the people we meet, build rapport, and make the connections necessary to build
         a conversational framework. And, where appropriate, small talk clears the way for more intimate conversation and lays the
         foundation for strong, enduring relationships. It’s oftentimes the crucial starting point (the appetizer) that precedes the
         bigger, meatier conversations (the main dish) to come.
      

      That’s all well and good, but what happens when we—you, me, and the people we interact with each day—get too full from nibbling
         on the appetizer and don’t have room for the main dish?
      

      By now, you’ve hopefully read my book The Fine Art of Small Talk, and you have not only thought about and implemented the skills and techniques I discussed, but have also come to understand
         the value of developing relationships, building business, and enhancing rapport. So, if small talk is the appetizer, we might
         label the main meal as confident conversation. Confident conversation is the ‘Big Talk’ that helps us achieve our conversation
         goals. When we engage in confident talk, we are trying to inform or teach, share feedback or an opinion, gain feedback, learn something, avoid conflict, ask for something,
         or motivate or persuade someone to think or do something.
      

      There’s something you should know about confident conversation—it’s … well … important. And it can be pretty tough. Confident
         conversation usually requires thought, reasoning, respect, and diplomacy. It requires a dialogue, a conversational give and
         take with one or more people, and it requires good listening skills and patience. With those thoughts in mind, it’s clear
         why many of us stick with the small talk (which can be challenging in its own right) and rarely ever get around to the conversation
         that requires big-time confidence. Sometimes, we offer uncontroversial opinions on banal subjects because we know those opinions
         won’t be held against us or because we don’t want to put in the effort required to engage in deeper conversation. We may be
         afraid that our confidence will be inappropriate or awkward, or we may worry that we’ll be labelled as too serious and no
         fun to be around.
      

      We sometimes gravitate away from confident conversation to keep ourselves at a safe distance from others and to walk away
         unburdened by what we might have learned or not learned, by what we might have been taught or not taught. In fact, the four
         main reasons we don’t progress from small talk to confident conversation are that (1) it’s an inappropriate time for anything
         but small talk, (2) we’re creatures of (small talk) habit, (3) we risk finding out that we’re somewhat mistaken or plain wrong,
         and (4) we’re fearful of revealing too much or of revealing the wrong information at the wrong time in the wrong way.
      

      Conversation—confident talking—is the key to achieving everything that is important to you in your professional and personal
         life. Confident conversation is the key to your ability to do what you want and be what you want in this world. What might
         happen if you learned the proper techniques for transitioning from small talk to confident talk? If you could break habits
         and engage in more meaningful conversations? If you managed difficult discussions and differences of opinion with ease and
         diplomacy? If you could accept that you may sometimes be wrong, or less unequivocally right than you’d like to be? What might
         happen if small talk served as a handy springboard for articulate presentation and serious analysis?
      

      In The Fine Art of Confident Conversation, we’ll discuss these very questions in order to demonstrate clearly the many benefits of confident talk. Because The Fine Art of Confident Conversation is a companion piece to The Fine Art of Small Talk (they’re the two halves of the talk equation), we’ll also create a roadmap that will show you how to progress from small
         talk to the confident talk and how to engage in confident conversation at the appropriate times and in the appropriate situations.
         These small talk and confident talk skills will help you meet your professional and personal goals and help you create and
         follow your own roadmap—one of your own design.
      

   
      
      PART 1

      
BUILDING
 CONFIDENT
 CONVERSATION
 SKILLS
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      A ROADMAP TO CONFIDENT CONVERSATION

      
      
Learn how to progress from small talk to confident conversation and take your conversations to a deeper level.
      

      
      Imagine that you walk into a conference room a few minutes before a meeting starts and you see your client sitting at the table.
         You walk over, smile, shake her hand, and ask her how she is. Rather than small talk with you for a bit, your client launches
         into an in-depth discussion of some of the technical issues that will be addressed during the meeting.
      

      
      At some point, you’ve probably worked with someone—a boss, co-worker, business partner, or client—who skips the small talk
         and jumps right into the big talk. No questions about how you’re doing or how business is faring. No informal chatting about
         common interests, friends, sports, movies, or family vacations. Think about how those conversations made you feel. Sometimes
         people forget (or don’t know or don’t care) that big talk, the use of confident conversation, is usually preceded by small
         talk. A conversation that goes straight to the big talk can make people feel rushed or stressed. It can convey that the person is rushing to take care of business rather than
         wanting to build a rapport or finding commonalities from which to strengthen the relationship over the long term.
      

      
      Confident conversation isn’t meant to be a race to the finish. When you’re driving, you don’t go zero to sixty in five seconds
         flat. Small talk is kind of like starting your car engine and slowly pulling out of the driveway or parking space. Confident
         conversation, on the other hand, is more like the process of driving down the road. Relationship building is based on good
         communication (small talk and big talk), and good communication takes time and effort. You can see why the connection between
         small talk and confident conversation is critically important. Luckily, the rewards can be both valuable and long lasting.
      

      
      When you have a conversation with someone, you usually have a specific goal you’re hoping to attain. Maybe you’re attending
         a networking event to build contacts, or you may be collecting information to launch your own business, or you may simply
         wish to discuss a simmering annoyance with your partner. You can’t attain your goal, however, unless you know what it is you
         want to achieve and map out a path that will get you there. When you create a roadmap, you greatly increase your chances of
         getting where you want to go.
      

      
      WHAT’S THE PURPOSE OF CONFIDENT CONVERSATION?

      
      Examples are everywhere of unique and different types of conversation. The UK series of Big Brother offers a chat room for viewers called ‘Big Talk’. There’s at least one sports talk show on every radio dial, there’s ‘loose
         talk’ and ‘trash talk’, there’s ‘pillow talk’, and now there’s ‘Google talk’. There’s even ‘Talk like a Pirate Day’ (September
         19—mark your calendar!).
      

      
      You can talk someone around to your point of view, talk at someone whose viewpoint you don’t care to hear, talk back to someone by responding belligerently, talk down to someone by speaking in a condescending manner, talk out or talk over an issue in great detail, talk up something you support, talk big by bragging, and talk sense by speaking rationally.
      

      
      With so many different kinds of talk, it’s important to clearly differentiate confident conversation from the rest. At its
         core, confident talk is important talk. Significant, meaningful, confident conversation. Confident talk is the difficult conversation
         when an anticipated promotion does not pan out or the expected work is less than ideal, or if you have to share bad news like
         a serious illness or death of a close family member. It’s talk that is seen as an in-depth exploration of business, personal
         values and opinions, political, religious, cultural, or other complex or potentially controversial topics. Talk that provides
         an opportunity to ask for something, sell something, motivate someone, learn from someone, or teach someone. Business people
         might see confident talk as the negotiation for a multi-million-pound merger. Parents might see confident conversation as
         ‘the talk’ they have with their children about sex. A married couple might see it as discussions about family finances and
         raising kids.
      

      
      According to Professor Ron Carter of the University of Nottingham, ‘Big talk’ means discussing our ideas and having them challenged so that we may refine them, extend them, or elaborate
         on our first thoughts. Along those lines, confident conversation might be defined simply as the expression of thoughts or
         emotions in words, an exchange of ideas or opinions through conversation, a conference or negotiation, a discourse that maintains
         equilibrium with battling departments or a means of influencing someone or gaining something we want.
      

      
      Usually, adults don’t have difficulty communicating with children when it simply involves giving them directions on how to
         tie their shoelaces or explaining the dangers of fire, but adults do have trouble communicating when feelings are involved—either
         the child’s or their own.
      

      
      With these thoughts in mind, The Fine Art of Confident Conversation will help you increase your language awareness, adopt the principles of constructive communication, and acquire the conversation
         skills you need to feel confident and poised in any situation. If you practise the simple techniques revealed here, you’ll
         learn how to do the following:
      

      
      
         	
            Manage conflict by responding, not reacting.

         

         	
            Formulate messages that are clear and organized.

         

         	
            Formulate messages that get to the point.

         

         	
            Direct conversations in order to manage and use time and resources effectively.

         

         	
            Engage in workplace conversations that invite participation and increase productivity.
            

         

         	
            Listen for information and create conversational bridges to better engage others in problem-solving activities.

         

         	
            Gain the ability to handle difficult conversations.

         

         	
            Design messages that cover critical information in order to increase influence and build trust.

         

         	
            Establish rapport and follow through on commitments in order to strengthen relationships.

         

         	
            Provide feedback and candid communications in a helpful, non-threatening way.

         

      

      
      Confident talk involves building blocks of conversation, the kind that can reinforce the foundation of both business and personal
         relationships. Put simply, confident conversation picks up where the small talk stops.
      

      
      WHAT CAN YOU GAIN FROM BEING A BETTER ‘CONFIDENT CONVERSATIONALIST’?

      
      ‘No one would talk much in society if they knew how often they misunderstood others.’
      

      
      ˜ Johann Wolfgang Von Goethe

      
      The better you work to understand other people’s ideas, feelings, and desires, the more clearly others come to understand
         and appreciate your ideas, feelings, and desires. And the easier it is to make sure that everyone is playing on the same team and reaching for
         the same goals. Working and living with others requires constant confident conversation. On the flip side, the less concern
         you show for other people’s points of view, the less likely it is that they will share your cares and concerns.
      

      
      When you become a better confident talker, you achieve more with less anxiety and stress. You gain more respect, influence, peace of mind, and comfort with conflict. You create more satisfying
         connections with others and build a healthier life for yourself.
      

      
      
         	
            More respect. Everyday communication is based largely on imitation (e.g., I raise my voice, you raise your voice; I smile, you smile).
               This helps everyone feel comfortable. When you adopt a more compassionate and respectful attitude toward your conversation
               partners, you invite and influence them to adopt the same attitude toward you.
            

         

         	
            More influence. When you’re honest and attentive, you are more likely to engage other people and reach agreements that everyone can live
               with. You’re also more likely to get what you want for reasons you won’t later regret. Lies and deception have a habit of
               catching up with you and can sometimes have dire consequences.
            

         

         	
            More comfort with conflict. Everyone has different talents, so there is much to be gained when people work together. Living and working with others
               will always involve some level of conflict, however, because each person also has different needs and viewpoints. When you
               have a better understanding of what goes on in conversations, you can become a better team problem solver and conflict navigator.
               Learning to listen to others more deeply can increase your ability to engage in a dialogue of genuine give and take, as well
               as help you generate solutions that meet more of everyone’s needs.
            

         

         	
            More peace of mind. Every action you take toward others reverberates inside your own mind and body, so adopting a more peaceful and creative
               attitude in your interaction with others can significantly lower your own stress level. Even in the most difficult situations,
               you can learn to respond calmly and positively.
            

         

         	
            More satisfying connections with others. Learning to become a better confident talker will help you explore two big questions: ‘What’s going on inside me?’ and ‘What’s
               going on inside you?’ Today, people are so bombarded with distractions and ‘spin’ that many of them don’t know their own hearts very well, let alone the hearts of others. Exercises in listening can help you really hear what others have to
               say and reassure your conversation partners that you seek to understand what they’re going through. In addition, exercises
               in self-expression can help you ask for what you want more clearly and calmly.
            

         

         	
            A healthier life. In his book Love and Survival, Dr Dean Ornish cites numerous studies that show how supportive relationships help people survive life-threatening illnesses.
               To the degree that you use cooperative communication skills to both give and receive more emotional support, you will greatly
               enhance your chances of living a longer and healthier life.
            

         

      


      
      THE ART OF CONSTRUCTIVE CONFIDENT CONVERSATION

      
      Constructive talk preserves a positive relationship between communicators, while enabling people to address problems, face
         challenges, negotiate resolutions, and evaluate outcomes. Poor approaches to communication, on the other hand, can create
         or exacerbate problems.
      

      
      Let’s say you need to counsel an employee who has a negative attitude, has a personality conflict with a co-worker, or hasn’t
         performed up to expectations. The risk of putting the employee on the defensive is very high, so some managers might take an apathetic approach and avoid confronting the problem
         altogether. Other managers might take a hardnosed approach that doesn’t acknowledge or address the employee’s feelings or
         concerns. A better approach would be to address the issue directly, honestly, and diplomatically using the techniques described
         below.
      

      
      

         	
            Problem-oriented talk focuses on a problem that can be solved rather than on the person responsible for the problem. Person-oriented communication, on the other hand, puts the listener on the defensive and focuses attention on blame rather than
               on ways to avoid or solve future problems. For example, a friend might offer: ‘Let me know if I can help you in any way,’
               rather than making the critique personal by saying: ‘You never had a talent for selling.’ Stop to think about how your comment
               might feel if it were said to you, especially by a friend, colleague or supervisor. You don’t have to sugar-coat everything
               you say, but a remark that inadvertently blames someone else will only create unnecessary conflict.
            

         

         	
            Congruent talk conveys what the speaker is thinking and feeling. While discretion is more appropriate than full disclosure in some situations,
               we tend to communicate more effectively by being constructively candid, thus enabling listeners to trust what we say. On the flip side, incongruent communication misleads
               listeners. For example, we might say we don’t care about an important topic when we really do, leading to potential problems
               down the road. For example, my husband’s response to ‘How do I look, Steve?’ is always a ‘You look great, Debra!’ But how
               many times have I discovered horrible wrinkles a few minutes later as I check myself out in the full-length mirror and remind
               myself that I cannot count on a genuine, thoughtful response from my husband when it comes to my appearance? Have you ever
               had a shopkeeper rave about how great you look in a particular outfit when trying it on in the dressing room, only to discover
               from a dear friend that the outfit is not the most complimentary when not viewed in the store’s funny mirrors and odd lighting?
               Congruent talk is offering authentic opinions and perspectives so people can trust what we say. Telling a three-year-old child
               that she has a wonderful voice may not be too much of a stretch but telling a teenager the same when it is not true may set
               her up for heartbreak.
            

         

         	
            Descriptive talk expresses objective descriptions of problems rather than evaluations of those problems, while evaluative communication expresses judgement of the listener, putting the listener on the defensive. An example of a blatantly evaluative statement
               would be, ‘Your room is not clean.’ It’s more descriptive—and therefore more constructive—to say, ‘Once you put all your clothes
               away I will consider your room clean.’
            

         

         	
            Validating talk helps people feel understood, appreciated, and accepted. In contrast, invalidating communication makes people feel as if
               they are misunderstood, worthless, or incompetent. Invalidating communication is superiority-oriented, rigid, impervious,
               or indifferent.
            

            
            Let’s say a marketing manager reprimands a staff member for releasing a sales collateral package without including a key presentation.
               Imagine that in self-defence, the staff member says, ‘The presentation isn’t done, so I thought it would be better to send
               everything else right away rather than wait for it to be finished. I emailed the sales reps to keep them in the loop.’
            

            
            The following responses by the marketing manager are examples of invalidating communication:

         

      



      [image: image] ‘Take my word for it, sending incomplete packages causes more problems than it solves.’ (superiority oriented)
      

      
      [image: image] ‘We never send out incomplete packages.’ (rigid)
      

      
      [image: image] ‘Well, I guess you thought wrong.’ (impervious)
      

      
      [image: image] ‘Burn new CDs when we get the presentation—don’t email it out.’ (indifferent)
      

       
      
      Invalidating communication treats the listener like a lesser person, while validating communication shows respect for the
         listener’s thoughts and feelings. Validating communication centres on finding a point of agreement. The marketing manager
         could have said, ‘I agree that getting sales collateral out in a timely fashion is a high priority. However, sending incomplete
         packages often creates more hassles and confusion than delivery delays. Please call the sales reps to let them know the presentation
         isn’t ready yet.’
      

      
      
         	
            Specific talk provides the clarity listeners need. Global statements of problems, on the other hand, often seem too broad and ambiguous;
               misrepresenting problems and making them seem too large to be resolved. In the preceding example, if the manager told the staff member, ‘You confused the sales reps,’ the staff member might become defensive and think, ‘Only
               idiots who don’t read their email would be confused.’ In other words, the manager’s comment is too general and sweeping to
               be completely accurate or to garner a productive response. The manager’s comment also doesn’t instruct the staff member how
               to improve. A more specific statement would explain what the manager expects: ‘Sending incomplete packages creates more hassles
               than delivery delays, so let’s avoid sending incomplete packages in the future.’
            

         

         	
            Difficult talk is anything you struggle talking about. Different factors unsettle different people. Someone who conveys their opinion clearly
               and convincingly may not be as effective at dealing with others’ emotions or delivering bad news. A mother with a gift for
               giving negative feedback to her child without harming that child’s self-esteem may have trouble managing personality clashes
               between the child and her constantly bickering siblings. For example, before stepping in the middle, remember: it takes two
               to fight. It is important not to place blame, or more blame on one child over the other. ‘The two of you stop it,’ does not
               take sides or assume one child is not telling the truth.
            

         

         	
            Conjunctive talk is communication that flows smoothly from one topic to the next. Constructive communicators use conjunctive talk to explore
               a topic fully before shifting to another topic, which enables the other party to recognize that his or her input is valued.
               Disjunctive communicators, on the other hand, tend to talk over other people, cut other people off when they’re speaking,
               and switch topics frequently. A discussion that bounces around from one topic to the next without bringing closure to any
               of the topics is hardly constructive.
            

         

         	
            Owned talk occurs when we take responsibility for our statements and acknowledge that we are the source of the ideas conveyed, not someone
               else. We ‘disown’ communication when we attribute our comments to third parties. The manager above would have disowned communication
               by saying, ‘The sales reps wanted me to ask you not to send incomplete packages.’ We tend to have more respect for people
               who are accountable for the ideas they communicate and the requests they make.
            

         

         	
            Two-way talk is a valuable tool at the office, with a doctor, during a teacher conference, and on a dinner date. Effective two-way listening
               involves actively absorbing the information shared by a speaker, showing that you’re listening and interested, and providing feedback,
               even an action as simple as nodding your head, to the speaker to show that the message was received.
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