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Some Tips on Communication

Definitions of Communication:
“the imparting or interchange of thoughts, opinions, or information by speech, writing, or signs.”
In biology:
“activity by one organism that changes or has the potential to change the behaviour of other organisms.”

“We say that conflict is natural, inevitable, necessary and normal and that the problem is not the existence of
conflict but how we handle it”
Bernard Mayer, 2000, The Dynamics of Conflict Resolution. (Jossey-Bass, 2000)
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BACKGROUND
We all communicate every day. We exchange information and seek to persuade others to our point of view.
And how often is what we say misunderstood and we think, “what’s wrong with them, that was perfectly
clear.”
So is it possible that we could be


talking (a physical act that produces sound waves)



not communicating (generating sound waves with intentional meaning and ensuring that the
recipient has processed the sound waves and arrived at the same meaning)



and hearing (the physical reception of sound waves)



not listening (the processing of the meaning of those sound waves) .

So what do we need to bear in mind when we communicate.
If it is a skill what elements do we need to remember so that, like driving, we can arrive at our end point with
as few diversions and chicanes as possible. In the first section of these notes you will find some theories and
practical tips on communication that others have found useful. They include some of the skills that a
mediator will use and they be useful for you to consider using in your mediation.
Then there is a practical “tool” that you can use where you have been in conflict with your colleague and you
want to ensure that you are using words that will generate the response you want. This is also useful for new
teams, where similar words may have many different historical meanings for each team member. Some of
these are for standard interactions, but you can adapt the basic idea to any situation you want.

QUESTIONING TECHNIQUES
In a discussion you will observe the mediator using questions to generate information. This is intended to
give you some of the tools they use so you can create your own flow of information.

CLOSED ENDED QUESTIONS
Have “Yes” or “No” as the only real options: i.e. Q “Do you trust this person?” A “Yes” or “No”
It generates very little information and tells you nothing about what is uppermost in the other person’s mind
about either trust or the individual or how they interact.

OPEN ENDED QUESTIONS
Where a Yes/No answer is impossible.
“Would you tell me / help me to understand about the trust in this relationship?”
Will give you much information about what is important to the recipient, how they see the topic, its place in
their world and so on. It will probably include examples of things that happened that created a loss of trust.
This generates not only information but increases understanding.

QUESTION STYLE
The way we ask questions is very important. The more polite, the more the individual is likely to respond on a
rational level – so giving you the information you seek. Be careful with “why”- it can be difficult to use
without initiating the immediate defensive response “why not” or “because I said so / wanted to etc” – it
generates no information for you and may only serve to increase the emotional temperature.
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DON’T SHOOT THE MESSENGER
Either during a mediation or in the immediate aftermath, any discussions you have will naturally be slightly
difficult or strained as you feel your way back into a working relationship. One risk is that when you
communicate with the person you have been in conflict with, they will simply reject any message they don’t
like. So one thought is to communicate in two stages something you believe will not be received well.
Stage one could be an email, carefully worded, that outlines the issue and the pro’s and con’s
surrounding it. DO NOT communicate that a decision has been made – rather invite reflection and
then suggest time to discuss their thoughts.
(General tip for most emails – write it and leave it for half a day – reread it before sending – would you
understand what you have written?)
Then meet and start by asking for their thoughts. Let them speak first, so you get the information
that will help you to respond calmly and with thoughtfulness.
If you communicate a negative message face to face, you will be shot as the messenger and in the early days
this will work against trust being re-established. So convey the message and allow time for the emotional
response to dissipate and some calmer reflection to take over.

VOICE VS WRITTEN WORD
Voice is good for communicating warmth and empathy – human characteristics that can help to reduce
negative emotions and attributions in the listener. Written material – especially an email - is good for
communicating information, sometimes in detail, for consideration and response.
So a “communication” could include
an initial conversation (face to face or by phone) which outlines possible objective of the discussion
or meeting and topics to be discussed; and
asks permission to put these in writing for the person to consider and change/ add to.
Invite the other person to respond either by phone or in written form, their choice. When they do respond,
try to always respond to them by voice – again to reinforce the human characteristics. Then:
If you are content with their comments you can have a hopeful tone to your voice, thanking them
and looking forward to a productive meeting
If you would like to change some of their ideas, voice will be a more persuasive way of asking them if
they would consider some alternatives and would it be OK if you were to send these through in
writing for their comment.
Keep doing this until you have agreement on:

ARRANGEMENTS
Where and when you are going to meet (is
where a suitably neutral location for them?)

Who else will be there (if anyone)

What their role will be (supporter, mediator)

When it starts and finishes

GROUND RULES
Ability to stop and take a breather at any time

OK to take notes?

If notes, who show them to?

Who tell about the meeting?
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OBJECTIVE
To start a dialogue and see where it goes?

Would it be helpful for them to understand
your position better?

To gain a better understanding of what the
other would want to happen now?

To clear up possible misunderstandings from
the last meeting?

TOPICS

Could we re-establish
communication with …….

some

form

of

Was there anything specific they would like to
raise?

This may sound a complex and time consuming sequence, but it is likely to be more effective in the end. This
is preparation and negotiators and athletes will all tell you the power of effective preparation.

ENDING A MEETING
At the end of a meeting it may help to ask each other two questions:
1) What did you get that was good from our meeting?
2) What was not so good?
The answers can cover anything – from a feeling about how you were treated, to the decisions that were
made. Be honest with each other – even if it is about something negative. This is an opportunity to check on
how the underlying relationship is going, what specific topics or behaviours are working to strengthen the
relationship and what issues still remain to be improved. This is information you need – without it you may
make assumptions which are erroneous.

TRANSACTIONAL ANALYSIS
Like many learning tools, TA can be useful as a simple visual representation of how we can talk to each other
and the effects of the language we use. And while there is loads of information available on the internet
about TA, again like many tools it sometimes falls apart if you go into it too deeply. So this is intended to give
you an introduction which may be useful, without going into too much detail.

TRANSACTIONS
The principle is simple – whenever we talk to each other we are engaging in a transaction. Most
conversations have a purpose, for example:
To get someone to agree with you
To gain information
To get someone to take an action
So the idea is that this involves a “transaction” between the people in the discussion – ideally both sides get
something from the discussion.

PARENT ADULT CHILD “STATES”
The idea is that in initiating a conversation or responding to it, we can adopt different communication styles,
based on one of or a mix of three “states” we could adopt– as a parent or an adult or a child.
The idea is that certain “states” or a mix of them may be more appropriate depending on the outcome we
seek to achieve from the conversation. Some basic points to remember about these states:
None of them is “right” or “wrong”.
Catalyst Mediation Limited
Registered No SC273815.

CM Tips on Communication vs 2.5 091011
www.catalystmediation.co.uk

Page 4 of 10

Catalyst
Mediation

You are not fixed into one state or another – we all have the power to move from one to the other,
or adopt a mix depending on the circumstances.
Each state is characterized by the type of language used, as shown below.
If we are in one state, by use of language appropriate to that state, we can encourage, or in some
circumstances force, the other person into one of the other states.
This latter point creates the diagram you may have seen that looks like this.

Parent
Adult
Child

Typically when people are in Parent mode, they are characterized as “talking
down” to the other – condescending, belittling, pompous.
The conversation is a rational discussion between two professional equals.
Arguments and disagreements are not personal.
Child mode is characterized by immature emotional reactivity – “shan’t“ petulance or acting innocent or throwing a tantrum etc.

Now obviously you could have an Adult to Parent conversation or a child to adult, so the lines could become
very complex – which is one reason for keeping this simple.

THE PARENT / CHILD TRANSACTION
In this type of conversation, one person tends to assume that the conversation is not between equals, so
they can adopt, unconsciously, a number of assumptions which affect the style of communication they use:
Parent

Child



I am more experienced than you, so what I tell you is right.



I don’t expect or want a discussion about this.



I want some instant action or outcome from you based on what I say.



You don’t care what I think



Why should I listen to you



I don’t like this conversation, I want to be somewhere else.

An example where adopting an extreme parent mode
may be appropriate:

An example where adopting an extreme parent state
may be inappropriate.

A child is walking towards a road. You say “Stop – come
here”. You know the road could be dangerous, they are
moving towards it and you have no time for a detailed
explanation. You want an instant response from them.
You want to them to come to you where you can
protect them. A detailed explanation can come later as
part of their learning.

A Chairman is talking to a Director about a particular
problem. Rather than listen to what the director has
to say, the Chairman has his own ideas and starts by
saying “well, in my experience, the only approach is
for us to …”. He ignores the director’s contribution,
effectively saying it is worthless, expecting him to
comply, so reducing his power & status, etc etc.

Possible response

Possible response

The child comes to you. They may be frightened by your
tone of voice. You can calm and reassure them of your
love and explain the need to be careful of the road. The
child recognizes your love for them and your greater
experience – hopefully next time you say stop, they will
do so immediately, whatever it is they are doing.

The Director reacts against being treated like a child,
disagrees with the Chairman’s view (by now whether
it is right or not); he may not implement the ideas or
do so half-heartedly. The issue isn’t dealt with and
gets worse. In time the Director is so annoyed at
being treated like this, he leaves the company.
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LANGUAGE OF THE PARENT / CHILD STATE
The words we use in the parent state are fairly obvious:


Parent : “ I believe”, “you should”, “my idea is”, “it is my view that”, “the only way” etc.



Child : “I don’t see why” “Why should I” You don’t listen to me “ etc.

SUMMARY


There are times when the parent state, or a mix of parent and adult, can be appropriate to the
situation or discussion.



In adopting the parent state, we carry assumptions about the power balance in the discussion and
tend to use different language accordingly.



Parent language is “personal”, often dominated by the word “I”.



We need to be certain that being in “parent mode” is going to result in the outcome we want – and



that the effect we have on the other person is also the one we want, both in the short and long term.

THE ADULT / ADULT TRANSACTION
In this type of conversation, both individuals assume that the conversation is between equals, so their
assumptions will again affect the style of communication they use:
Adult



I am interested in gaining information from you.



I am interested in your thoughts and ideas.



I would like to reach a collaborative agreement between us on
the action we should take.

An example where adopting an adult mode may
be inappropriate:

An example where adopting an adult state may be
appropriate.

A child is walking towards a road. You say “I
wonder if you have considered the implications
of walking into the road? Did you know that cars
can be dangerous and could cause you harm?”
You know the road could be dangerous, but you
want to explain to the child why that might be.

The Chairman of a company is talking to a director about a
particular problem. Rather than tell him what to do, the
Chairman invites the Directors’ ideas and starts by saying
“what are your thoughts about this problem, what would
your suggestions be to overcome it”. He is encouraging the
director’s contribution, effectively saying it is valuable,
seeking information and views to balance with his own, so
they can come to an agreement about what to do

Possible response

Possible response

The problem is the child may not be capable of
understanding a detailed explanation, they may
not stop moving towards the road as there is no
urgency in your voice and they get hurt.

The Director reacts positively to being treated like a valued
equal. They spend time having an interesting discussion
about how to solve the problem – it is not a personal
discussion where one could win or lose. They arrive at a
mutually understood conclusion which the Director wants to
implement whole heartedly. So the problem is dealt with
properly. The Director is more prepared to listen to the
views of the Chairman in future.
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LANGUAGE OF THE ADULT / ADULT STATE
The words we use in the adult state are also fairly obvious:


“What do you think about ”, “How would you approach this”, “what ideas do you have about ”etc.

SUMMARY


There are times when the adult state can be appropriate to the situation or discussion.



In adopting the adult state, we assume equality of power in the discussion and tend to use different
language accordingly.



Adult language is objective, about the problem not the people



We use “adult state” language to encourage (lots of “you”) the other person to join in the discussion,
to value their contribution in order to result in their support for the outcome – and



To signal this is likely to be the type of conversation we could have in the future, so building trust.

ATTRIBUTION THEORY
Given the ideas in Transactional Analysis, think about the tone of your voice before you hold the
conversation. Consider also the mind-set of the other person – in conflict they will attribute negative
motivations to your words and actions, so they will be ultra-sensitive to you sounding patronizing or bossy or
dismissive or cold – all the things you would not want to feel were you in their shoes.
Low pitched, gently modulated voices are shown to be the most calming and persuasive – call centres would
all employ 35 year old women from the Highlands of Scotland if they could.
Our voices become higher pitched if we are tense and lower pitched and calmer sounding as our vocal chords
warm up – why singers practice scales before a performance – so before each conversation, practice out loud
what you wish to say. This will both help you to hear the tone of your voice and feel the impact of your
words, but also warm the vocal chords.

CAREFUL USE OF LANGUAGE
Meaning is in the mind of the listener – what you meant by using a word will not necessarily be the listener’s
interpretation, especially if they are attributing negative motivations to everything you do or say.
Also remember you are attempting to inject an objective tone to the language being used, so think carefully
about some of the phrases you might commonly use, but which might open the way for an emotional and
unexpected response.
For example :
You suggest something and ask “would you feel happy with / like that”.
The response you get is “I would feel happier / like it better if you jumped off a cliff”.
So you could suggest something and ask:
I wonder what your thoughts would be on that
I would welcome your thoughts on this

ACTIVE LISTENING
Hearing someone is a biological act we all do unless we’re deaf. Listening requires that we process the
information we have heard to create understanding.
If Open Ended questioning is designed to generate information, then Active Listening is how you show you
have understood (you do not necessarily need to have agreed with) what you have listened to. It is based on
the simple salesman’s premise that you have two ears and one mouth – use them in that proportion!
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Active Listening involves two things:
1. Positive body language : lean slightly towards the speaker, engage eye contact, nod occasionally,
make the occasional encouraging noise.
2. Responsive Questions/Statements : statements or questions which demonstrate or check your
understanding of what they have just said (so showing you have listened, not just heard).
Initially these seem clumsy, but they demonstrate care and politeness and put the recipient in a frame of
mind to answer carefully, rather than react emotionally about the questioner rather than the question.

ACTIVE LISTENING STATEMENTS
ACKNOWLEDGING

AFFIRMATION

That sounds really important to you ……………

Thanks for explaining that so clearly ……….……

CHECKING/CLARIFYING

INFORMATION GATHERING

Am I right in thinking you said …………….?
Can I just ask what you meant by ……………?
Can you explain that a bit more?
Can you help me with this? If ………. Then is …?

Can you help me to understand what you think about …….?
What is most important to you about ……………………?
Can you say a bit more about ……………..?
What are you thinking now?

UNDERSTANDING ATTITUDES/MOTIVATIONS

REALITY TESTING

What needs to happen for you to do ……..?
Any thoughts on how we might move forward?
Where do you think this is going?
If you had a magic wand what would the future
look like?
What could that (a desired result) look like?

If you don’t get a settlement today, what happens next?
If this is/isn’t resolved today, how will you feel tomorrow?
If you were doing their job, how would you see this?
What would be the effect of that?
How do you think they see the situation?
What could you live with?

SUMMARISING
I think this is what you said, but can I check that
it was …………………………………………………….

So, if I’ve got this right, there are three things we need to
deal with. First …..

GETTING THE WORDS RIGHT : PRODUCING THE RESPONSE YOU WANT
Remember the idea here is to use this tool actively with your colleague – show them what your words and
desired response would be and ask them to comment on the language you used. Have a discussion about the
importance to affective working relationships of sharing meaning and understanding what the other means.
Build your own common language where you all know exactly what you mean.

YOU NEED TO TELEPHONE YOUR COLLEAGUE
What words do you use to greet each other
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YOU NEED TO EMAIL YOUR COLLEAGUE
What words do you use to greet each other

What response do you want to get?

YOU GET AN ABRUPT EMAIL FROM YOUR COLLEAGUE
Do you respond by email or by telephone?

What response do you want to get?

YOU MEET YOUR COLLEAGUE UNEXPECTEDLY
What words do you use to greet each other

What response do you want to get?

YOU ARE GOING TO BE IN A MEETING WITH YOUR COLLEAGUE
What words do you use to greet each other

What response do you want to get?

Do you sit next to or opposite them?

What response do you want to get?

YOU NEED TO RAISE A TOPIC THAT YOU THINK MAY BE DIFFICULT FOR YOUR COLLEAGUE.

Do you call them first or write them an email?

What do you want them to do initially?

What words do you use to introduce the topic?

What response do you want to get?

IN A MEETING WITH OTHER COLLEAGUES AND YOUR COLLEAGUE SAYS SOMETHING YOU DISAGREE WITH.

What words do you use to introduce your doubts?

What response do you want to get?

Having made your point, what do you say then?

What response do you want to get?

They still disagree with you. What do you say?

What response do you want to get?

IN A MEETING WITH ANOTHER ORGANISATION, YOUR COLLEAGUE SAYS SOMETHING YOU DISAGREE WITH.

Do you raise your concern or keep it for later?

How do you warn them that you disagree?

What response do you want to get?

If you decide to raise your doubts, what words do
you use to introduce them?

What response do you want to get?
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Having made your point, what do you say then?

What response do you want to get?

They still disagree with you. What do you say?

What response do you want to get?
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