FOR GRANT
I wanted to be a better person so I could be a better mom.
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On January 13, 1982, a tragedy occurred just outside Washington, DC. More than six inches of snow fell at Ronald Reagan National. The airport was closed for most of the morning and reopened at noon. Air Florida Flight 90 had already been severely delayed when the captain had to make a choice about whether or not to take off. He could wait a little longer and have the plane deiced one more time, or he could depart immediately and try to get his passengers back on schedule. It had been forty-nine minutes since the plane was de-iced. He chose to take off.
We know from the plane’s voice recorder1 that soon after takeoff, the first officer tried to warn the captain that something was wrong.
FIRST OFFICER: Look how the ice is just hanging on his back there, see that? See all those icicles on the back there and everything?
CAPTAIN: Yeah.
FIRST OFFICER: Boy, this is a losing battle here on trying to de-ice those things; it [gives] you a false feeling of security, that’s all that does.
[Some minutes go by]
FIRST OFFICER: God, look at that thing, that don’t seem right, does it? [3-second pause] Ah, that’s not right. Well—
CAPTAIN: Yes, it is, there’s 80. [Referring to the airspeed]
FIRST OFFICER: Naw, I don’t think that’s right. [7-second pause] Ah, maybe it is. . . I don’t know.
What neither pilot realized was that the readings in the cockpit weren’t reliable because the instruments were clogged with ice. Also, the captain never turned on the heater in the plane’s engines. About thirty-five seconds after the plane left the ground, we have this exchange from the cockpit:
FIRST OFFICER: Larry, we’re going down, Larry.
CAPTAIN: I know it.
The plane slammed into the Fourteenth Street Bridge and then plunged into the Potomac River. Seventy-eight people died; only five ultimately survived.
The crash of Air Florida Flight 90 is seen as a pivotal moment in the development of airline safety standards; it prompted the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) to study how often a plane should be de-iced, how to create longer-lasting de-icing chemicals, and how airplane instruments are affected by cold temperatures. Experts also spent a lot of time studying that exchange in the cockpit, captured by the black box.
Twenty years later, I read about this incident while researching a story and it made me rethink my entire philosophy on conversation. Most communication experts who listened to the black box recording concluded that copilots should be trained to be more direct with their captains. But my first thought when I read the transcript was that we need to train pilots to listen better. I’d never before considered that improving conversational techniques could be a survival skill.
It may seem that the stakes will never be that high for most of us—that lives will never hang in the balance of our conversations. But let me ask you this: have you ever been admitted to a hospital? Oftentimes, lives are at stake. Communication failures led to 1,744 deaths2 in American hospitals between 2009 and 2013, and that includes only the cases that were tracked because a malpractice suit was filed. “Communication failures” is a fairly broad term used to describe everything from a night nurse failing to relay vital information to the nurse working the next shift to a doctor prescribing treatment without reviewing a patient’s chart. It also includes breakdowns in communication with patients and their family members, who often arrive at the hospital anxious and confused.
Imagine for a moment how important it is to get these conversations exactly right. The need for brevity and efficiency must be balanced with careful listening. There are any number of emotional factors (physical pain, stress, confusion, anger) that could derail such a conversation and an equal number make it vital that the exchange be clear and comprehensive.
Personally, I’m grateful lives don’t hang in the balance when I converse on the radio every day. But important, life-changing events are influenced and affected by the words we choose to say or leave unspoken.
Take a moment to consider how many opportunities you may have missed, how many outcomes in your life may have been altered because of poor communication. Could you have landed that dream job if you’d nailed the interview? Saved a relationship if you’d been more open about certain issues? What about that political conversation at Thanksgiving dinner that got out of hand; was there a different way to defend your principles so that your cousin didn’t storm away from the table (and still won’t return your text messages)?
After I read the cockpit transcripts from Flight 90, I spent a lot of time reflecting on how many times I’ve failed to get my point across in a conversation and how often I’ve misunderstood what someone else was trying to tell me. I’ve also realized that saying the wrong thing in a conversation is a universal experience. We’ve all lost something because of what we said or didn’t say, what we failed to hear, or what we heard and misunderstood. So we can all benefit from learning a better way.
Some of my greatest insights have come about as the result of failures. And one of my most valuable lessons in listening resulted from my failure to listen. Two days after the massive earthquake in Haiti in 2010, I spoke on air with a woman in Michigan named Mallery Thurlow. She had been trying for two days to reach her fiancé in Port-au-Prince and had been unsuccessful. She was desperate to reach him or anyone else who might be able to tell her if her loved ones were alive or dead.
Our production staff worked tirelessly to track down her fiancé, France Neptune, and we brought them both onto the air. Mallery and France heard each other’s voices for the first time since the earthquake3 and my cohost and I listened as the couple spoke with each other, relief and gratitude audible in every syllable. It was moving for all of us. Up to that point, we were listening to a powerful conversation, but I should have stopped congratulating myself over a well-planned segment and really listened to where the discussion was headed.
We weren’t expecting France to inform Mallery on live radio that her young godchild had died in the collapse of a school building. Mallery, not surprisingly, began to cry. I wasn’t sure what to say. It was an uncomfortable moment for me and I can only imagine it was painful for the thousands of listeners who felt they were intruding on a highly personal and agonizing conversation. Our station later received a number of complaints.
Even if you set aside the humanity involved, that a person has just learned of the death of a loved one while thousands of people listened in, her tears don’t make for a good broadcast. Hearing someone cry on the radio is painful, not powerful. Most people, understandably, want to console the person and can’t. They want me, the host, to console the guest, and often I don’t have the words or time to do so. If I had been listening more carefully, I would have heard the turn in the conversation. I could have ended the segment and allowed Mallery and France their privacy. I didn’t, and it still bothers me. I was too caught up in my own story to pay attention to theirs.
In my private life, I’ve lost contact with family members and I’ve seen friendships die in silence when I failed to say what was really on my mind. I’ve suffered in my career as well because I couldn’t seem to make myself understood during important conversations with recruiters or managers.
I now believe that conversation may be one of the most fundamental skills we can learn and improve upon. So much hinges on what may seem like trivial chats. In fact, my entire career in radio began because of a casual conversation.
In 1999, I had just finished my master’s degree at the University of Michigan. My fiancé was overseas in Kosovo with the army and I was in Arizona with our infant son. I stopped by KNAU, Arizona Public Radio, because they were recording an interview with my mom about her father.
My grandfather had been a famous composer, often called the dean of African American composers, and an important figure in US history. His list of “firsts” is quite long: the first black man to conduct a major US symphony orchestra, the first to conduct an orchestra in the Deep South, the first to have an opera produced by a major company, and more. My mother is often interviewed about him, and on that occasion I was tagging along.
The music director at KNAU, it turns out, was an old friend. We got to chatting. I don’t know what I said but at one point she blurted out, “So! Do you want a job?” She needed a weekend classical music announcer and it’s not easy to find qualified candidates. A classical music radio host has to possess a deep knowledge of classical music, along with the ability to pronounce names like Camille Saint-Saëns and Sofia Asgatovna Gubaidulina. I held two degrees in music and not only could I pronounce Johannes Brahms, but I could also tell you juicy stories about his part in a love triangle with Robert and Clara Schumann.
I took the job and the rest is history. I’ve worked as a local announcer, a reporter, a correspondent, and a host of national shows for National Public Radio and Public Radio International. I’ve been a featured guest on CNN and the BBC, and I anchored presidential coverage for PBS World. I think it’s fair to say I must have done something right along the way. But the moments that stay with me, the ones that sometimes keep me up at night, are those in which I failed to make a connection or failed to make myself understood. Moments when I didn’t really hear what someone was telling me or understand that they were asking for help.
There have been some important conversations in my life, the kinds that probably changed the course of it for good or ill. Did I say what I needed to say? Was I understood? Did I listen to what I was told? How much did I miss? These are the questions that plague me. I can’t help but think that they also plague others.
In 2014, when the organizers of TEDx Augusta approached me to speak at their event, they asked me to think about something that really bothered me and then write about how I could change it. There was no question or hesitation in my mind; what bothered me the most were those lost moments. And the more I began to think about them, the more I realized that collectively, as a society, those moments are taking a toll. Our conversational skills have eroded; it seems like we rarely converse anymore. I mean, we talk and we chat (often over text or e-mail), but we don’t really hash things out. We spend a lot of time avoiding uncomfortable conversations and not enough time making an effort to understand the people who live and work around us.
It’s hard to overestimate the power of conversation. It’s hard to say too much about the gaps it can bridge and the wounds it can heal. At its best, conversation is a potent force for good. But when it goes wrong, that force can be equally damaging, equally harmful.
What I’ve seen in my own country and around the globe is what happens when conversation goes wrong or doesn’t happen at all. And the irony is, we talk about conversation all the time. How many calls have there been in the United States for a “national conversation” on drugs, race, law enforcement, education, or immigration? Over and over we say we need to talk about issues and then we proceed to shout out our own opinions with no regard to what the other side is saying. That’s not a conversation!
Our world has become so fractured by politics and distracted by technology that having a meaningful conversation about anything has become a challenge. As Wesley Morris wrote in the New York Times, “We used to talk, and people would listen. . . . People still gathered for the evening news. Mass culture was experienced en masse. A national conversation involved a large portion of the public talking about both important and frivolous stuff more or less at the same time.”4
It may be that the conversations that matter most won’t be held on a national stage at all, but rather in office cubicles or grocery store aisles. It might be that authentic conversations can’t happen online but only in living rooms and lunchrooms and airports and restaurants.
No matter how much you like to think of yourself as a private person, your actions affect those around you in real, tangible ways. Like the famous flutter of Edward Lorenz’s butterfly that eventually causes a hurricane, what you do has implications for the wider world around you. We must learn how to talk to one another and, more important, listen to one other. We must learn to talk to people we disagree with, because you can’t unfriend everyone in real life.
This book could not be more personal to me. I was asked what bothered me and how I might change it. What bothers me is that we don’t talk to each other but at each other, and we usually don’t listen. With this book, I hope to play some small part in changing that.
Conversation. What is it? A Mystery! It’s the art of never seeming bored, of touching everything with interest, of pleasing with trifles, of being fascinating with nothing at all.
—GUY DE MAUPASSANT
CONVERSATION IS A SURVIVAL SKILL
E-volve comes from “to roll out.” Con-verse comes from “to turn together.” We can rightly say that—as we turn together in conversation, we become the evolution we’ve been waiting for.
—THE CO-INTELLIGENCE INSTITUTE
Nuanced conversation is a uniquely human skill. Biologists think it’s a compelling force behind our success as a species and our ascent up the food chain. Although the precise chronology of when humans first started talking is still up for debate, it is safe to say that we’ve been jabbering coherently for at least a million years.
How has this ability helped us? Well, for one thing, we can lie and other animals can’t. When a cat doesn’t like you, you know it. A dog can’t fake a growl and elephants, so far as we know, can’t pretend to grunt. Humans can dissemble and, while that might be seen as a flaw, it’s often useful.
For example, imagine you couldn’t pretend that you like your mother-in-law or your boss. Imagine you couldn’t tell your friend who’s had a rough day that her haircut looks great. Imagine you couldn’t tell your prospective employer that you planned to stay with the company for at least five years. Lying carries a negative connotation for good reason, but it’s also an essential skill. And it’s one that only humans have, to the best of our knowledge. (My dogs pretend they haven’t been fed in the morning to see if they can coerce a second breakfast out of my son, but I guess science doesn’t consider that “lying.”)
Conversation has long been a crucial asset to us as a species. Compared to other creatures, physical attributes are not among our strengths. We admire the swiftness of the snow leopard, the poison of the Komodo dragon, or the sheer power of a polar bear. I’m sure we all know that we can’t win a hand-to-paw fight with a grizzly bear. We are not at the top of the food chain, of course.1 On a scale of 1 to 5, we score 2.21. That puts us on a par with anchovies.
And yet, despite all of our physical weaknesses, we are the dominant species. It is perhaps because of our comparatively fragile forms that humans have had to find other ways to compete, and talking was one of our most powerful tools. Seth Horowitz, an auditory neuroscientist, says this:
We think about ourselves as being the new smartest rulers of the planet, but our ears have evolved, and the basic brain circuitry of hearing has evolved over 400 million years, and a lot of it centered on hearing the sound of your own species. That’s the most important signal, even if you can’t see them. Hearing evolved as your alarm system, because we’re diurnal, we don’t see well at night, but our hearing is running all through the darkness and even when we are asleep. A sound, even without a visual tie to it, is very important to us. We’ve evolved to listen to other people talk.2
Many evolutionary biologists posit that humans developed language for economic reasons. We needed to trade, and we needed to establish trust in order to trade. Language is very handy when you are trying to conduct business with someone. Two early humans could not only agree to trade three wooden bowls for six bunches of bananas but arrange terms as well. What wood was used for the bowls? Where did you get the bananas? That transaction would have been nearly impossible using only gestures and unintelligible noises, and carrying it out according to terms agreed upon creates a bond of trust.
Language allows us to be specific, and this is where conversation plays a key role. Your cat can tell you that he’s in pain and in a lot of pain, but he can’t tell you what hurts or describe the injury. We can do that, plus rank the pain on a ten-point scale, tell you when it started hurting, and whether it’s a shooting pain or more of an ache. That’s a powerful survival tool.
Some scientists suggest language evolved as a part of mating. We can observe a similar phenomenon in other species. The ability to make certain sounds and imitate others might make you attractive to a member of the opposite sex. (Although when it comes to human mating, this skill can prove to be a double-edged sword. I’m reminded of Abraham Lincoln’s words: Better to remain silent and be thought a fool than to speak and to remove all doubt.)
Whatever the original imperative for human speech, we have developed languages that rise far above a dog’s warning bark or a snake’s intimidating hiss. “We can use our language to look into the future,” says evolutionary biologist Mark Pagel, author of Wired for Culture. “[We can] share the thoughts of others, and benefit from the wisdom of the past. We can make plans, cut deals, and reach agreements. We can woo prospective mates and threaten our enemies. We can describe who did what to whom, when they did it, and for what reason. We can describe how to do things, and what things to avoid.”3
In fact, the human body is uniquely evolved for conversation. We started out with the same basic equipment that chimps have: lips, tongue, lungs, throat, soft palate, and larynx. Those tools allow us to make noises.
(Actually, if your goal is just to create sounds and not specific noises, you don’t even need a throat, just a balloon. Inflate it and then let the air out slowly while you change the size of the neck. See the thin plastic vibrating at different speeds as you stretch it out or relax it? That’s similar to what happens inside your throat. Your vocal cords vibrate as breath passes over them.)
But we needed to make more than noises. And one of the ways we evolved differently from our ape cousins is that we developed the ability to form words. Our mouths shrank while our necks got shorter. Our lips became more flexible. We’ve even paid a high price for this evolutionary advantage because our larynx eventually moved farther down our throats. We have an additional open space back there called the pharynx. The pharynx is formed of walls of muscle that move food into the esophagus and warm up the air we breathe before it travels to the lungs.
These changes to our mouths and necks made it possible for us to form words, but they also meant that food must travel farther, past the larynx to the esophagus, in order to be digested. If it gets stuck along the way and blocks our airway, we choke. Consider that for just a moment: the human race risks death in order to communicate more clearly. That’s how crucial language is to our species.
It’s important to note that language is not the same as communication. We can communicate in complete silence, using gesture, eye contact, and touch. But language is required for conversation. Although sign language is silent, for example, it is still a formal language with vocabulary and sentence structure.
There are a number of theories that speculate how humans first developed language, but my favorite is that of Shigeru Miyagawa, a professor of linguistics at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Miyagawa has built on the work of other linguists such as Noam Chomsky and Kenneth Hale; he argues that humans probably developed language as we know it by combining the gestural language of other animals with the songs of birds.
Gestural language is a wave of greeting or pointing to show a direction—think of the dance a bee performs to relay the location of pollen-rich flowers. We can understand the meaning of one gesture, like pointing, that’s used in isolation, just as we understand the meaning of one word, like “fire.”
But birdsong can’t be picked apart. It is the expression layer. The message is communicated holistically. In other words, you need to hear the song in its entirety to understand its meaning; it dissolves into nonsense if you try to separate it into individual pieces, just as a hieroglyph loses its meaning if you pull out individual lines. Miyagawa believes that gestures and individual words were eventually not enough for us to communicate all that we wanted to say, so we added nuanced expression.
This is why Miyagawa’s theory is my favorite—because it suggests that humans sang before they spoke.
We’ve forgotten how crucial communication is to our species, and that has perhaps made it easier to accept the disintegration of modern conversation. We may not realize how dependent we have been, historically, on our ability to communicate. It has been millennia since language and conversation became part of our survival. In that time, we have improved the tools for communication exponentially. But have we improved the communication itself? Have we improved what we say, how we say it, and how we receive what others tell us?
In a word: no.
There are two important reasons why we need to get better at talking to one another. One is economic; the other is human.
First, business: poor communication costs us about $37 billion a year, according to a study from training provider Cognisco.4 That boils down to a tally, per worker, of more than $26,000 annually. And that calculation only includes companies with more than one hundred employees. Imagine how much higher that number would be if we included all businesses.
Good communication, on the other hand, is quite profitable. Companies with leaders who are great communicators have nearly 50 percent higher returns than companies with unexceptional communicators at the helm.5 When retail giant Best Buy commissioned an in-depth study of the company’s internal communications, one of the more notable insights gleaned was that for every percentage point the company increased employee engagement through communication, stores saw a $100,000 annual increase in operating income.
And according to research by Nobel Prize–winning psychologist Daniel Kahneman, author of Thinking, Fast and Slow,6 most people would rather do business with someone they like and trust than someone they dislike. I realize that may seem like a no-brainer, but get this: customers will choose a likable person over a less likable one, even if the likable person’s product is lower quality and higher priced.
Here’s another way to look at it: consumers in the United States return about $14 billion worth of electronics every year. But in 85 percent of those cases, there’s nothing wrong with the merchandise. The consumer just doesn’t understand how to use the device after opening the box. Sometimes weak documentation (such as an indecipherable instruction manual) is to blame; other times the culprit is insufficient “customer education,” the formal term for the casual conversations salespeople have with customers about a product.
That translates to nearly $12 billion a year lost because instructions weren’t clearly communicated. And in reality, this represents only a front-end loss because many consumers won’t go back to a company after they’ve had to return a product they didn’t understand how to use. Billions upon billions of dollars could be saved with good, clear communication.
The research on poor communication is extensive and alarming. I mentioned earlier that lives are affected by communication in hospitals, but dollars are at stake there as well. Researchers at the University of Maryland found that so-called communication inefficiencies cost US hospitals about $12 billion every year.7 That’s a conservative estimate. It includes wasted time on the part of doctors and nurses, but over half of the cost stems from extra days that patients spend in the hospital because of information that wasn’t shared in a timely or clear manner.
Communication also affects employee retention. No manager wants high turnover because it’s expensive, regardless of the size of the business. It can cost more than $3,500 to replace one employee making $10 an hour.8 A general rule of thumb is that it costs about 20 percent of an employee’s annual salary to replace them. In other words, if the employee makes $35,000 per year, it will cost about $7,000 to replace that employee. So, losing an employee to miscommunication and lack of engagement is truly a waste of dollars and time.
But bad communication negatively affects our decisions on the front side of the hiring equation as well. I’m sure many HR administrators have had reason to think they hired the wrong candidate—but have they taken the time to figure out what went wrong? Hiring mistakes can sometimes be traced back to the job interview, to the questions that were asked and the responses that were offered. When it costs thousands to replace even a minimum-wage worker, those conversations can be measured in dollars and cents.
For example, a lot of hiring managers make the mistake of assuming that someone who talks well and a lot will be a good salesperson. The idea is that if someone is an entertaining storyteller, he or she must be great at seducing a client. But often the truth is just the opposite. Some of the most effective salespeople, the ones who sell the most, are those who can listen and respond.9 Those who can hold good, balanced conversations are the ones who ultimately close the deal.
Our communication skills at work are not only shaky, they are also too seldom put to use. Many of us are guilty of firing off a quick e-mail when we could have walked down the hall to chat with a colleague or picked up the phone. Research shows that we are more likely to get our message across through conversation—either in person or on the phone—than we are using a written message. And yet, we avoid phone conversations so much that many large companies have decided to get rid of voice mail altogether. When JPMorgan Chase gave its employees the option to dump their voice mail in 2015, more than 65 percent of them did.10 Coca-Cola made the same move in 2014 and only 6 percent of its employees opted to keep voice mail.
It’s no surprise we have embraced texts and e-mails so readily. They’re expedient, and they allow us to retain more control and maintain some distance—physical and emotional—from the person on the other end. We can respond when and if we like. We can edit before we send. We can save the e-mail and prove, months later, that we did send that memo to the IT department, no matter what anyone says to the contrary.
In our twenty-first-century business environment, it’s natural to think these forms of communication are more efficient than a phone call. But research out of the McKinsey Global Institute suggests otherwise.11 A 2012 study concluded that using e-mail more selectively and intentionally could increase productivity by 25 to 30 percent. (All of those blasted “Reply All” chains waste a lot of our time.) The phone doesn’t necessarily help you work faster, says Ross McCammon of Entrepreneur. “This is about how the phone makes you work better. Because unlike email, the phone forces you to be more emphatic, more accurate, more honest.”12
The effects of electronic communication trickle into our personal lives as well. A third of families say they argue over tech use on a daily basis, while half of American teens say they are addicted to their smartphones and tablets.13 Sherry Turkle, MIT professor and author of Reclaiming Conversation, suggests young people wear headphones for the same reason adults overuse e-mail: we fear conversation. Turkle calls it the “Goldilocks effect.” We want to connect with others, but we also want to remain in control: not too close, not too far, just right.
And that brings me to the other reason we need to talk—the human one. Paul Barnwell, a high school teacher who writes about education for the Atlantic, penned a piece in 2014 called “My Students Don’t Know How to Have a Conversation.”14 “Conversational competence might be the single-most overlooked skill we fail to teach students,” he wrote.
Kids spend hours each day engaging with ideas and one another through screens—but rarely do they have an opportunity to truly hone their interpersonal communication skills. Admittedly, teenage awkwardness and nerves play a role in difficult conversations. But students’ reliance on screens for communication is detracting—and distracting—from their engagement in real-time talk. It might sound like a funny question, but we need to ask ourselves: Is there any 21st-century skill more important than being able to sustain confident, coherent conversation?
* * *
From the hallways of our high schools to employee break rooms to family dinner tables, our avoidance of conversation is taking a toll. By some measures, Americans are more polarized now than we have been since the Civil War.15 I bet you’re thinking, what about the Vietnam War or the McCarthy era? Nope, we agreed on more things during the Red Scare than we do today. A 2016 study by the Christian research group Q and the Maclellan Foundation found that most Americans now believe people who disagree with one another demonize one another so aggressively that it’s impossible to find common ground.16 And yet, that same study also revealed that most of us believe our society benefits from a wide diversity of opinions and perspectives. So while we value differing opinions in theory, we aren’t very good at embracing them in real life.
Unfortunately, this trend is not limited to the United States. All across the globe, people are divided. We’ve seen evidence of this with the vote on Brexit in the UK, the ascension of an extreme-right presidential candidate in France, and the rise of extremist groups all throughout Europe.17 Experts have measured high levels of polarization in all sixteen European countries, plus Japan, New Zealand, and Australia.18 One reason for this division, I believe, is that no one really talks to each other anymore. And when we do converse face-to-face, we tend to talk at each other.
In a 2016 commencement address at Howard University, then president Barack Obama warned the graduating class against ideological isolation. “If you think that the only way forward is to be as uncompromising as possible,” he said, “you will feel good about yourself, you will enjoy a certain moral purity, but you’re not going to get what you want. So, don’t try to shut folks out. Don’t try to shut them down, no matter how much you might disagree with them.”
And yet, we shut people out all the time. When we do connect, we usually seek out only those who already agree with our opinions.
We are not likely to solve problems at home or work or in government without discussion and compromise. That means that, in order for us not only to “get what we want” but also to advance as a species, we must reconnect with that which helps make us distinctly human. Technology will take us only so far; conversation can get us the rest of the way.
COMMUNICATION AND CONVERSATION ARE NOT THE SAME
The great enemy of communication, we find, is the illusion of it. We have talked enough; but we have not listened.
—WILLIAM WHYTE
A few years ago, my son was going through a tough time at school. He was being bullied, and he began to dread going to school each morning. He became reluctant to participate in class and stopped doing homework. His teacher e-mailed to let me know that his academic performance was suffering.
In the ensuing weeks, she and I exchanged a number of e-mails. I knew that this woman had my son’s best interests at heart and I’m sure that, on some level, she knew the same about me. But we just weren’t connecting. She was having trouble getting my son to do his work and probably thought I was making excuses for him. I felt like the one person I needed to help him couldn’t see the full picture. And in the meantime, my son suffered.
Finally, I called the principal and asked to meet with him and the teacher. I’ll admit it probably wasn’t the best solution, because including her boss added pressure to the situation. The meeting started badly and quickly began to devolve into an argument. I knew that if we were going to help my son, I needed to appeal to this woman on an emotional level.
So, I consciously turned my body toward her so that her boss wasn’t in my sight line. I reached out and touched her left hand on the table and I said, “I’m really sorry if I’m sometimes difficult to communicate with. I’m so concerned for my son. He only gets one chance at fourth grade. I apologize if anything I’ve said has come off as angry. I just want him to have a good year in school and I can’t bear to see him in so much pain.”
I saw her face soften. I watched the hard lines beside her mouth relax and disappear, something I could never have seen in an e-mail. And she said, “Don’t worry, Celeste. I’m pulling for him. I’m on his side all the way and I’ll do everything I can to make sure he’s successful. And you know what? He’s a great kid. I really love him.”
From that moment forward, this teacher became my son’s strongest advocate. Like any other parent, I have had many, many conversations with my kid’s teachers over the years, but that one stands out because the effects were so dramatic. We had been communicating for weeks from behind screens, but we hadn’t connected as human beings.
I can’t speak for what was inside her mind during that time, but I can say that I had started to think of her as a job title and not a person. She was my son’s teacher, not a young woman who worked sixteen-hour days to handle a crowded class of kids. For too long, I saw her not as an idealist paying off student loans for an education degree that had earned her a relatively low-wage job working with children but as an obstacle to my kid’s success.
All it took was one conversation for us to fully see each other.
Our use of technology has exploded in the past decade. In 2000, we sent about 14 billion texts every month. By 2010, that number rose to 188 billion. And by 2014, it was 561 billion texts. In fourteen years, the number of texts we sent increased by 547 billion. That’s an incredible leap. And it’s echoed in the statistics on e-mail. In 2011, there were about 105 billion e-mails sent. By 2020, that number is expected to be 246 billion.1
Lest you think this is a first-world problem, the data shows that this growth is occurring all over the world, in both developed and developing nations. In a 2012 survey of twenty-one countries, Pew Research found that 75 percent of people who own cell phones use them to text.2 Two of the places where texting is most common are among the poorest nations: Kenya and Indonesia. Our reliance on technology is changing the way everyone communicates.
What effect does this have on our conversational skills? The truth is, we don’t yet have a complete understanding of that. Research into the effects of texting, for example, is evolving daily. And, of course, correlation is not causation; we can detect changes in social behavior that have occurred since the smartphone revolution, but it’s difficult to prove that one thing caused the other.
That said, there’s a strong indication that the rise of technology, social media, and texting has led to a decrease in a few critical components of effective communication.
One of those components is empathy. In 2010, a team at the University of Michigan compiled the results of seventy-two studies conducted over thirty years.3 They found a 40 percent decline in empathy among college students, with the vast majority of that decline taking place after 2000. “The ease of having ‘friends’ online might make people more likely to just tune out when they don’t feel like responding to others’ problems,” noted an author of the study, “a behavior that could carry over offline.”
I find this development to be extremely worrisome. Empathy, at its most basic, is the ability to sense someone else’s feelings, to be aware of their emotional state, and to imagine their experience. Not just to recognize that a coworker is sad, but to imagine what he or she may be going through and what it would feel like if you were going through the same thing.
To experience empathy, we must establish a connection between our idea of ourselves and of another person. We have to ask questions like, “Would I like it if that happened to me?” “How would I feel if someone ran over my mailbox?” Or, in my case, “How must it feel to be responsible for twenty-five fourth-grade students every day?”
Empathy is a critical human ability. Even babies as young as six months old show signs of empathic behavior. In their book White Racism, sociologists Pinar Batur, Joe Feagin, and Hernán Vera wrote, “Empathy is an essential component of human social life. Empathy tells us that a child’s cry means discomfort or hunger. Empathy allows us to relate pleasure to a smile and pain to lament. Empathy permits us to come together and communicate.”4
There’s no arguing that empathy is an essential element of meaningful communication. But the ways in which we communicate today offer few opportunities for empathic connection. One recent study of our social media use suggested that nearly half of online friendships are “non-reciprocal.”5 That is, half of the people you identify as your “friends” online do not feel the same way about you. One participant in the study supplied a list of people they could call in an emergency, and when the researcher contacted them, only half said they’d actually be inclined to help.
Some experts say human nature is inherently optimistic and that’s why we think some relationships are deeper than they are. Others suggest we’ve become more opportunistic about these relationships since accruing large numbers of “friends” has become a social (and sometimes professional) aspiration. The word “friend” is now a verb and we describe certain people as “Twitter friends,” meaning we only know them 140 characters at a time.
Ronald Sharp, a professor of English at Vassar College, coauthored The Norton Book of Friendship with his lifelong confidante, Eudora Welty. He touched on this evolving definition of friendship in a 2016 interview with the New York Times. “Treating friends like investments or commodities is anathema to the whole idea of friendship,” Sharp said. “It’s not about what someone can do for you, it’s who and what the two of you become in each other’s presence. The notion of doing nothing but spending time in each other’s company has, in a way, become a lost art. People are so eager to maximize efficiency of relationships [through texts and tweets] that they have lost touch with what it is to be a friend.”6
As Sharp points out, meaningful connection requires an investment of time. Conversations are uniquely human and, like us, they are complicated and sometimes chaotic and often rambling. That’s why another essential ingredient for good conversation is attention.
Computers can relay information in milliseconds, but human beings cannot and should not attempt to mimic this efficiency. Most of the time, it’s the tangents and offhand remarks that reveal the most about someone. It may take five minutes for your friend to relay a simple story about a trip to the grocery store, but it’s the pauses and the smiles and the bursts of laughter that make the story memorable. If you can’t pay attention long enough to listen to the whole thing, you’ll miss all of that.
And a lot of us do miss those details since today, the average human attention span is about eight seconds—on par with that of a goldfish.7 Even at work, our ability to focus on any one task for long is diminished. The average worker is interrupted every three minutes by e-mails, phone calls, texts, and social media.
It’s likely that the Internet is a major cause of our shrinking attention span, and it’s shrunk more quickly since we started taking the Internet everywhere we go via smartphones and tablets. In fact, research has shown that even the mere presence of these gadgets negatively impacts face-to-face conversation.
In one study, British researchers asked pairs of strangers to sit down in a room and chat. In half of the rooms, a cell phone was placed on a nearby table; in the other half, no phone was present. After the conversations had ended, the researchers asked study participants what they thought of each other. Here’s what they learned: when a cell phone was present in the room, the participants reported that the quality of their relationship was worse than those who’d talked in a cell phone–free room. The pairs who talked in the rooms with cell phones “also reported feeling less trust and thought their partners showed less empathy if there was a cell phone present.”8
The researchers concluded that the presence of a cell phone hurt the quality of the conversation and the strength of the connection between the people talking. With a cell phone just sitting on a table in the room! Think of all the times you’ve sat down to have lunch with a friend or colleague and set your phone on the table. You might have felt virtuous because you didn’t pick it up to check your e-mail, but your ignored messages were still undermining your connection with the person sitting across from you.
Even if we can manage to keep our phones in our pockets, pay attention to the person talking to us for more than eight seconds, and muster up some empathy to forge an emotional connection, there’s one more obstacle that technology presents: our willingness to have a conversation in the first place.
A 2014 Pew Research study found that people are less likely to share their views in person if they’ve discovered that their opinions aren’t popular on social media.9 It’s an ironic development, given that in its early days, it was widely speculated that social media would serve as an inclusive forum for more diverse perspectives. But in practice, fear of disagreement online is shutting down the potential for lively conversations.
Don’t get me wrong; I’m not anti-tech. I own a tablet and a smartphone and a laptop and an e-reader. I have a Samsung watch that lets me speak into it (like Dick Tracy) or e-mail my son from my wrist. If he doesn’t check his e-mail fast enough, I can send that same message to his phone or tablet with a few swipes of my finger.
Technology-enabled communication can be a wonderful thing, and it’s true that initiating conversation is messier and riskier than firing off an e-mail or a text. But the mess is often the best part. Think of a young man’s stumbling declaration of love or a little girl’s breathless description of her first day at school. These nuances are lost on a screen. While typing up our thoughts and editing them carefully grant us some measure of control, I don’t think we get the best end of the deal. We may gain convenience, but we often lose the most powerful part of the message we transmit: the emotion behind it.
While I was writing this book, I used a planner (so analog!) to keep a running tally of my face-to-face conversations each day. Before this exercise, I estimated that I probably had three or four substantive conversations a day. But after tracking them carefully, it turned out that most days I was having perhaps one or two, sometimes none. It felt like more because I was communicating with people all day. But I was rarely talking with them.
I’m not a scientist, but I can use scientific methods to observe how my relationships, and the conversations I have, are impacted by technology. We can all do this field research by tracking how often we converse face-to-face as opposed to text or e-mail. And we can be more aware, while we’re chatting in line at the grocery store or across from each other at the lunch table, of our ability to empathize and develop a true connection.
It’s a truism that you learn more about yourself in practice than in theory, and that means once you’ve finished reading this book, you must go out and converse. You can’t learn to ride a bike by reading about it. Biking is active and requires practice. The same is true of conversation. Thinking about it is not enough.
YOU CAN’T OUTSMART A BAD CONVERSATION
We are taught you must blame your father, your sisters, your brothers, the school, the teachers—but never blame yourself. It’s never your fault. But it’s always your fault, because if you wanted to change you’re the one who has got to change.
—KATHARINE HEPBURN
I’m often approached by people who’ve heard me speak or watched my TED talk. Nine out of ten times, if they have a question, it’s about how to deal with other people and their awful conversation skills. “What if someone else won’t stop talking?” “What if that person is really boring and keeps repeating themselves?” “What if they hardly say anything?”
Here are a couple of questions I almost never hear: “I always interrupt people. How do I stop doing that?” “I get bored when other people talk. Can I change that?” We tend to blame bad conversations on other people. Awkwardness on a first date? The other person isn’t a very good talker. Heated fight at the dinner table? Your uncle is an ignorant bully.
Most people think that they’re pretty good at this stuff already. If you’re reading this book, you probably recognize that there’s room for improvement, but chances are you think you’re better than average at conversation. I get it. I thought that, too. It took a few spectacular failures to make me accept that I could use some help in this area.
One of my more memorable failures took place at work. I’d scheduled a meeting with my boss to talk about a situation that I found untenable. I needed to somehow explain that a coworker’s behavior had crossed the line from annoying to abusive, and I knew it wasn’t going to be easy. It’s one thing when someone steals from you, hits you, or calls you an offensive name. But talking about behavioral nuance—often called microaggression—is more challenging.
So I prepared carefully. I read articles on how to have difficult conversations at work. I even rehearsed with my spouse.
“He’s going to say that there’s no malice intended,” my husband told me. “So, what do you say to that?”
“I’ll say it’s not an isolated incident but a long-standing pattern of behavior,” I answered.
“He’ll say he was kidding.”
“I will say that the effect of continued inappropriate jokes is far from humorous and can’t be explained away by telling me to ‘lighten up.’”
Needless to say, I felt ready as I walked into my boss’s office. I was nervous, but I was also confident. I had done my homework. I had notes. I had specific examples. I had it.
Except I didn’t.
When I sat down, I noticed that my palms were sweaty—and they’re almost never sweaty, even at the gym. I stated my case as I’d rehearsed, but my boss’s response wasn’t at all what I expected. I was derailed immediately. As I struggled to articulate a response, he started asking about my state of mind. Was I tired? Stressed? Overwhelmed?
I was caught off guard. Yes, I was feeling stressed. No, I wasn’t sleeping well. I kept returning to my mental notes, to the version of this conversation that I had so carefully planned, but it didn’t help in the least. My boss had effectively turned the entire conversation into a discussion of my mood and work habits. I was on the defensive. I walked out with an appointment to meet with a coach who could help me cope at work. My manager had no intention of speaking to the colleague with whom I had an issue.
I had solved nothing, I hadn’t been heard, and I didn’t listen because I was completely focused on moving back to the conversation I had envisioned. Not only did I not accomplish what I intended, but that conversation ultimately escalated a problem that I wanted to de-escalate. I became more frustrated, more stressed, and had no recourse because I wasn’t going to go back to my boss a second time.
I left that job mere months later. There were certainly other factors involved in my departure, but that conversation, and the problems it worsened rather than addressed, was a significant driver.
Here’s the thing, and the main reason I think that disastrous discussion had such a profound impact on me: I really should have owned that conversation. For once, I was fully prepared and I expected to achieve a specific goal. Plus, I’m a professional talker. By all objective measures, I’m better at conversation than the majority of people. At that point, I’d been a radio reporter and anchor for about twelve years. I’d studied with some of the best interview coaches in the business, participated in prestigious fellowships, read dozens of guides. I had even done interviews with experts on the subject of conversation. I’d talked with people who had studied human conversation for years. I should have been better at communication than most people. But I wasn’t.
That day was an eye-opener for me. Over the course of my journalism career, I’d read about people who are bad conversationalists. I hadn’t known that I was one of them. I’d sat through workshops, listening to stories about hapless reporters who got rolled over in interviews and lost control while the guest dominated the exchange. I had laughed smugly. But guess what? People who get rolled over often don’t see the roller coming. They may not see it at all until it’s on top of them, smooshing them into the dirt.
Good conversation doesn’t happen naturally, though most of us assume the opposite. It’s true, most of us have been stringing together words since age two or three. The problem is, most of us have spent all those decades in between getting a lot of practice at the wrong things. We’ve been repeating the same mistakes our whole lives.
Unfortunately, few of us are aware of this problem. In fact, we tend to rate our conversational competence as much higher than it really is, no matter whether we’re at work, school, or sitting at home. And the data backs this up—numerous studies have found that our perception of our own communication skills is not very accurate. Cornell University’s David Dunning, a social psychologist, says that for most people it is “intrinsically difficult to get a sense of what [they] don’t know.” After more than a decade of research, Dunning concluded that “people tend to hold overly favorable views of their abilities in many social and intellectual domains.”1
Research also suggests that smart people are very often bad communicators. And the smarter you are, the worse you may be. I like to think I’m fairly smart. (I think it’s okay to say that. Believe me, I spend my days talking to people who remind me that I’m not the smartest person in the room. When you regularly interview astrophysicists and neuroscientists and Pulitzer Prize–winning novelists, your rung on the smart ladder is apparent.) I’m also what’s called a “creative.” I’m a professional opera singer, with multiple degrees in music. I’ve always thought that being smart and being creative meant I was better at communicating than most people. More specifically, I thought that because I was articulate, I was also good in conversations. But that’s absolutely not true. Being a good talker doesn’t make you a good listener, and being smart might make you a terrible listener.
Highly educated people also tend to place a great deal of value on logic and discount the importance of emotion. You can’t win a debate with an emotional argument, of course, but conversation is not debate and human beings are inherently illogical. We are emotional creatures. To remove, or attempt to remove, emotion from your conversation is to extract a great deal of meaning and import.
For example, sometimes we use facts to respond to emotion. A friend starts to talk about his pending divorce, and we console him with, “Don’t feel bad. Almost half of marriages end in divorce anyway,” or we say, “Don’t worry. One psychologist says divorce can actually improve your kids’ chances at a lasting healthy relationship.”2 Both of those things are true, but they’re completely unhelpful to your friend who needs emotional support. A conversation is not a college lecture course or a TED talk. No matter how awkward it may feel to be on the listening end of someone’s heartbreak, escaping into logic is rarely the right response.
Think about some of the stereotypical refrains offered up to people who share their pain. “There are plenty of other fish in the sea” may be true, both literally and figuratively, but I doubt it has ever comforted someone who’s just been dumped. “That job wasn’t a good fit for you anyway” or “You’re disturbing everyone in the restaurant” or “Crying won’t help” have probably never consoled anyone, either. Approaching emotional problems with logic is a strategy that is doomed to failure. Logic attempts to negate emotion, but emotion is not weakness, nor is it unhelpful. Humans are social animals and our emotions are both useful and important. A good conversation requires its participants to use their IQ and their EQ.
Logic isn’t as ironclad as you might suspect, anyway. We make logical errors constantly, and especially when we’re conversing. That’s because when we talk to other people, we often rely on what Daniel Kahneman calls System 1 thinking. System 1 thinking is quick, intuitive, and relies heavily on patterns we’ve learned after years of experience.
For example, let’s say you see a dirty and disheveled man sitting on the ground outside of a subway station. System 1 thinking tells you he is homeless. Or imagine that you text your partner saying you’ll be several hours late getting home from work and you receive one or two words in response: System 1 thinking tells you that your partner is angry.
System 1 thinking is not always wrong and it serves an important purpose of simplifying our decisions so that we don’t spend unnecessary time overthinking every choice. It brings calm to chaos by reducing the amount of data our mind has to sift through. However, System 1 is also easily duped because it relies on assumptions. System 1 is also quite emotional—it bases decisions on stereotypes—so even when we think we’re being logical, we often are not.
Kahneman illustrated this point by presenting students at Harvard, MIT, and Princeton with the following math problem:
A baseball bat and ball, together, cost $1.10.
The bat costs $1.00 more than the ball.
How much does the ball cost?
More than half of the bright students at those elite institutions answered this problem incorrectly. The correct answer is 5 cents, because the bat costs a dollar more than the ball. So, 5 cents plus a dollar is $1.05 and, together, the bat and ball would be $1.10.
Here’s another problem that Kahneman and his cohorts presented to these students: There is a patch of lily pads on a lake. Each day, the patch doubles in size. It takes forty-eight days for the lily pads to cover the lake completely, so how long does it take for the lily pads to cover half of the lake?
The correct answer is forty-seven because the patch doubles in size every day. So, if it covers the entire lake on the forty-eighth day, then it must be covering half of the lake the day before. Most people, though, simply divide 48 by 2 because they read the word “doubles.” Our experience with patterns tells us that the opposite of doubling is dividing in half.
The reason most people get those problems wrong, according to Kahneman, is that they rely on System 1 thinking. Remember that Kahneman is a psychologist, not a mathematician. He was researching why smart people get so much wrong, not why they do badly on math quizzes. Most people use mental shortcuts to find answers to problems. Even when we think we’re being analytical, our assumptions and shortcuts quite often lead us to the wrong answer not just in math problems, but also in our human relationships.
Kahneman’s research indicates that smart people are wrong to assume they’re free from bias or less prone to it than others. And the belief that your intelligence protects you from erroneous assumptions may actually make you more vulnerable to them. That’s certainly true in conversation, where our logic is sometimes inadequate and our assumptions are frequently incorrect.
Intelligence also gets in the way of good conversation because smart people can be reluctant to ask for help. They’re supposed to be brighter and more articulate than the average person, and if they are talking to an employee, a child, a student, or anyone who they consider to be less intelligent or less educated, it’s unlikely they’ll admit they don’t understand something. Conversation is supposed to come naturally, after all. Even toddlers can carry on a two-way dialogue. Acknowledging that you don’t understand something another person is trying to tell you can feel like an admission of weakness or an acceptance of the fact that you’re not quite as smart as you’d like to believe.
I encourage you to consider what you bring to the table in your conversations. Our perception of how well we communicate is often quite different from reality. The next time you are part of a conversation that goes awry, ask for feedback. Let the other person know that the exchange didn’t go as you hoped and you wonder if you could have phrased things differently, or if you were focused on the wrong things, or if you didn’t understand their point. Then listen. Listen to what they have to say without taking offense. Maybe start with someone you know well, like a sibling or a friend. Listening to constructive criticism is never easy, but if your goal is to become better at conversations, it’s important to get an honest assessment of the areas most in need of improvement.
I know that once I admitted that I was at least half of the problem, I finally began to recognize where I was going wrong. I talked to people in my radio studio and then listened back to what mistakes I made and which opportunities I missed. Not surprisingly, I found that as my skills improved, my conversations both inside and outside of my studio improved as well. As I became better at listening, the shy talkers spoke up more. As I became more focused, the chatterboxes stopped rambling on.
In conversations, as in life, you can’t control what someone else does or says; you can only control yourself. But sometimes, that’s enough.
One of my favorite radio guests is the novelist Salman Rushdie. I’ve interviewed him more often than any other person in my almost twenty-year career. What I like about him is that he really listens to my questions and takes care to answer what I’ve asked. Sometimes, he even thinks for a moment before he answers. You’d be surprised at how rare that is, especially in a business where many people come armed with “talking points.”
In my most recent interview with him, I mentioned that critics rarely talk about how funny his books are. “There are a lot of jokes,” I said, “I mean, out-and-out jokes, and I wonder if you’re ever sitting there thinking, ‘Oh, I better take this joke out because I am literature with a capital L.’” And he answers, “I really have no sense of being literature with a capital L . . . I like books that are funny, to speak as a reader. I have some difficulty with even the greatest books if they are completely lacking in a sense of humor, and I’m looking at you, George Eliot.” And then we both laugh and I say, “I enjoyed it but it is a slog.” And Rushdie says, “Yeah, [there are] no gags in Middlemarch.” (How do you not enjoy a Booker Prize–winning novelist who talks about missing “gags” in George Eliot? I can’t get enough of that guy.)
When I began to work on my conversation skills, I asked myself: Am I doing the things Mr. Rushdie does that make him such a delight to speak with? Was I listening to what people said and then responding, or did I simply wait for them to take a breath so I could say the clever thing I’d already formulated in my mind? After my third interview with the novelist, I started to take note of how often I listened closely before I responded. I realized I hadn’t really been listening to him, and that meant that we didn’t really have a conversation. I had just been asking unconnected questions, crafted in advance, unchanged by his answers.
It’s easy to turn a blind eye to our communication weaknesses; we tend to make exceptions and excuses for our mistakes, and sometimes even go so far as to recast our weaknesses into strengths. For example, you may not enjoy making small talk with your neighbors at the end of a long day, but you tell yourself that the reason you avoid eye contact with the guy next door is because you respect everyone’s privacy. Or let’s say you’re reluctant to engage with your colleagues at the office. You may tell yourself it’s because you don’t want to interrupt them when they’re working or because you’re too focused on your own work to waste time, but the truth is you may not care what the person in the adjacent cubicle did over the weekend.
We have an amazing capacity to justify almost any action that we want to take or avoid. Pat Wagner, a management and communication consultant at Pattern Research, refers to these justifications as “virtuous flaws.” Of course, we rarely extend the same courtesy to others. We don’t talk to people on the elevator but say of a coworker, “She’s so cold! When I pass her in the hall, she barely says hello.” Wagner says we are frequently oblivious to how poor our interpersonal skills are and how they affect other people. We don’t know or don’t care that our tendency to interrupt is discouraging others from speaking up in meetings or that our failure to remember details makes people anxious.
Here’s an exercise I used to try to get over this perception problem. (It’s based on something that Wagner does in her workshops.) I made a list of the things people do in conversation that bother me. Do they repeat themselves? Ramble on? Interrupt? I wrote it all down. Then, I took that list to my friends and coworkers and asked them how many of those things they think I do. I asked if I do those things often or just once in a while.
I made sure to impress upon them that I was looking for absolute honesty because the purpose of the exercise was to improve my skills and I promised not to be offended by their answers. This was a scary enterprise, but a very, very enlightening one.
Of course, you can never know all that you need to know about talking with other people, and every conversation will present its own challenges and rewards. As author Joshua Uebergang says, “Communication skills are not information.” You can’t memorize them like the elements in the periodic table and gain mastery. And yet, that’s how most of us approach it.
When you go looking for advice on how to enjoy better conversations, you’ll often find tips that are meant to be applied broadly to any situation. You are probably familiar with some of these strategies already—tired tidbits like maintain eye contact, come armed with interesting topics to discuss, repeat back what you’ve heard, smile and nod to show that you’re paying attention, and sometimes say “uh-huh” and “yeah” as an encouragement.
Here is my advice: don’t do any of those things! I don’t care what expert told you it was a good idea, it’s most often not. Why should you heed my advice? Because the studio where I broadcast each day functions as a kind of conversational laboratory. Just as a chemist experiments with silver nitrate or acetone or chlorine, I sit down with dozens of people every week and experiment with different kinds of conversations. Most of these people are strangers to me, from all over the world, from all different walks of life. I’ve talked to senators and movie stars, carpenters and truck drivers, billionaires and kindergarten teachers. Some of them are highly emotional; some are quite detached. My studio is a perfect place to test out techniques.
When I encounter a piece of advice like, “Nod your head and say ‘uh-huh’ to show you’re paying attention,” I can take that tip into my studio (lab) and try it out. I can nod and say “uh-huh” to dozens of people and take note of their reactions. Does it work? In fact, it does not.
What I found is that consciously nodding your head is inauthentic and reads that way to the person you’re facing. If I nod my head naturally and unconsciously, without trying to do so, the other person responds positively. But if I’m strategizing and thinking to myself, “I should nod to demonstrate that I’m paying attention,” I don’t often get a warm response. That’s probably because I had to stop paying attention to the conversation in order to think consciously about nodding and pretending to be engaged. I watched a video of myself recently doing a news interview in which I was using this little pearl of wisdom. I looked like an idiot. Only a professional actor can make a fake nod look genuine. The rest of us look like bobbleheads.
The “maintain eye contact” strategy is also unhelpful, or worse. When I tried it out in a job interview, the human resources representative asked unironically if I had drunk too much coffee. “You seem really intense,” she said, with a nervous laugh. Not the intended effect.
After trying out just about every piece of conversation advice out there—and finding that most of it feels contrived or unrealistic in practice—I began to question my assumptions about what makes for good communication. Maybe, I thought, much of what I’d learned over a lifetime was wrong. Maybe the strategies I’d memorized and mastered weren’t as helpful as I’d thought. I had to strip away all my years of training and start with a blank slate. I had to admit that when it came to conversation, maybe I wasn’t as smart as I thought I was.
If you align expectations with reality, you will never be disappointed.
—TERRELL OWENS
I used to host a show called Front Row Center at WDET in Detroit. It was a weekly show that focused on arts and culture in the Motor City. When I say “culture,” I’m not just talking about museums and theater. I also reported on books about hiking to the Antarctic and the history of traffic lights, the perils of suburban sprawl and new ideas in automotive design.
At one point, I had gathered a panel to talk about environmental activism and race. While people of color make up about 40 percent of the American population, they represent only 12 to 15 percent of the staff at environmental groups.1 I wondered why, and I invited the CEO of a building company to talk with me about it (a white male), the chief of an environmental group (a white female), and an African American woman who led a community group and could talk about what was needed in order to recruit more people of color.
We had a total of twenty minutes or so to talk. I started off with a question to the contractor about diversity and asked how many African Americans worked at his company. Then, I threw a follow-up question to the environmentalist, asking if she saw similar numbers at her group. While she was answering, the third guest ripped the headphones from her head, threw them on a table, and stalked out of the room in a huff. I’m talking about the kind of huff that’s basically silent but is designed to leave no doubt in anyone’s mind about the person’s frustration.
The interview wasn’t live, so I had two options: I could excuse myself from the studio, follow the woman out, and ask what was bothering her. Or I could let her go and continue the conversation without her. I chose the latter option.
The woman who walked out penned a letter to my boss, suggesting that I didn’t allow her to speak because I was racist. He responded that the interview was only ninety seconds into the conversation when she walked away and also that I am multiracial and, therefore, probably not prejudiced against blacks. But there was no moral high ground for either of us to occupy. I was facilitating a discussion about access for minorities and the only person of color in the room (besides myself) felt unwelcome and disrespected.
That moment still bothers me. I can’t help but think I missed an opportunity. Maybe I should have asked her a question first, but I was trying to establish the severity of the problem before talking about the causes. Maybe I should have run after her. I never saw her again after she walked out of the studio, and I regret that.
I’ve done thousands of interviews in my career, had thousands of conversations, and most of them didn’t end with someone walking out and calling me a racist (although Congressman Barney Frank has hung up on me a couple of times). And yet, it’s the failures that stay with me. Isn’t that how it is for most of us? Don’t we gnaw away at failed conversations like a dog with a bone, going over what was said and what we could have done differently?
I never could make sense of that failure until years later when another guest, a professor, became irate because his interview was so short. He had come to the studio prepared to talk for fifteen minutes, but we were done after five, and he was furious. One of my producers laughed about it. He thought it was a silly thing to get upset about. “Doesn’t he understand the news business?” my producer asked.
I tried to put myself in the professor’s shoes. I thought about how he must have spent a couple of days preparing for his interview, writing notes and checking his facts. He might have practiced with his wife or partner. He may have gotten up early that morning to dress carefully and go over his research. He’d imagined how the interview would go, what he would say. Then, it ended so quickly that he didn’t have time to say all of the important stuff that he’d prepared so carefully.
He was angry because he had specific expectations and those expectations weren’t met. And that may have been what angered the woman on the environmental panel as well. She was looking forward to the conversation, she had high expectations, and she was immediately disappointed when it didn’t go as she’d envisioned.
People get upset when their expectations aren’t met—no surprise there. At first, I couldn’t see how I could do anything to mitigate that. After all, I can’t prevent someone from having expectations. I can’t know what those expectations are, and, even if I did, I couldn’t possibly accommodate them all on a live radio show.
Then one morning, a young woman walked into my studio for her first live interview. She sat down in front of the mic, rubbing her hands up and down her thighs and taking repeated sips from her water bottle.
“Are you a little nervous?” I asked.
“More than a little,” she said.
“There’s nothing to be afraid of. Just look at me, try to forget there’s a microphone in front of you, and we’ll have a friendly conversation.”
“Do you think you could walk me through exactly how it all works? Just tell me, step by step, how the interview is going to go? I’ll feel better if I know what to expect.”
There it was. Knowing what to expect made her feel more comfortable and more secure. I didn’t need to change her expectations; she did that herself once I gave her the information she needed. I told her my expectations and she adjusted her own. We went on to have a fantastic interview.
Think about your favorite doctor for a moment. What does he or she do that puts you at ease? The doctor probably has a calm demeanor and explains everything that’s about to happen (“We’ll give you an X-ray to see if the bone is fractured”), whether it’s going to hurt (“You might feel a slight pinch”), and what the next steps are (“If there’s no fracture, you have probably pulled a muscle and we’ll need to wrap it”).
This is one of the most important lessons I’ve learned as a journalist: explain what you want and what you expect, and be honest. When my guests sit down, I say, “I’m going to read a short intro and then introduce you. We have about twelve minutes to talk and that will go by quickly, so try to keep your answers focused and brief. If you see me start to nod at you or hold up my finger, it’s time to end the segment, so just wrap up what you’re saying.” Those few sentences make all the difference between a nervous guest who doesn’t know what’s going to happen and a more relaxed guest who feels that everything is under control.
Even off the air, I’ve found this strategy lays the groundwork for better conversations. For example, when I had to discipline an employee at work recently, I stated the purpose of our meeting immediately. I said, “I’ve called you in to give you an official reprimand. But that’s as severe as this gets. You’re in no danger of being fired. I want to start this discussion by saying how valuable you are to me and the company. My goal is to help you succeed and make you aware of some issues that might be holding you back.” Months later, he made the changes he needed to make and even earned a pay raise.
When I have to scold my son, I try not to lead up to it or ask passive-aggressive questions like, “What did I tell you to do this morning?” I simply say, “I’m angry with you because you forgot to take the trash out again. Before you leave, you need to do it.” And because he’s the most perfect kid in the world, he gets up, takes out the trash, and vows that he’ll never neglect to do so again. Yeah, that’s what happens.
Of course, you first have to know what you want before you can express those expectations to someone else. And that’s what makes this strategy so useful. It forces you to think about the objectives of the conversation in advance and articulate what you want to the other person. When you’re confiding in a friend, are you simply looking for a shoulder to cry on or do you want advice? Tell the other person, so he or she doesn’t feel the need to solve your problem. When you’re irritated with your partner because of a specific grievance, do you just need to express your frustration, or do you need to have a conversation about how to avoid a repeat offense?
Taking a moment to think about your own expectations and sharing them with your conversational partner sets the stage for a productive exchange. It’s the equivalent of walking into the grocery store with a list instead of browsing through the aisles; you’re much more likely to get what you need and leave feeling satisfied.
Articulating expectations is one of the simplest ways to set the stage for an effective conversation, but there are a few other methods for creating a productive and fertile environment. One is to take a moment to consider how you’re feeling before you initiate an important discussion.
Earlier, I denigrated the use of body language techniques, like intentionally nodding your head or constantly maintaining eye contact. While I do think that most of the communication advice centered on body language is unhelpful and counterproductive, authentic, natural gestures and tone often reveal our true feelings. If I’m thinking about something that disgusts me while I’m talking about love, for example, people will pick up—sometimes subconsciously—on the disgust and not the affection.
Likewise, if you’re feeling anxious, distracted, angry, or simply stressed out, all of those feelings will change the tone of your voice and expression on your face. I have to admit that this is a real problem for me: every thought that passes through my mind is instantly broadcast on my face. That’s the reason I’m a terrible liar and a spectacularly bad poker player. You’d think it wouldn’t matter in radio, since the audience can’t see my face, but the expert or politician I’m interviewing can see me and knows exactly what I’m thinking.
We bring expectations to every conversation, no matter how brief. That’s what is going on in our heads before either person opens their mouth to speak. We can’t always control how a conversation goes, but we can create an environment for open, authentic communication by sharing our expectations and being aware of our own thoughts and feelings before we decide to speak. We can fertilize the ground before we plant the seeds.
The rest of this book will focus on how we can converse better, but I would suggest that what happens before the conversation is just as important. Set the stage for a successful, enjoyable exchange by checking to make sure you’re both there to see the same show.
SOME CONVERSATIONS ARE HARDER THAN OTHERS
I suppose I flee to life. I’m most interested when conversations become difficult.
—TAMSIN GREIG
I’ve been told many times in recent years that there are some people “you just can’t talk to.” One person told me she can’t speak to anyone who won’t acknowledge the existence of institutional racism. Another said that if someone he knew supported a particular presidential candidate, then “we have nothing in common and nothing to say to each other.” These days, it seems that there are more and more deal breakers than ever when it comes to who we’re willing to talk to. And yet, the need to have difficult conversations has never been greater.
A good conversation is not necessarily an easy one. There are subjects so sensitive and topics so emotionally charged that discussions about them can be tricky and even dangerous. But there is not a human being on this planet with whom you have “nothing in common.” And there is no topic so volatile that it can’t be spoken of.
Let me tell you the story of an African American girl, born eighty-five years ago in Muskogee, Oklahoma. She was a twin, the daughter of a minister, and her name was Xernona (pronounced “zer-NO-nuh”). She moved to Atlanta in 1965 to work for the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, or SCLC, the civil rights group whose first president was Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Xernona worked closely with Dr. King and became close friends with his wife, Coretta.
Xernona worked hard to desegregate Atlanta’s hospitals so that sick and wounded patients wouldn’t have to be transported miles away to an institution that catered to their race. Her work was noticed by the mayor of the city, Ivan Allen Jr., and he appointed her to lead the Model Cities program. That program was a part of President Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society. Its goal was to improve poor neighborhoods and foster a new generation of black civic leaders.
As head of Model Cities in Atlanta, Xernona oversaw five different communities and each of those communities had a chairperson. When she started her work, Mayor Allen warned her about one of those chairs, Calvin Craig. Craig, at that time, was a grand dragon in the Georgia Realm of the United Klans of America, Knights of the Ku Klux Klan. Xernona recalled years later that, during her first meeting with the chairpeople, one man gave her just the tips of his fingers in a handshake and she thought, “He must be the one.”1
Over the course of the next year or so, Xernona and Calvin ended up talking almost every day, not just about race but about all kinds of things. For some reason, Calvin Craig kept returning to her downtown Atlanta office.
And so they would sit and chat, always friendly and always respectful. She says he never called her by her first name. “I mean, he acted so gentlemanly, and we would have such laughter,” Xernona says. “And I asked, ‘Why do you keep coming here? You and I don’t agree on anything.’ He said, ‘Ha, ha. Oh, Mrs. Clayton, you’re fun to talk to.’”
If you were unaware that Clayton and Craig were talking so often, it must have been a stunning development when Calvin Craig held a press conference in April 1968 to announce that he was leaving the KKK. He said he would henceforward dedicate his life to building a nation in which “black men and white men can stand shoulder to shoulder in a united America.”2
Like most stories, this one is more complicated than it appears on the surface. Craig would eventually rejoin the KKK, only to quit again years later. But it is not an exaggeration to say that Xernona talked him out of his racism. Craig himself credited her with his conversion and his daughter, forty-three years after her father’s historic press conference, called Xernona and begged to see her. “I came here especially to thank you,” she said when they met, “because you healed my father and cleansed our family.” Xernona has explained that she didn’t set out to change Craig’s mind. Dr. King had told her, “You’ve got to change a man’s heart before you can change his behavior.”
I love this story because it exemplifies the power of conversation between two people who are willing to listen to and learn from each other. It shows us how transformative conversation can be. It’s also a response to all of the people who claim they “just can’t” talk to someone else because their opinions are too offensive.
If an African American woman can talk respectfully and openly with a grand dragon in the KKK, I find it hard to believe that you can’t talk to the guy in the coffee shop who’s wearing a Trump T-shirt or the woman in your office who can’t stop talking about her vegan diet.
At the same time, it’s obviously true that some conversations are harder than others. Some topics are riskier and carry a higher danger of offending someone or hurting their feelings. So, let me offer some tried-and-true methods for having a difficult exchange without getting into an argument.
Through my experience and research, I’ve identified five key strategies that help facilitate a productive dialogue. They are: be curious, check your bias, show respect, stay the course, and end well.
The first component, being curious, speaks to a genuine willingness to learn something from someone else. Xernona Clayton didn’t talk to Craig with the intention of educating him or convincing him that he was wrong. She was curious to know what was behind his beliefs, to get to know the person who held opinions that threatened her very existence.
In 2016, former Central Intelligence Agency clandestine service officer Amaryllis Fox gave a somewhat controversial interview to Al Jazeera. Some took issue with her characterization of the war on terror, but I think her remarks are extremely valuable for the student of conversation.
Fox explained how she was able to talk with terrorists and extremists in her work. “Everybody believes they are the good guy,” she said. “The only real way to disarm your enemy is to listen to them. If you hear them out, if you’re brave enough to really listen to their story, you can see that more often than not, you might have made some of the same choices if you’d lived their life instead of yours.”
Fox wasn’t suggesting that you have to believe the person you disagree with is a “good guy.” She was offering that it’s helpful to understand how that person views themselves. She was talking about being interested in the culture and events and relationships that have formed that person’s opinions, and considering how your thinking might be impacted if you’d been exposed to the same mixture of experiences.
She was also talking about checking your bias. Putting yourself in someone else’s shoes is one way to do that. Another is to resist the impulse—and it is a strong one—to constantly decide whether you agree with everything someone says. Listening to someone doesn’t mean agreeing with them. The purpose of listening is to understand, not to endorse.
Often, we decide very quickly whether or not we will agree with someone. We listen for certain words that might be clues to their politics or faith and we use them to categorize people into groups. Into one group, we gather all of the people who think like we do; and into the other go all of those who think differently. The problem is, these kinds of groupings are not very accurate.
Imagine your child wants to sleep over at a friend’s house. You call up the friend’s mom to chat about details. You want to make sure you trust her with your child’s safety. You might have a nice conversation about local events, the weather, the news. But will you ask her about her house rules or her views on discipline? After all, just because you agree on climate change doesn’t mean you agree on child rearing. Using political or social values as a standard for someone’s family values could have unintended and even dangerous consequences.
This tendency to lump people into groups is known as the “halo and horns effect.” Psychologists call it a cognitive bias or a “bias blind spot.” Basically, when we approve of a single aspect of another person, we are more likely to judge them positively for other aspects. It takes just one common, important interest for us to find someone believable, trustworthy, and likeable.
The opposite is true as well: if we disapprove of someone’s appearance, opinion, occupation, or another personal aspect, we are more likely to disapprove of everything about them. Like me, you must see this play out all the time in both public and private life. You hear that someone served time for drug possession and you make up your mind that they’re threatening or untrustworthy. You hear that a friend’s husband cheated on her, and you find you can’t give him a good reference for a job.
Research suggests that while most of us acknowledge that bias exists, we don’t think we are influenced by bias all that often. We accept the existence and pervasiveness of unconscious bias but aren’t conscious of our own.
Here’s the bald truth: we are all biased. Every human being is affected by unconscious biases that lead us to make incorrect assumptions about other people.3 Everyone.
To a certain extent, bias is a necessary survival skill. If you’re an early human, perhaps Homo erectus, wandering the jungles, you may see an animal approaching. You have to make very fast assumptions about whether that animal is safe or not, based solely on its appearance. The same is true of other humans. You make split-second decisions about threats in order to have plenty of time to flee, if necessary. This could be one root of our tendency to categorize and label others based on their looks and their clothes.
Decades ago, some psychologists thought prejudice was an unfortunate side effect of bad parenting. We now know that it’s based both in survival instinct and in our need to make sense of a complicated world.4 Racism is never acceptable, of course, but if we hope to eradicate it, we must understand its roots. And we must acknowledge that some of those roots, though not all, have biographical underpinnings. Prejudice against a race begins when we make stereotypes about that race: this person is bad and, therefore, all members of that race are bad.
A sense of community is important to humans and we are predisposed to think badly of anyone who is not a member of our group. We stereotype outsiders by lumping them into categories. According to Dr. John Bargh, a professor of psychology at Yale University, where he serves as the director of the Automaticity in Cognition, Motivation, and Evaluation (ACME) lab, “stereotypes are categories that have gone too far. When we use stereotypes, we take in the gender, the age, the color of the skin of the person before us, and our minds respond with messages that say hostile, stupid, slow, weak. Those qualities aren’t out there in the environment. They don’t reflect reality.”
It might be tempting to believe that all stereotypes are rooted in history and ignorance, but some are actually quite modern and new ones arise regularly. In fact, scientists have been able to reproduce the creation of stereotypes in their labs, which means we are capable of creating new stereotypes at any time, and the passage of time will not serve to destroy them.5 Stereotypes change and evolve over the years, which underscores an important fact about them: they are not based on fact or truth, but presumption. For example, it wasn’t all that long ago that pink was considered a masculine color. A June 1918 issue of Ladies Home Journal advised parents that “the generally accepted rule is pink for the boys, and blue for the girls. The reason is that pink, being a more decided and stronger color, is more suitable for the boy, while blue, which is more delicate and dainty, is pretty for the girl.”
Obviously, the opposite gender stereotypes prevail today. While the color of a baby blanket may seem like a frivolous example of stereotyping, its very silliness shows us how flimsy stereotypes are. When we enter a conversation, all of our preconceived notions—most of which have no basis in reality—will affect its outcome. No matter how right and true your opinion feels, consider that it may be a stereotype and not fact. Try to acknowledge your bias and set it aside for the duration of the conversation. Do your best to listen without judgment and to stop yourself from making minute-by-minute decisions about what you agree with.
Remember that many of our divisions can be attributed to our habit of classifying everyone who disagrees with us as an “outsider.” And when we view others as different from us, we struggle to find ways to make ourselves understand. Sometimes we just give up. Vinson Cunningham, staff writer for the New Yorker, wrote in a 2016 article that “the incredible danger of our polarization lies, I think, in a fact that has become unavoidably clear in recent months: the old common American language has all but evaporated, perhaps permanently . . . we speak no longer within one language (where understanding is hard, but possible) but across the gulf that seems, every day, to widen.”6 Acknowledging our bias can help to bridge the gap.
My third suggestion is to show respect at all times. In my opinion, respect is the cornerstone of any meaningful exchange of ideas. And a recent poll7 suggests that many people agree with me on that point. Just about all of those polled said being respectful is even more important in conversations than finding common ground.
In order to show respect, you’ll have to view the other person as a human being, deserving of respect. And you’ll need to find a way to empathize with them, in spite of your disagreements. One way to do this is to assume that everyone is trying to bring about some kind of positive result in their lives. When you encounter someone you don’t like or don’t understand, try to identify what that goal is.
You can practice your empathy skills by watching a video of a public figure you don’t agree with. Watch a speech given by that person or an interview they’ve done, and focus on seeing that person as someone trying to accomplish something they believe to be good. From their point of view, their end goal is positive and constructive. Try to imagine what that end goal is. Focus on their positive intentions. It’s not easy, is it? But it’s absolutely essential if you want to respect that person. Perhaps they have made different decisions than you have, perhaps they’ve learned different lessons, but in their mind, they are doing their best.
I try to practice my empathy skills in the car, which, for me, is very challenging. If someone cuts me off or runs a red light, my first instinct is to assume—and sometimes say aloud—terrible things about their intelligence and their upbringing. But what I’ve tried to do lately is imagine why they are in such a hurry or why they’re in such a bad mood. Instead of the expletives that I want to say, I’ll think, She’s probably had a bad day. Maybe she’s just trying to get home to see her kid. As a parent, I can empathize.
It doesn’t really matter if my imagined scenario is true or if the person is just a terrible driver, because the point of the exercise is to train my mind to see others as individuals who face daily challenges that are equal to mine. The point is to get into the habit of viewing others as fallible human beings who are just trying to make it in a very difficult world. The exercise benefits me, not the other person.
It is very difficult to have a productive conversation with someone you don’t respect, and your opinion of them, and what they say, is not likely to be accurate.
My next piece of advice for navigating difficult conversations is to stick it out. If you’re talking to someone and a taboo topic comes up—whether it’s death, divorce, or race—don’t try to change the subject. Don’t make a joke or go off on a tangent. Conversations on tough issues are often uncomfortable, especially when you don’t know what to say. But try to avoid getting frustrated and walking away. Silence is preferable to flight.
If you truly have nothing to say, then just listen. Accept that you may not reach an agreement and that disagreement is okay. Not every conversation, or even most, will end with a hug and an epiphany. Sometimes, just learning what someone else thinks, without changing any minds, is more than enough. Take joy in the exchange, or, at the least, take satisfaction.
And my final piece of advice really applies to all conversations but is especially true of difficult ones: end well. You don’t need to have the last word. Let go of that impulse if you want to maintain friendly relations with the other person.
Also, take a moment to thank them for sharing their thoughts. It can be scary to talk about politics or religion with someone else, so express your gratitude for their time and their openness. If you end the conversation in a friendly and gracious way, you set the groundwork and the tone for future conversations.
Of course, you will not always follow these suggestions and that’s all right. I don’t expect you to be a perfect conversationalist, as I certainly am not. I once let an argument over police shootings get out of control to the point where my spouse and I slept in different rooms for a couple of days. Remember, emotion isn’t a character flaw—we are hardwired as emotional creatures. Sometimes you’ll succumb to the drama of the moment and your best intentions will go out the window.
If that happens and you say something you shouldn’t, apologize immediately. Acknowledge that your comments were hurtful or wrong and make no excuses. Then you can put the mistake behind you and move forward.
If we can learn to talk about the hard things, if we can find common ground and begin to discover the issues on which we can agree, it could be possible to solve some of the more intransigent problems we face. I encourage you to open your mind and your mouth and ask some new people new questions. It only takes one good conversation to change your understanding of someone else’s world, your world, and the world at large.
Sometimes a tough conversation spirals out of control—intentions or words are misunderstood, people become angry, feelings get hurt. There’s only one way to move forward: someone has to say they’re sorry.
Apologizing isn’t easy. It can be painful and awkward, but that’s the point. When we apologize, the other person sees us struggling, knows we feel uncomfortable, and their compassion response kicks in. Sincere apologies are powerful agents for reconciliation.
I have found that a heartfelt apology can work miracles in a conversation and I have, at times, apologized for things for which I was not responsible. I’ve sometimes thought I’d like to take an apology tour around the world. Not the Apology Tour Barack Obama was accused of undertaking, but a journey from city to city to tell people that I’m sorry for the hard things they’ve been through.
Here’s an example. I was in an airport recently, reading a book called Blood at the Root, preparing for an interview with the author. The book is about the expulsion of all of the African Americans in Forsyth County, Georgia, in 1912. Armed whites in the county used threats, violence, and fire to drive every black citizen outside the borders, and the county remained all-white for at least seventy-five years.8
A blond woman sitting across from me asked about the book and we started talking. She tells me she grew up in an all-white town. She says she remembered when a Mexican family moved in and that people were awful to them. Cashiers at the grocery store wouldn’t look at them or speak to them. They would just woodenly ring up their items and wait in silence for the family to pay.
The woman tells me her parents said terrible things about that family, things that she now realizes were racist and hateful and totally unfounded. But, she says, she doesn’t understand why people blame her for what her parents did. “It’s just as racist to assume that I’m racist,” she says.
“Just because I want everyone to come to the US legally doesn’t mean I’m racist,” she continues. “I don’t care what color the person is or where they come from, I just think they should follow the law. People have said the most awful things to me.”
At that point, I moved to sit in the seat next to her, looked her in the eye, and said, “I’m so sorry. I really am. I’m sorry that you’ve been made to feel like you can’t express your opinion without being called names and I’m so sorry that people said terrible things to you.”
Because I was watching for it, I saw the woman’s shoulders relax. I saw the muscles around her eyes relax and I saw her mouth fall into a slight smile. “Thank you,” she said. “Thanks for saying that. I just feel so awful. I feel like I can’t say anything.”
We ended up chatting for another twenty minutes or so before Delta began boarding my flight. As I stood to go, she thanked me again for listening to her and told me she now understood how her views might be offensive to some people. “I never thought about how I was saying it. I just thought about what was in my heart,” she said. “I didn’t hear it from the other side.”
I think she walked away with a broader perspective on the issue, although I can’t really say for sure. But I know that I came away with more empathy for her and those who share her views. I also felt the pleasure of having given a sincere apology and having witnessed its transformative power firsthand.
Apologies can come from anyone if they are both heartfelt and honest. After years of indigenous people demanding an apology from the Australian government for its past horrific treatment of them, the nation established May 26 as “National Sorry Day.” That might sound like a woefully insufficient response to a long-standing, systemic assault, but it provides a platform each year for the government to acknowledge the harm they caused and apologize for it.
Apologies are magic. That’s how I’ve come to see them, even though scientists have identified the real, non-magical effects that conciliatory gestures have in our brains. Michael McCullough, a professor of psychology at the University of Miami, has done ground-breaking work on apologies and forgiveness. He says people wrongly assume that humans are innately selfish and mean. “Humans need relationship partners,” McCullough says, “so natural selection probably also gave us tools to help us restore important relationships after they have been damaged by conflict.”9
When someone has been wronged, their brain experiences a state of chemically induced turmoil. That person may try for years to satisfactorily resolve an unresolved emotional conflict, even subconsciously. Michael McCullough runs the Evolution and Human Behavior Laboratory at the University of Miami in Coral Gables, where he studies behaviors like revenge and self-control and gratitude. He can explain the purpose of apologies much better than I. Here’s an excerpt of his interview on the NPR show On Being, with host Krista Tippett:
MR. McCULLOUGH: If you look at the brain of somebody who has just been harmed by someone—they’ve been ridiculed or harassed or insulted—we can put those people into technology that allows us to see what their brains are doing, right? So we can look at sort of what your brain looks like on revenge. It looks exactly like the brain of somebody who is thirsty and is just about to get a sweet drink to drink or somebody who’s hungry who’s about to get a piece of chocolate to eat.
TIPPETT: It’s like the satisfaction of a craving?
MR. McCULLOUGH: It is exactly like that. It is literally a craving. What you see is high activation in the brain’s reward system. . . . The desire for revenge does not come from some sick dark part of how our minds operate. It is a craving to solve a problem and accomplish a goal.10
Even if you don’t believe someone has cause to feel wronged, it doesn’t change the intensity of the emotion in that person’s mind. They crave resolution and relief. You can give them at least a taste of that.
Three things happen when you apologize sincerely. First, you acknowledge someone’s anger or sadness. You validate that they have reason to be angry or that their anger is real. This often disarms them. Research shows that, after the apology, they no longer see you as a threat or as someone who might again harm them. They drop their defensive posture. And finally, when you’re successful, their brain prepares to forgive. They may even be able to move on from the source of injury entirely. Beverly Engel, a psychotherapist who specializes in trauma recovery, writes in her book The Power of Apology, “While an apology cannot undo harmful past actions, if done sincerely and effectively, it can undo the negative effects of those actions.”11
An apology can also confer upon the person offering it tremendous positive effects. In order to apologize to someone, you must first understand why they’re upset. That requires that you put yourself in their shoes for just a moment, and we know that such an exercise increases empathy.
In order for me to apologize to the woman in the airport, I had to imagine what it felt like to her to be called a racist. She was obviously very hurt by that word. What was it like to feel unjustly insulted? While I listened to her and encouraged her to continue explaining her perspective, I tried to see it all through her eyes. I’m a better person for having done that, and it was not difficult at all for me to say to her, sincerely, “I’m sorry. I can see that must be hurtful and I’m sorry.”
Let me emphasize that we’re not talking about extreme circumstances here, but the average conversation you may have on a daily basis. I’m not suggesting you apologize to a murderer or anyone else who’s committed an act of terrible cruelty. I’m not talking about a conversation with Pol Pot, I’m talking about a chat with a stranger in the coffee shop or a coworker in the lunchroom.
In the end, it really didn’t matter if I agreed with the woman in the airport or not. What mattered is that I acknowledged her pain and allowed her the opportunity to speak about it. She dropped her defensive armor and listened with an open mind for what she said was the first time in her life, and she walked away feeling understood instead of angry. Perhaps she’ll be more open to similar conversations in the future.
All of that because she struck up a conversation with a stranger who offered the apology she’d been seeking for decades. With all due respect to science—that sure seems like a little bit of magic to me.
THE POWER OF AN APOLOGY
On December 7, 1970, the chancellor of Germany, Willy Brandt, was on a state visit to Poland. At that point, Germany was in tense negotiations with its neighbor to the northwest. Brandt made a planned stop at a monument to the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising. It was a formal and somewhat stilted affair, not much different from any other state visit to a monument, except that Brandt was the leader of Germany and he was visiting a memorial to the site where thirteen thousand Jews had died at the hands of German soldiers.
In 1943, Poland was occupied by Germans. The nation had more than three million Jews living there when the Nazis invaded in the fall of 1939. The Germans crowded most of the Polish Jews into ghettos, where they died in large numbers from starvation and disease. The largest of those ghettos was in Warsaw. Up to four hundred thousand people were packed into two square miles.
During the summer of 1942, the Germans started removing thousands of Jews every day for “resettlement to the East.” When the leader of the Jewish Council found out what “resettlement” meant, he took his own life. By the end of the year, the people in the ghetto realized that their friends and loved ones were not being taken to labor camps but were being led to their deaths. They decided to fight back.
Beginning in January 1943, the Jews of the Warsaw Ghetto fought the SS troops with guns and grenades. By April, they were ordered to surrender. They refused. So German soldiers moved methodically through the streets, lighting the homes and businesses of the Jews with flame-throwers. One survivor described it to the BBC: “The sea of flames flooded houses and courtyards. . . . There was no air, only black, choking smoke and heavy burning heat radiating from the red-hot walls, from the glowing stone stairs.”12
In the end, thirteen thousand Jews died. Half of them succumbed to the flames or suffocation. The rest were killed by explosives, gunfire, and other violent means. The German commander, Jürgen Stroop, described it years later to his cellmate in a Polish jail: “What a marvelous sight it was. A fantastic piece of theater. My staff and I stood at a distance. I held the electrical device which would detonate all the charges simultaneously. Jesuiter called for silence. I glanced over at my brave officers and men, tired and dirty, silhouetted against the glow of the burning buildings. After prolonging the suspense for a moment, I shouted: Heil Hitler and pressed the button.”13
I tell you this history so you can understand the significance of the visit by the leader of Germany to that memorial at the site where so many Jews were burned alive. The chancellor, by the way, had no hand in what happened in Warsaw. Brandt fled Germany in the 1930s to escape prosecution at the hands of the Nazis. He worked against Hitler’s regime for years and had his German citizenship revoked. Brandt did not harm any Jews during the war.
In the video of the visit, you see Chancellor Brandt, stone-faced, dressed in a dark suit and overcoat, surrounded by officials and soldiers at attention, walking very slowly to the monument. When Brandt reaches the statue, he places a wreath of flowers in front of it and then, to the shock and surprise of everyone watching, he falls to his knees. He remained there for some time, in complete silence, kneeling with his hands clasped in front of him. All reports say the gesture was completely spontaneous and Brandt was simply overcome with the emotion of the moment. He signed the Treaty of Warsaw that day, which established Germany’s new borders with Poland.
That simple act—kneeling in humble grief—was widely seen as a major breakthrough in relations between Germany and not just Poland but all of Eastern Europe. Brandt went on to receive the Nobel Peace Prize the following year and Poland erected a statue in his honor not far from the monument where he knelt in silence.
“My idea of good company . . . is the company of clever, well-informed people, who have a great deal of conversation; that is what I call good company.”
“You are mistaken,” said he gently, “that is not good company, that is the best.”
—JANE AUSTEN, PERSUASION
The following ten chapters focus on the specific strategies I’ve identified that can immediately improve the conversations you have every day. When I say “immediately,” I don’t mean that you will suddenly become a master of conversation after putting down this book. In many cases, implementing these tools will require you to unlearn a lifetime of bad conversational habits. And that can take some time.
I’ve practiced these techniques for years now and I’m still getting a handle on them. Dropping bad habits is difficult. I encourage you to be patient with yourself. Choose one simple thing to work on first—it’s a good idea to start with the area you think will be easiest to master. Do you have trouble remaining present in conversations? Do you get bored or distracted easily? Are you frequently tempted to multitask? Then turn to Chapter Six and work on improving your attention. Once you feel you can stay focused on conversations, you can move on to working on a different skill. The point is, take it one step at a time.
I want to establish from the outset that for the purposes of this book, when I reference “conversation” I am always talking about good conversation. Most of the exchanges that make up your day don’t fall under that category, to my mind. We all have brief, specific conversations at work and at home that don’t require nuance or patience. You don’t have to worry about the kinds of questions you’re asking if you’re just talking about what movie you want to see or telling a coworker how to log in to their e-mail account.
This book is aimed at the conversations that are more complicated than that and, therefore, more prone to go wrong. If you try to turn every conversation into a deep, probing exchange, you’ll be exhausted all the time. Let context dictate how you use what you learn here. If you’re training someone, then it’s totally okay to do most of the talking. If you’re teaching them, then it’s expected that you will try to educate them, even though I generally advise against doing that.
Also, I often turn to my own interviews as examples of how to implement these strategies. That’s because my studies in conversation began as a way to become a better interviewer. You might think these examples don’t apply to you because an interview is not a conversation. But, at its heart, that’s exactly what an interview is.
Over the course of my research, the biggest surprise to me was that the techniques that helped me in the studio worked just as well in the coffee shop. These methods will help you in your office and your gym and your kid’s school. They will also help if you happen to do a lot of interviews as a journalist or a recruiter. The advantage you have over me is that you most likely don’t have to cut your conversations short because it’s time to take a station break.
One further thing to remember: every conversation you have will be different from every other conversation you’ve ever had. I can’t give you specific words to use or phrases to repeat that will make your conversations better. There’s no such thing as a conversational skeleton key.
However, I have found that the best conversations occur when I am fully and authentically engaged. For example, I recently had a conversation with a colleague about updates to our studio. He began to detail the specifics of equipment pricing and shipment dates, and my mind started to wander. I responded by saying, “Whoa! Maybe I didn’t have enough coffee, but I’m struggling to follow you. Can we go back to the part about when the equipment will be installed? That’s probably as deep as my mind can go at the moment.”
That worked for me. He laughed, I laughed, and then the conversation got back on track. But that probably won’t work for you because that’s not how you’d say it. My hope is that you will respond honestly and authentically in your conversations because that makes for the best exchanges.
One last thing before we get into the rules. Remember, there are always exceptions to these rules. There are situations in which it’s useful to offer a story about your experience for comparison. There are instances in which it’s all right to ask complicated questions or talk about names and dates and other “weedy” details. There are times when interjecting your unrelated story about a funny thing that happened at the post office is exactly the right thing to do.
This book is the culmination of five years of research. I set out to collect the best information I could from the people who’ve studied these issues in depth and added insight from my own professional experience. Your observations are the third part of that triangle. It’s important to consider your own experience, but I would caution against letting it override the bulk of professional opinion. (After you’ve read Chapter Seven, and learned just how easily the mind can be duped, you may understand why I recommend multiple layers of verification.)
I have found that following this advice leads to better conversations, deeper connections, and richer relationships. I hope it has the same impact in your life.
Everyone knows what attention is. It is the taking possession by the mind, in clear and vivid form, of one out of what seem several simultaneously possible objects or trains of thought.
—WILLIAM JAMES
If you think that you can efficiently do two things at once, you are wrong, I’m sorry to say. Contrary to popular belief, human beings aren’t capable of multitasking.1
The concept of multitasking was never actually intended to apply to people. It was originally used to describe a computer that runs multiple programs at the same time. But the human brain doesn’t work like a computer operating system. We can only focus on one thing at a time.
I know that many people think they can multitask, and I used to be one of them. If you’ve ever watched a short-order cook or an emergency room nurse or a middle school teacher work, you might be tempted to believe it’s possible. But as MIT neuroscientist Earl Miller says, “The brain is very good at deluding itself.”2 When we think we’re multitasking, what we’re really doing is rapidly switching from one task to another. We don’t perceive this shift in attention, so we believe that we can actually focus on two things at the same time. Sadly, that’s why so many people continue to text while driving.
We can’t do two things at once and that’s especially true if those two things use the same part of the brain. That means we can’t type an e-mail and talk on the phone at the same time because our left hemisphere can’t juggle both tasks. According to Miller, “They both involve communicating via speech or the written word, and so there’s a lot of conflict between the two of them.” This conflict is known as interference.
The same holds true if you’re having a conversation with a colleague while scrolling through your Facebook feed or talking to your auto mechanic while checking prices of transmissions on your tablet. I can’t even begin to count the number of dishes I’ve burned because I was talking to my son and watching a movie while I cooked.
And yet, trying to multitask is very enjoyable to the brain. That rapid switching from action to action “creates a dopamine-addiction feedback loop, effectively rewarding the brain for losing focus and for constantly searching for external stimulation,” according to neuroscientist Daniel J. Levitin. In the end, we pay a high price for that dopamine rush. The rapid-fire switching in our neurons also increases the production of cortisol and adrenaline, two hormones that “can overstimulate your brain and cause mental fog or scrambled thinking.”3
That means that while multitasking makes you feel superefficient, your thinking is actually clouded and you’re likely not aware of the impact on your cognitive abilities. What’s more, cortisol and adrenaline also cause feelings of stress and anxiety. So, we’re pumped up while we’re trying to do three things at once, but, after it’s over, we’re left feeling jittery. And, because our cognitive abilities were reduced, chances are we have good reason to feel nervous—we probably mucked up something along the way.
Therefore, if you want to have a good conversation, you must give it your full attention. I know how difficult this is, as our society values multitasking and we are surrounded by distractions. How many tabs do you normally keep open in your Internet browser? How many electronic devices do you now leave the house with? Just your smartphone? A smartphone and a tablet? If you’re called into a meeting, what do you bring with you? We had an impromptu meeting at my office recently and I watched a colleague walk in carrying a laptop, smartphone, and tablet. She set up them all carefully as the meeting began and then paused for a moment to check the Fitbit on her wrist.
These devices give us the illusion of increased control and competency. They also make us feel as though we’re highly informed. This technology makes us smarter, right? Brace yourself, because the facts don’t bear out that little illusion, either. Psychologist Glenn Wilson found that if you are trying to focus on a task but you know that an unread e-mail is sitting in your in-box, your IQ can fall by 10 points. The prefrontal cortex, the part of the brain that helps us prioritize tasks and make executive decisions, is easily distracted by new stuff. It wants to look and see what the e-mail says. It expends energy thinking about opening that e-mail and your cognitive abilities drop.
Text messages may have an even bigger impact than e-mail because they don’t have to be opened. Many phones display texts immediately, on top of whatever else you’re looking at. “Add to that the social expectation that an unanswered text feels insulting to the sender,” Daniel J. Levitin writes in the Guardian, “and you’ve got a recipe for addiction: you receive a text, and that activates your novelty centres. You respond and feel rewarded for having completed a task (even though that task was entirely unknown to you 15 seconds earlier). Each of those delivers a shot of dopamine as your limbic system cries out ‘More! More! Give me more!’”4
Don’t forget that each text you read also delivers a shot of cortisol and adrenaline, which fog your thinking and leave your system saying, “I’m so stressed! I’m so anxious!” The whole cycle is a recipe for bad work and bad feelings.
I know it feels like we’re maximizing our time when we try to focus on multiple things. Technology entrepreneur M. G. Siegler defended this behavior in an essay titled “I Will Check My Phone at Dinner and You Will Deal with It,” published on TechCrunch. “Forgive me, but it’s Dinner 2.0,” he writes. “And again, I’m having more fun at these dinners than I ever have. Is part of it antisocial? Sure. Can it lead to distractions if you read a work-related email that you need to respond to? Of course. But this is the way the world works now. We’re always connected and always on call. And some of us prefer it that way.”5
I can only surmise that the dopamine rush neuroscientists talk about is part of the reason “some of us prefer it that way,” and I’m certainly not here to tell you what to do or shame you for the decisions you make. It would be hypocritical of me to do so, since I spent the better part of my adult life claiming to be a fantastic multitasker. For years, I even listed it on my résumé as a “special skill.”
As happens with so many other things in life, I only learned my lesson after making mistakes. Most journalists work on several stories simultaneously. At any one time, I was juggling five to ten stories. For any one story, I would place dozens of calls to potential sources. That means I was answering calls, doing interviews, and taking notes during conversations with up to a hundred people over the course of a week.
It was probably inevitable that, while trying to multitask my way through such a large number of stories, I would make a mistake. Spoiler: I did. I was working on a story about the band Barenaked Ladies writing music for a production of Shakespeare’s As You Like It. While editing audio, I was also interviewing sources for a story on the Chrysler Corporation, and writing a piece on race riots in Detroit. In the midst of all of that, I got something very wrong.
After the story on Barenaked Ladies aired on Morning Edition, I got an e-mail from one of the professors that I’d spoken to. He said the quote in my report was very smart and he was gratified to be mentioned, but those words weren’t actually his.6 Calling my editor to admit that blunder was really difficult. That kind of mistake is a huge no-no for reporters; our reputation is built on our accuracy.
From that point on, I stopped juggling stories. If I had to answer the phone, I turned away from the computer and focused on the call. If I was writing, I turned the phone off, closed the door, and did nothing else except write. I may have been missing the dopamine, but the quality of my writing improved and, frankly, so did the quality of my conversations with sources.
So, I’m not here to make you feel guilty, just to help you learn what I learned the hard way. If good conversation is your goal, reading texts and e-mails while you’re talking is a terrible idea. So much of conversation is nuance and subtlety. Checking in every ten seconds while you read your Twitter feed will ultimately result in missed messages and misunderstandings.
What’s more, it’s highly unlikely that you will retain what you’ve just heard unless you’re focused. We have trouble remembering things we’re told under the best circumstances. Multiple studies have demonstrated this. Research at the University of Minnesota showed that, even when people were instructed to listen closely, they could only recall about 50 percent of what they were just told. After two months, they could only recall about a quarter of what they’d listened to carefully. Those who watched the evening news for another study could remember less than 20 percent of what was said.7
Those same studies demonstrate that if a person doesn’t listen carefully and closely, they forget up to half of the information they hear within eight hours. So, it’s no surprise that something we tell our spouses while they’re watching Law & Order won’t stay with them, or that telling your kid to take out the trash while he or she is playing a video game and talking on the phone is equivalent to shouting it into an empty room. You may also want to rethink those annual all-staff meetings in which you discuss important issues. Chances are, you’ll have to say the same things every year.
The point is, if you’re not fully invested in a conversation, there’s really no point in having it. I’m not talking about just putting down your phone or turning away from your computer. I’m talking about being present. The conversation will be just fine if you don’t check your phone to see who starred in The Maltese Falcon (Humphrey Bogart) or who was president in 1974 (Nixon or Ford, depending on the month).
If you want to get out of a conversation, get out of it. Tell the other person, politely, that you have too much on your mind to really listen to what they’re saying. “I need to gather my thoughts,” I often say. “I’m so sorry, but I’m struggling to stay focused and I do want to hear what you have to say. Can I check back in later?”
You must commit to a conversation, even the brief ones, or walk away. If you’re too distracted, admit that to both yourself and the other person. Be present or be gone.
The best, most effective method for learning to be present in conversation is meditation. Maybe you saw this one coming. Maybe you’re rolling your eyes. For some reason, many people are put off by the prospect of meditating. I’ve never entirely understood why, but the two most common answers I’ve heard from people I know are that they don’t have the time or that they associate meditation with religious practice.
While meditation is often associated with Buddhism, it is no more a religious ritual than practicing yoga. Much like yoga, meditation is a method. It’s an exercise used to train the brain. We go to the gym to train our muscles; we use meditation to train our minds.
Mindfulness meditation teaches you how to be aware of your body, your breathing, and your thoughts. It does not require a lot of time. In fact, you can see benefits even if you only do it for five minutes a day. Some practitioners suggest you start with just a couple of minutes a day.
Research into the specific benefits of meditation is ongoing. We’re not sure how much it helps alleviate depression or pain, for example. But multiple studies show that meditation improves stress levels and mood, and one study by a Harvard neuroscientist showed it might even increase gray matter in the frontal cortex, the area of the brain that’s associated with memory and executive decision-making. In that study, benefits were measurable in a magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) scan after meditating forty minutes a day for eight weeks.8
You don’t need forty minutes if you don’t have the time, though. You can see benefits quickly, no matter how long you choose to meditate. And you don’t need a teacher or a special app or soft music or soft lighting.
BECOMING MINDFUL
Meditating is simple: sit quietly, close your eyes, and focus on your breathing, while you allow thoughts to pass through your mind without dwelling on them. A thought comes and you notice it and then you let it go, while you return your focus to your breathing. You can count the breaths if you like, but you don’t have to. And that’s it! That’s all that meditation is, at its simplest.
While it may be simple, it’s not easy. It takes some time to get good at it. Buddha sat under his tree for seven days without moving. It’s said he only got up because he was really, really hungry.
The point is, learning to let thoughts pass in and out of your mind is difficult. The brain is going to get distracted; that’s a guarantee. You can’t stop your brain from thinking. But you can train it not to follow every random thought that comes into your head. Meditation simply makes you aware of what the brain is thinking and gives you more control over which thoughts you dwell on and which you choose to release.
If you continue to practice meditation and you become more aware of what you’re thinking, it might mean you’re a slower talker. You might naturally pause more often to take note of what you’re thinking. I see that as a positive.
Meditation will also benefit your conversation skills by making you a better listener. Once the chatter in your mind quiets down, you can really focus on what someone else is saying without becoming overly distracted by your own thoughts. And there are other benefits as well. For example, those who practice mindfulness meditation are less likely to burn out at work. They also tend to better cope with stress. That’s a pretty good deal just for sitting quietly and breathing for a few minutes a day.
There are many variations on the simple formula I laid out. There’s some very hopeful research into what’s called loving-kindness meditation. I know that sounds like a class taught by a spiritual adviser who wears wooden beads and smells of patchouli, but it’s an effective tool used by psychologists and physicians.
Loving-kindness meditation, or LKM, can reduce symptoms of depression and even decrease the severity of chronic pain. Just as important, it seems to have an impact on your emotional health and thought processes. People who practice LKM have more positive emotions than those who don’t. It has been shown to decrease bias and foster empathy.
Here’s how you practice LKM, in a nutshell. You send compassionate thoughts to yourself and to other people, and you breathe. You can do that in any method that you choose, but here is a common format:
1. Send compassionate thoughts to yourself.
2. Send them to someone you love.
3. Send them to a stranger.
4. Send them to someone you dislike or with whom you are currently in conflict.
5. Finally, send compassionate thoughts to all living beings.
This morning, I sent compassionate thoughts to myself, to my son, to the girl at the coffee shop with the great Scottish accent, to a person who will remain unnamed, and to the world. It took ten minutes.
As far as I know, meditation is the only effective way to train yourself to be present despite all the distractions of daily life. Meditation is, after all, a method to become more mindful. Whatever method you choose, the important thing is that you find a way to be mentally present in your conversations. Hear someone else’s words and consider them; pay attention to both the spoken message and the unspoken. Be there or be gone.
Humans aren’t as good as we should be in our capacity to empathize with feelings and thoughts of others, be they humans or other animals on Earth. So maybe part of our formal education should be training in empathy. Imagine how different the world would be if, in fact, that were “reading, writing, arithmetic, empathy.”
—NEIL DEGRASSE TYSON
A good friend of mine lost her dad some years back. I found her sitting alone on a bench outside our workplace, not moving, just staring at the horizon. She was absolutely distraught and I didn’t know what to say to her. It’s so easy to say the wrong thing to someone who is grieving and vulnerable. So, I started talking about how I grew up without a father. I told her that my dad had drowned in a submarine when I was only nine months old and I’d always mourned his loss, even though I’d never known him. I just wanted her to realize that she wasn’t alone, that I’d been through something similar and could understand how she felt.
But after I related this story, my friend looked at me and snapped, “Okay, Celeste, you win. You never had a dad and I at least got to spend thirty years with mine. You had it worse. I guess I shouldn’t be so upset that my dad just died.”
I was stunned and mortified. My immediate reaction was to plead my case. “No, no, no,” I said, “that’s not what I’m saying at all. I just meant that I know how you feel.” And she answered, “No, Celeste, you don’t. You have no idea how I feel.”
She walked away and I stood there helplessly, watching her go and feeling like a jerk. I had totally failed my friend. I had wanted to comfort her and, instead, I’d made her feel worse. At that point, I still felt she misunderstood me. I thought she was in a fragile state and had lashed out at me unfairly when I was only trying to help.
But the truth is, she didn’t misunderstand me at all. She understood what was happening perhaps better than I did. When she began to share her raw emotions, I felt uncomfortable. I didn’t know what to say, so I defaulted to a subject with which I was comfortable: myself.
I may have been trying to empathize, at least on a conscious level, but what I really did was draw focus away from her anguish and turn the attention to me. She wanted to talk to me about her father, to tell me about the kind of man he was. She wanted to share her cherished memories of him so I could fully appreciate the magnitude of her loss. Instead, I asked her to stop for a moment and listen to my story about my dad’s tragic death.
From that day forward, I started to notice how often I responded to stories of loss and struggle with stories of my own experiences. My son would tell me about clashing with a kid in Boy Scouts and I would talk about a girl I fell out with in college. When a coworker got laid off, I told her about how much I struggled to find a job after I had been laid off years earlier. But when I began to pay a little more attention to how people responded to my attempts to empathize, I realized the effect of sharing my experiences was never as I intended. What all of these people needed was for me to hear them and acknowledge what they were going through. Instead, I forced them to listen to me and acknowledge me.
Sociologist Charles Derber describes this tendency to insert oneself into a conversation as “conversational narcissism.” It’s the desire to take over a conversation, to do most of the talking, and to turn the focus of the exchange to yourself. It is often subtle and unconscious.1
Derber writes that conversational narcissism “is the key manifestation of the dominant attention-getting psychology in America. It occurs in informal conversations among friends, family, and coworkers. The profusion of popular literature about listening and the etiquette of managing those who talk constantly about themselves suggests its pervasiveness in everyday life.”
Derber describes two kinds of responses in conversations: a shift response and a support response. The first shifts attention back to yourself and the second supports the other person’s comment. Here is a simple illustration:
Shift Response
MARY: I’m so busy right now.
TIM: Me, too. I’m totally overwhelmed.
Support Response
MARY: I’m so busy right now.
TIM: Why? What do you have to get done?
Here’s another example:
Shift Response
KAREN: I need new shoes.
MARK: Me, too. These things are falling apart.
Support Response
KAREN: I need new shoes.
MARK: Oh yeah? What kind are you thinking about?
Shift responses are a hallmark of conversational narcissism. They help you turn the focus constantly back to yourself. But a support response encourages the other person to continue their story. It lets them know you’re listening and interested in hearing more.
The game of catch is often used as a metaphor for conversation. Ideally, a conversation is a constant exchange of attention and focus. It’s active because there is a continuous shift between talking about what’s on your own mind and focusing on what someone else is saying. (Perhaps a more fitting twenty-first-century analogy would be a perpetual switch on your camera phone between selfie mode and portrait mode: focused on me, focused on them, focused on me, focused on them.) That’s why the comparison to playing catch is so apt.
In an actual game of catch, you’re forced to take turns. In conversation, we often find ways to resist giving someone else a turn. Sometimes we use passive means to subtly grab control of the exchange. Here’s an example, based on Derber’s research:
JOSH: I saw that new movie last night!
DAN: Oh.
JOSH: It was great. I really enjoyed it.
DAN: Nice.
JOSH: Have you seen it yet?
DAN: Yeah, I didn’t think it was good. I thought the acting was stilted and . . . [goes into long analysis of the movie].
In this case, Dan didn’t respond with any energy until Josh gave up control and asked him a question. Dan may not have been conscious of the fact that he was forcing Josh to hand over the reins of the conversation. For many of us, taking control of an exchange is habitual.
The tug-of-war over attention is not always easy to track. We sometimes very craftily disguise our attempts to shift focus. We might start a sentence with a supportive comment and then follow up with a comment about ourselves. For example, if a friend tells us they just got a promotion, we might respond by saying, “That’s great! Congratulations. I’m going to ask my boss for a promotion, too. I hope I get it.”
Such a response could be perfectly fine, as long as we allow the focus to shift back to the other person again. The healthy balance is lost when we repeatedly shine the attention back on ourselves. We’re lobbing ball after ball at the other person, who may well want to duck and run.
While reciprocity is an important part of any meaningful conversation, the truth is that shifting the attention to our own experiences is, at its core, a completely natural instinct. Modern humans are hardwired to talk about themselves more than any other topic. Research shows that we spend about 60 percent of our time in conversations talking about ourselves. Most of the remaining time is spent talking about a third person, not the person we’re talking to. One study found that “most social conversation time is devoted to statements about the speaker’s own emotional experiences and/or relationships, or those of third parties not present.”2
Part of this hardwiring lies in a neurological phenomenon known as convergent information. When someone tells us a story, our brain automatically scans our memory for a comparable experience. In her book Being a Brain-Wise Therapist, Bonnie Badenoch writes, “If I watch you lick an ice cream cone, the same neurons will fire in both our brains, even though I only get to lick the ice cream internally.” The same principle holds true when we hear someone describe an experience—the brain responds as if it’s been presented with a visual stimulus.3
The insula, an area of the brain deep inside the cerebral cortex, takes in the information and then tries to find a relevant experience in our memory banks that can give context to the information. It’s mostly a helpful process: the brain is trying to make sense of what we hear and see.
Subconsciously, we find similar experiences of our own, add them to what’s happening at the moment, and then the whole package of information is sent to the limbic regions, the part of the brain just below the cerebrum. And that’s where some trouble can arise. Instead of helping us better understand someone else’s experience, our own experiences can distort our perceptions of what the other person is saying or experiencing.
For example, suppose your sister tells you a story about a delicious dinner she made. Immediately, your brain will begin to search for any comparable experiences you’ve had. Did she mention mushrooms? Your brain scans your memory for information about the flavor of mushrooms. Did she say she cut her finger? Your brain retrieves a memory of the time you had to go to the ER for stitches. Your brain then sends all the converging information to your body to analyze. Your mouth might salivate if you think mushrooms are delicious. Your finger might ache a tiny bit from remembered pain. All of that sensory experience comes back to the brain to be absorbed and integrated. It happens so rapidly and automatically that we are not usually aware of it.
When everything works properly, this biological response helps us feel empathy toward the other person. We can imagine how delicious that dinner was. We can imagine how painful it must have been to nick a finger with a sharp knife.
But sometimes things go wrong. What if your relevant experience doesn’t fully match your sister’s story? You’ve eaten beef Stroganoff with mushrooms, but it tasted awful. Your experience with a knife injury was more serious than hers. When your experiences don’t match up, you replace the other person’s evaluation (“it didn’t hurt that much”) with your own (“knives are really dangerous”). As behavior change specialist Judith Martens writes, “Most times, you try to understand someone else by relating his story to your own experiences. If this is all you do, you are seeing the other as if he is you. Guess what, he is not! Relating to your own experiences is not a good start for true understanding.”4
This is a point on which I receive a lot of resistance. Almost universally, people tell me that sharing similar experiences is a good way to show empathy. But in fact, research suggests otherwise. A study from the Max Planck Institute for Human Cognitive and Brain Sciences suggests that our egos distort our perception of our own empathy, so that we’re not good judges of when we’re being empathetic and when we’re not.5
When participants in the study watched a video of maggots in a group setting, they could understand that other people might be repulsed by the video. But if one person was shown pictures of puppies while the other unfortunate people were shown the maggot video, the puppy viewer generally underestimated the rest of the group’s negative reaction to the maggots. Study author Dr. Tania Singer observed, “The participants who were feeling good themselves assessed their partners’ negative experiences as less severe than they actually were. In contrast, those who had just had an unpleasant experience assessed their partners’ good experience less positively.” In other words, we tend to use our own feelings and perceptions as a basis to determine how others feel.
Here’s how that translates to your daily conversations: Let’s say you and a friend are both laid off at the same time by the same company. In that case, using your own feelings as a measure of your friend’s feelings may be fairly accurate because you’re experiencing the same event.
But what if you’re having a great day and you meet a friend who was just laid off? Without knowing it, you’ll judge how your friend is feeling against the standard of your good mood. She’ll say, “This is awful. I’m so worried that I feel sick to my stomach.” And you might respond, “Don’t worry, you’ll be okay. I was laid off six years ago and everything turned out fine.” The more comfortable you are, the more difficult it is to empathize with the suffering of another.
While empathy is innate in most humans, it is also limited and can be challenging to maintain under the best circumstances. Most of us have read about experiments in which people willingly caused pain to others in a laboratory setting. The most famous of these is the Milgram experiment, which took place in 1961 at Yale University. In this study, participants were told to press a button to deliver electric shocks of increasing intensity to a person in another room. The study subjects were unaware that the test wasn’t real and that electric shocks were never really administered.
The highest setting on the button was marked “Danger: severe shock.” And yet more than half of the participants pressed the button when told to do so—even when they could hear the person in the other room pleading for mercy. But we don’t need a laboratory to prove that empathy can be subverted. We need look no farther than our own history to see many horrendous examples of cruelty and torture. It’s not necessary, in this book, to delve deeply into those events.
As the Milgram experiment illustrates so vividly, outside factors can weaken our ability to feel empathy for another human being. But some of those factors might come as a surprise. For example, the amount of money in your bank account affects your empathy for other people. You might think the poorest among us, who are struggling to get by, would be the least able to identify with the feelings of others. You might imagine they’d be consumed with their own needs, which are pressing and sometimes dire. But you would be wrong.
It turns out, the more money you have, the less able you are to correctly identify other people’s emotions. It doesn’t matter if you’re looking at photos or interacting with real people, if you’re wealthy, you likely have a harder time recognizing joy, fear, love, and anxiety in a stranger’s face. (You’re also more likely to be rude in conversation, which I think is related to empathy.)6
In this case, income was the only differentiating factor. “It was across gender, across ethnic backgrounds,” says the author of the study, Sara Konrath. Konrath says those with lower incomes showed “greater empathic accuracy in the study.” While many people believe education can increase empathy, that may not be entirely true, either. In Konrath’s extensive research, people with only a high school diploma scored 7 percent higher than those with a college degree.7
But here’s the interesting part of that study, in my eyes. At one point, a group of students were told to imagine Bill Gates as the top of the socioeconomic ladder. (That doesn’t require a lot of imagination. He is quite literally at the top of that ladder, with a net worth of $75 billion.) The students were asked to imagine where they were on the ladder in relation to Bill Gates at the top. Most of us rank fairly low compared to Gates, so this group was imagining themselves as doing far worse than another person.
Another group was told to imagine someone at the very bottom of the scale, someone with absolutely nothing. And then they were told to imagine their place somewhere above the destitute person. Most people are doing relatively well compared to a homeless person with no money or property, so they were thinking of themselves as being much better off than someone else.
After those exercises, the researchers tested for empathy. All of the participants were shown photographs of strangers and asked to identify the emotion they saw in the other person’s eyes. (That’s a common test for empathic accuracy: how well you identify another person’s emotions.) Turns out, those who pictured themselves somewhere below Bill Gates on the wealth scale—those who had just imagined themselves doing far worse than someone else—were fairly accurate at identifying emotions. Those who compared themselves to a homeless person, and thought of themselves as far above another, scored significantly worse.
Nothing about their financial circumstances had changed. In other words, simply thinking of yourself as rich by comparison makes you less empathetic. Imagining that you are relatively poor does the opposite.
Let’s pause for a moment and make sure we all understand the limitations of scientific research. It’s important to note that all studies are limited in scope and meaning. This study, for example, focused on people at a university, so it didn’t reach either the richest or the poorest members of our society. Scientists don’t usually state anything conclusively until multiple studies have been done by various independent groups. Even after a number of studies have been done, however, social science research is still limited, as it is nearly impossible to reproduce real-world situations in a clinical setting. And yet, though it has limitations, this research is provocative and hopeful to me.
It’s hopeful because it suggests that empathy can be learned and nurtured. Just thinking that others are doing far better than you are makes you more empathetic. As Sara Konrath explains, “There’s more fluidity to [empathy] than previously thought.” Your level of empathy can go down, of course, but it can also go up. Compassion can be learned. That’s a crucial takeaway.
An area of the brain called the right supramarginal gyrus (RSG) controls this response. The RSG helps us feel empathy and overcome what scientists call “emotional egocentricity.” The RSG recognizes when we are responding in a narcissistic way and often tries to correct our perception.
But the RSG is highly complicated and sensitive and is affected by a dizzying array of factors that can prevent it from working properly. Even a small thing like being pressed for time can prompt the RSG to focus on your own emotions instead of someone else’s. And as I mentioned, the happier and more comfortable you are, the more work the RSG needs to do and the more likely it is that your emotions will distort your perception of the other person.
This is not always a bad thing. If you’re in danger or trying to meet an important deadline, it’s imperative that you focus on your own needs above another’s. But if “emotional egocentricity” occurred only when it was needed, we wouldn’t be talking about its negative effects on conversation.
The words people use to express themselves also influence how we perceive their emotions because we unconsciously add our own context and experience to the meaning of those words. Communications expert Robert Chen, who coaches top executives on “soft skills,” says, “If you assumed that just because you speak English and the other person speaks English that you’re both speaking the same language, you’re very wrong. The meaning you give to words [is a product of ] your environment and your experience with that word.”
This is one reason why miscommunication occurs so often. You may think you and your conversation partner are talking about a similar experience, but the same words don’t always describe the same experience.
It took me years to realize that I was much better at the game of catch than I was at its conversational equivalent. Now I try to be more aware of my instinct to share stories and talk about myself. I try to ask questions that encourage the other person to continue. I’ve also made a conscious effort to listen more and talk less.
Recently, I had a long conversation with a friend of mine who was going through a divorce. We spent almost forty minutes on the phone and I barely said a word. At the end of our call, she said, “Thank you for your advice. You’ve really helped me work some things out.” The truth is, I hadn’t actually offered any advice; most of what I said was a version of “That sounds tough. I’m sorry this is happening to you.” She didn’t need advice or stories from me. She just needed to be heard.
As with anything, there are exceptions to this rule. I’m sure there will be conversations in which it’s helpful for you to share your own experiences. But most of the time, refocusing the conversation on you is unlikely to be helpful and can actually be hurtful. What’s more, it’s never wrong to choose not to talk about yourself. As they say, the mouth shuts, the ears don’t, and there’s a good reason for that.
I never give advice unless someone asks me for it. One thing I’ve learned, and possibly the only advice I have to give, is to not be that person giving out unsolicited advice based on your own personal experience.
—TAYLOR SWIFT
When I moved to Georgia in 2014, I became a Southerner for the first time in my life. I was raised in California and have lived in Arizona, Washington, Michigan, New Jersey, and Maryland, but I’d never put down stakes south of the Mason-Dixon Line. However, my family tree has its roots in the South. One of my ancestors was a slave on a Georgia plantation in Milledgeville, a small town northeast of Macon, less than a two-hour drive from Atlanta.
If you read the biography of my great-grandmother in The Encyclopedia of Arkansas History and Culture, you’ll see that her father’s name is “unknown.”1 That may be the truth according to the official record, but our family knows who he was. He was the Scotch-Irish man who owned Anne Fambro, my great-great-grandmother. Carrie Lena Fambro was his daughter, born in 1872. When the era of legal slavery came to an end with the Civil War, he provided all of his mixed-race children, I’m told, with a college education.
Carrie got a degree from Atlanta University in 1886 and became a fierce advocate for the education of African Americans. She founded the first library for blacks in the Deep South, using funds raised by staging Shakespeare’s plays. She taught at Union School, the first school for black children in Little Rock, Arkansas. These stories are part of my history; I’ve heard them retold many times and I’ve shared them with my own son.
I also grew up listening to stories about the ways my family has suffered because of racism. When my grandfather was to be awarded an honorary doctorate at Oberlin College, he decided to drive from Los Angeles to Ohio with his whole family. Unfortunately, they weren’t allowed to stay at most hotels because he was black, and they couldn’t stay at the black hotels because my grandmother was white. So, he drove nearly twenty-four hundred miles without stopping to get to Oberlin.
I’m quite light-skinned, yet I was the second-darkest kid in my elementary school in Southern California. In third grade, one of the other kids called me a “nigger” and I punched him in the eye, without hesitation. I was sent to the principal’s office and I still remember how scared I was outside his office. I was a good student and I didn’t get in trouble very often. I knew my mother’s reaction would be harsh if she had to pick me up from school. But the principal told me that if anyone else called me that word, I should punch them, too. And then he sent me back to class.
Needless to say, moving to Georgia was an emotionally turbulent experience for me. You can imagine my feelings when I discovered that, as a state employee, I got a day off for Robert E. Lee’s birthday and another for Confederate Memorial Day. (The latter has since been renamed simply “State Holiday.”) And you might be able to understand my reaction as I drove down the highway and saw the Confederate battle flag flying over people’s homes.
And yet, when the debate over the battle flag reignited in the wake of the horrific massacre of nine people in the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, South Carolina, my duty as a journalist was to cover the issue. We devoted an entire hour of my radio show to a discussion of that flag, its history and significance. We invited guests to join the debate who believed that the Confederate flag is a symbol of Southern identity and pride and that it should fly freely on government property as a tribute to the heroism of the soldiers who died defending the Confederacy.
I spent some time examining my own thoughts before that show. I knew there was no way that defenders of the flag could possibly understand my emotional reaction to it. They couldn’t know my family’s history or understand my personal experience. In turn, I had to acknowledge that I couldn’t know their history or understand their experience.
I also wanted to be fair to my audience; they deserved to know about any bias I brought to the table. So, at the beginning of that show, I read the following disclaimer:
In the interest of full disclosure, I want to be clear about my perspective on this issue. I’m a mixed-race woman whose ancestors were slaves on a Georgia plantation. I can’t pretend that I’m unbiased on the Confederate battle flag, as the flag is a symbol of torture, oppression, and enslavement to me.
However, I’m also a professional journalist and I welcome an open, honest conversation from all sides on the issue. I don’t make public policy. My job is to give you all the information and let you decide as objectively as possible. . . . As always, we don’t just welcome your comments, we’d love you to enter the conversation with us.
Those interviews were among the hardest I’ve done in my long career. Some of the things people said were personally hurtful and painful to hear. I was often tempted to argue or interrupt, but I remained professional and curious, and it paid off. I have since had great conversations with members of the Sons of Confederate Veterans. I don’t agree with them on this issue, but I understand them better.
Our differing opinions on this one issue of the battle flag didn’t interfere with our ability to talk to one another or respect one another, and it doesn’t necessarily follow that because we disagree on this, we disagree on everything. Furthermore, our disagreements didn’t prevent us from listening to one another. In order to have important conversations, you will sometimes have to check your opinions at the door. There is no belief so strong that it cannot be set aside temporarily in order to learn from someone who disagrees. Don’t worry; your beliefs will still be there when you’re done.
If you’re like most people, you probably tend to avoid engaging in conversation with people you think are bigoted. We imagine that those who are less educated or less intelligent than we are probably don’t have as enlightened a worldview.
But that would be your bias showing.
While we assume that smarts and education make us more open-minded than people less educated or intelligent, the truth is that research shows that the smarter you are, the more susceptible you are to bias. “If anything,” the study reads, “a larger bias blind spot was associated with higher cognitive ability.”2
This is all part of what’s called unconscious or implicit bias. These are biases that affect our judgment but that we’re unaware of and sometimes not even in control of. They are stereotypes, either positive or negative, of others that influence our views of them. Conscious biases are often choices we make about what we like or don’t like: you prefer employees who dress professionally or you like waiters who call you “sir.” Unconscious biases are harder to change because we often don’t know we have them.
But maybe you’re willing to accept that you have biases. You may think you’re aware of your own prejudices and are actively working to eliminate them. That might be true on some level, but there’s no evidence that people who are aware of their own biases are better able to overcome them than those who are unaware of their biases. And no matter how much thought you give to the issue, you’re probably not aware of all the prejudices that influence your thinking. They’re called unconscious biases for a reason, after all.
My point is, you may avoid a conversation with a racist, not realizing how hypocritical you are. You may be subject to just as many biases as the person you think you can’t talk to. We all have these biases, regardless of race, gender, income, or religion.
Imagine how presumptuous it is to enter a conversation in order to educate someone else about their biases when you are unaware of your own. As a multiracial woman with light skin, I’m often in a unique position to observe other people’s implicit bias. I once moderated a panel on the author James Baldwin with three African American professors. At one point, one of the panelists mentioned Barack Obama’s “black heritage.” I commented, “Remember that Obama is half white, so he has white heritage as well.”
The panelist turned to the largely African American audience and pulled a face. Then he pointed to me and said, “Should I explain it to her?” I waited for the laughter to die down and then responded, “I’m multiracial, so I understand the need to balance both the white and the black cultures in a family.” He jokingly yelled, “You dogged me!” I said, “Brother, you dogged yourself.”
No one would argue that this acclaimed professor wasn’t intelligent or educated, but biases affect us all. Schooling and smarts won’t protect us from stereotyping.
The goal of an honest, respectful dialogue is to open our minds, not to change them. In fact, research suggests that changing our minds is a fiendishly difficult task.
In one study, researchers at Georgia State University and the University of Michigan gave study participants a series of fake news articles about a hot-button political topic. Then they gave the subjects an accurate article that explained what the previous articles got wrong. Imagine the surprise of the researchers when they found that reading the real news article only made people believe more strongly in the fake news they read first.
“Fake news” has been a common phrase since the 2016 election in the United States. People read that Pope Francis had endorsed Donald Trump (he didn’t) and that “pizza” was a code word for a child sex trafficking ring run by members of Hillary Clinton’s campaign (it wasn’t). One of the dangers of “fake news” is that once someone has read it, it can become part of their belief system and very difficult to dislodge.
This phenomenon is called the backfire effect. When we learn we’re wrong about something, we’re often compelled to adhere more stubbornly to our original, incorrect belief. It’s an unconscious process, so it’s not as though anyone actually says, “I know I’m wrong, but I’m sticking with the lie.” It’s called the backfire effect because correcting inaccurate information can backfire and make a person stick even more adamantly to something that isn’t true.
You might imagine that one solution to this problem is to do research so you can recognize untruths when you see them. But reading up on a subject doesn’t seem to help. When we are very knowledgeable on a subject, we are often more likely to assume we know what’s true and to accept information that supports our beliefs, even if it’s false.
In his book You Are Not So Smart, journalist David McRaney writes about a study on differing views of the demonstrations that turned deadly at Kent State University in 1970, when National Guard soldiers shot and killed several protestors. “What is astonishing,” McRaney said, “is they found the beliefs were stronger the more the participants said they knew about the event. The bias for the National Guard or the protesters was stronger the more knowledgeable the person was on the subject. The people who only had a basic understanding experienced a weak backfire effect when considering the evidence. The backfire effect pushed those who had put more thought into the matter farther from the gray areas.”3
This is why conspiracy theories will persist no matter how much data is presented to refute them. It’s why some people will always believe Obama is not an American citizen or astronauts never walked on the moon. And it’s a very good reason why you shouldn’t waste your time trying to disabuse someone of what you think is an incorrect opinion.
There is good news on this front, however. Further research into the backfire effect demonstrates that it might be rare and not nearly as widespread as initially believed. When two political scientists tried to re-create the backfire effect in a study, they found that participants were resistant to factual correction on only one subject: weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) in Iraq. On almost every other issue, the participants listened to and respected the factual information they were given. Perhaps we’re not living in a “post-truth” world after all.
That said, it’s important to note that participants in the study often held fast to the political ideologies and information that supported their side and discredited the opposing side. Study author Ethan Porter of George Washington University told the Poynter Institute for Media Studies that “there’s still differential responsiveness, people still have their political beliefs. It’s just that the picture may not be as dire as is commonly painted.”4
It’s nice to have some reassurance that political arguments can be grounded in fact. But why bother arguing about politics anyway? Have you ever gotten into an argument about a hot-button issue and heard the other person say, “You know what? You’re right. I was wrong about that. Thank you so much for enlightening me.” That has never happened to me. Not once.
Some arguments, however, can be productive if they’re handled properly. Apple cofounder Steve Jobs famously thought arguments among his employees led to innovation. “Through that group of incredibly talented people bumping up against each other,” he said, “having arguments, having fights sometimes, making some noise and working together, they polish each other [like rocks] and they polish the ideas.”5
So, how do you handle an argument properly? For starters, if there’s tension between you and another person, it’s best to address it sooner rather than later. The tension often increases with the passage of time instead of dissipating.
Imagine this: You’re at a theatrical performance and during a dramatic scene, the lead actress’s wig starts to slide off her head. Probably the worst thing she can do at that point is to ignore the wig. No one in the audience will hear a word she says, no matter how great the dialogue is. They will be focused on that wig, waiting for it to drop.
A better solution would be to grab it and take it off, or fix it while saying, “This damn thing never stays on.” She needs to openly acknowledge that something has gone wrong and then do her best to make it right. The same holds true for tension in a relationship: ignoring the problem doesn’t make it go away.
Don’t avoid a conversation because you’re afraid of an argument. If the argument is coming, face it and try to make it as productive as possible. There are some simple ways to do this:
1. Don’t make it personal. Don’t talk about their personal flaws or use phrases like “This is what you always do” or “Here’s your problem.”
2. Think about solutions instead of focusing only on what you don’t like or what made you angry. A productive argument isn’t just a chance to complain.
3. Be willing to let the other person win. Finding a resolution that helps you both doesn’t always mean declaring a victor or affirming that you are right.
Arguments happen when people’s emotions are invovled. There’s nothing wrong with being passionate about a subject and being invested in its outcome. But passion can also lead to misunderstandings and hurt feelings, so I think the best conversations occur before an argument is necessary.
Any time you enter a conversation, and especially when you are about to talk with someone who holds different beliefs from your own, ask yourself: What do you hope to get out of this exchange? What would you like to have happen at the end and how would you like to walk away from the other person? Angry, frustrated, and no smarter than when you started? You probably cannot change their mind, so perhaps your goal should be your own enlightenment. You can’t control what they take away from the conversation, but you can control what you get out of it.
As a journalist, I have had to learn how to open myself up in this way. It’s not easy, and it takes training and a lot of practice. Often, you learn through your mistakes. The questions you didn’t ask because you assumed you knew the answers, the people you didn’t interview because you thought they had nothing valuable to add to the story. I’ve done practice interviews over and over while a coach pointed out the places where I’d stated my own opinion or shut someone down before they had the chance to express their views.
It starts with asking yourself some basic questions. No matter how strong your opinions are, dive into every topic thinking, “What if the other person is right? Why do they think the way they do?”
Unfortunately, research shows that many of us would rather avoid these conversations entirely. More than half of all Americans say most of their friends share their political views and we are really reluctant to talk about issues that might spark an argument.6 Pew Research calls this the “spiral of silence.” Most people (excluding online trolls) are not willing to share their views on politics, either on social media or in person, unless they are reasonably convinced that people agree with them.7
I think you can see the effects of this tendency all around us. Whether the issue is climate change, migrant refugees, abortion, or terrorism, we prefer to talk to people who share our opinions. We prefer to hear news that supports the opinions we already have. We choose to unfriend people who post things we don’t like. We don’t want to change our minds.
Not only is our information tailored to suit our opinions, but our personal relationships are as well. We may work with people whose opinions are vastly different from our own, we may see them almost every day, but unless we engage with them in an honest, civil dialogue, can we say that we really understand them? How can we solve complicated issues if we don’t talk to the people right in front of us?
It’s a problem that goes beyond our living rooms and offices. Congress has been remarkably unproductive in the past decade. In fact, the 112th Congress created only 284 laws, the fewest since 1973. And while politicians once crossed the aisle regularly to vote on bills, sometimes agreeing with their own party leaders and sometimes not, voting records now show a stark, clear divide, with most votes coming down to party lines. It is thought this change is partly caused by the drop in social interaction on Capitol Hill.
Democrats and Republicans used to attend the same parties, go out for lunch, meet for drinks. Their spouses used to know one another and their kids would go to one another’s birthday parties. People on different sides of the aisle used to talk to each other. That rarely happens anymore.
As a nation, as a culture, as a functional society, we are stagnating. We are separating the entire population into groups of us (those who agree with us) and them (those who don’t). If you only speak to people who agree with you, you shut out the possibility of new perspectives, discoveries, and information.
I’m not suggesting you remain in conversation with someone who is spouting hateful rhetoric or subject yourself to abusive remarks. All I’m saying is, just because someone supports a candidate that you don’t like, that doesn’t mean you disagree with them on everything and can’t find common ground. Just because someone has a strong opinion on taxes doesn’t mean you won’t connect on a shared experience of parenting or sports.
The famed therapist M. Scott Peck wrote that true listening requires a setting aside of self. “Sensing this acceptance, the speaker will feel less and less vulnerable and more and more inclined to open up the inner recess of his or her mind to the listener.”8
This setting aside of the self—and all of the opinions, causes, beliefs, and biases that come with it—is one of the cornerstones of great conversation.
One of the best lessons I’ve learned in nearly twenty years as a journalist is that everyone has something to teach me. If you can find it within yourself to stop using conversations as a way to convince people that you’re right, you will be stunned at what you’ve been missing. A flood of information will rush in to fill the vacancy left behind by your ego. You might be overwhelmed with knowledge, perspective, insight, and experience. You’ll hear stories you had refused to hear because you were too busy stating and restating your case. If you enter every conversation assuming you have something to learn, you will never be disappointed.
If you want to articulate your opinion, write a blog. If you want to have a conversation, set your opinions aside, at least temporarily. You might find you never want to return to them. You may find you’ve evolved beyond them.
One false word, one extra word, and somebody’s thinking about how they have to buy paper towels at the store. Brevity is very important. If you’re going to be longwinded, it should be for a purpose. Not just because you like your words.
—PATRICIA MARX
Did you know that most interviews on public radio are only about five minutes long? They often seem longer because they’re packed with information, but they’re actually quite brief. It takes longer to cook a frozen pizza than it does for Steve Inskeep to interview Elizabeth Warren about economic policy.
Your conversations will probably never be as concise as an edited interview, but they don’t have to be as long and rambling as a Senate filibuster. Keeping conversations short is a discipline. It’s not easy, but it’s incredibly rewarding. If what you have to say is important and you want people to remember it, then keep it short and sweet.
The fact is, we can’t pay attention for very long. As I mentioned in Chapter Two, attention spans have been on the decline for years and are now believed to be on par with those of goldfish (and actually, goldfish can pay attention for one second longer than modern humans can). When we are casually reading or surfing the Internet, the average person’s attention span is just eight seconds long.
The results are a little better if we’re focused on a task, but still not great. Researchers at the University of Michigan studied attention in a different way. They followed workers as they went about their business and reset stopwatches every time they changed tasks on the computer or switched to a new Web page. In 2004, when they first conducted the study, the average attention span was three minutes. In 2012, they tried it again and found the average had dropped to 1 minute 15 seconds. By 2014, it was down to 59.5 seconds.1
Most researchers blame this phenomenon on technology, and it’s true that younger people are especially prone to getting bored. People between the ages of eighteen and twenty-four rarely give their full attention to any one thing for long. Nearly 80 percent use their smartphones or tablets while they are watching TV. They might believe they are multitasking, but we know that’s an illusion.
The implications of our dwindling attention span are widespread. Our ability to focus relates to our health. (How long can we exercise? How much time can we spend in the kitchen cooking our own meals?) It also impacts our relationships. (How much patience do we have with others? Can we focus on what someone else is saying or doing?) Our attention span even impacts our IQ. Our intelligence may be determined not only by what we know but also by what our brain can ignore while it focuses on something else.2
But a short attention span isn’t entirely bad. The report from the University of Michigan study concluded that “consumers are becoming better at doing more with less [online] via shorter bursts of high attention and more efficient encoding to memory.” So while we may struggle to focus on any one thing for more than a couple of minutes, we are getting better at focusing intensely for short periods of time. In a world in which we are surrounded by constant distractions, having the ability to quickly pivot our attention from one thing to the next is a valuable asset.
And it’s a compelling reason to edit yourself if your conversational style tends to be a little more free-form than direct. The more important your message, the more essential it is that you confine it to a length that makes the best use of the other person’s short burst of attention.
My ex-husband used to tell me that I tried to cover all the years of our relationship over the course of one conversation. The power of the current complaint (and it was usually a complaint) was diluted because I kept talking and talking about every related incident that came to mind. I should have kept it short if I had wanted to accomplish something instead of making him feel that every time I said, “We need to talk,” I was planning a forty-minute outline of all the mistakes he’d ever made.
At work, I have tried to learn to call employees into my office to talk about one specific thing, or two at the most. During meetings, I have a list of topics to cover and I talk about them in the most concise manner I can, ask if there are questions, and then move on. I’ve found that since I started that practice, people are consistently on time for meetings and are more engaged. They’re also more likely to show up with a positive attitude. Keep your weekly meetings focused and brief and you might never again have to bribe your employees with doughnuts. And most important, I’ve found my staff is more likely to retain the details of what was discussed.
That’s not to say that your conversations should be less than a minute, and they should certainly be longer than eight seconds. But if you prolong a conversation and continue talking for extended periods, you will probably lose the attention of the other person. Their focus will wander while you’re still talking. You’ll waste their time and your own.
Communication expert Alan Weiss says, “People have a tendency to tell others everything they know,” instead of considering what is necessary and what isn’t.3 Take a moment to consider what you need to accomplish in a conversation before you utter your first word. Once you’ve conveyed your message, resist the temptation to keep talking. In conversation, as in so many things, quality trumps quantity.
I know that not all conversations can be structured and planned and logical. Part of the beauty of real-life conversation compared to e-mail is its spontaneity and unpredictability. There is a lot of space, though, between a robotic conversation that sticks to the facts without embellishment or emotion, and a long, rambling chat in which you start out talking about dog food and somehow find that you’ve spent ten minutes sharing the details of a novel you read in high school.
We’ve all had moments when we realized we were blathering. We’ve all become aware that we’re talking about nonsense and seen the light go out of our friend’s eyes while we continue to jabber. While the length of a conversation depends on the context and will vary widely, the type of conversation you’re having should be determined mutually.
What I mean is: you must be sensitive to the signals you’re getting from the other person. Are they indicating that their attention is dwindling and they need to take a break? Are they angling their body away from you, possibly even taking a step away? Are they breaking eye contact frequently? Are they interjecting with “uh-huh” and “yes” to encourage you to reach the end of your sentence? These are signs that the other person’s focus has been exhausted.
Remember, a conversation is a game of catch; both parties have to want to play. Keeping it brief demonstrates consideration for your conversation partner. They may be too polite or concerned for your feelings to interrupt you or step away from you. Return their courtesy by not abusing their time and patience.
What if you’re the one stuck on the receiving end of a meandering conversation? Perhaps yours are the eyes that have gone dead because, while you know the other person has to stop talking eventually, somehow you just can’t feel they ever will.
This happens to me on an almost daily basis, but it’s not because the people I’m talking to are gabbers. It’s because when I finish an interview, I usually have only a couple of minutes between the moment the microphones are turned off and the moment when I have to go back on the air. I need that time to regroup my thoughts so I’ll have the energy and attention for the next interview. When a guest wants to keep the dialogue going—no matter how engaging or lively—I say, “I’m so sorry. I would happily continue this conversation over coffee sometime, but I have to go back on the air and I can’t talk right now.”
I have an easy “out” in the studio, but what about in casual exchanges? For example, I was on a plane recently and the woman next to me began chatting before she even sat down. She had clearly just finished a wonderful visit with her new grandkids and wanted to share her joy with someone else.
Normally, I would happily sit and listen to her loving stories and ooh and aah over her photos. But on that day, I was just too exhausted. Her joy would have only irritated me if I had been forced to listen. So I waited for an opening in the conversation and said, “It sounds like you had a wonderful time. Usually, I would really enjoy hearing about it, but my brain is barely functioning right now. Please forgive me, but I just want to close my eyes and try to get some rest. Is that all right?” Obviously, she agreed and I enjoyed silence for the rest of the trip. As we left the plane, I asked to see a picture of her grandkids and thanked her, sincerely, for allowing me to relax.
Sometimes you can break away politely and respectfully, and sometimes you can’t. If you’re truly stuck in a seemingly endless conversation and your options are to be openly rude in order to leave or to stay there and take it, try to endure. You might be rewarded for your trouble with new information or an enjoyable few minutes.
Conversations require time and patience; that’s part of their value. Some people require more time to articulate their thoughts than others. If you can stay focused and responsive, you will often be richly rewarded. It’s worth the wait.
You can also move a stalled conversation forward by asking pointed questions to help your partner get back on track. “What happened when you got home?” you can ask, or “You’re killing me with suspense! Skip to the end.” Don’t wait until you’ve lost your patience and are liable to say something regrettable. In order to cut an exchange short or move someone along politely, you should be in a relatively positive frame of mind.
If you’re truly irritable and can’t listen to another word, I’d suggest you simply admit that. Just the other day, when my son was telling me about (another!) new video game he’s playing, I said, “I’m cranky and no fun to be around right now. Could you oblige me with silence? I know it’s not fair, but I just want to stew in my own cranky juices.” His response? “Whatever, Mom.”
Brevity is not just the soul of wit, it’s a necessary tool for effective communication. As with any rule in this book, there are exceptions. (You might get tired of reading that.) Not every chat should be brief. Many of us know the pleasure of sitting on the couch and talking to a friend for hour after hour. But most of our conversations don’t fit that category. In general, it’s helpful to know what you want to say before you start, and then keep an eye on the clock as you talk. In the majority of cases, keeping it short will keep it good. And before this becomes ironic, I’ll keep this chapter short as well.
In communications, familiarity breeds apathy.
—WILLIAM BERNBACH
Last year, I called an all-staff meeting to talk with my producers about what was working and what could be improved in the daily operations of our show. One young woman could barely wait for me to open the floor before blurting out: “You criticize us too much! When something goes wrong, you really make me feel horrible.”
I was totally taken aback by her response. In my mind, I’m extremely conscious of how much negative feedback I offer. In fact, I keep a notepad by my desk where I track my conversations with employees. My goal is to say at least two positive things to each person every day. How could I have made someone whose work I value feel so bad? I asked her to explain and she reminded me of an incident that had taken place a few weeks prior.
She had arranged for a professor to call in during a recent show so I could interview him about voter turnout. But once he was on the line, there was a lot of static. The sound was so bad that it dropped out completely a few times, and it was hard to understand what he was saying.
“What is wrong with his line?” I typed into the online chat window that we use to communicate with each other while we’re live on the air. “We checked it twice before we went on the air and it sounded good,” the producer responded. “But this is terrible,” I typed back. “I know,” she answered.
After the show was over, I went into the control room to ask more questions. “So, what happened?” I said. The producer answered, “I checked that line multiple times. It was fine.” “It sounded awful on the air,” I said. “I checked it just a couple of minutes before the show started and it was working,” she answered. “Well, there were several moments when I couldn’t even understand what he was saying,” I said. “I know,” she answered.
You’ll notice that not once in that entire exchange did I offer explicit criticism. In fact, the producer and I agreed that the interview had not gone well. So why did she come away from our conversation feeling demoralized? In a word: repetition. I uttered some version of “that was awful” multiple times. Since she was responsible for the segment, every new iteration felt like a slap. And since we (along with everyone else in the room) agreed on the problem, I was repeating something she already understood, and as a result I was deepening her embarrassment.
After that meeting, I started to take notice of how often I repeated negative feedback. I did it a lot, and it was affecting staff morale. The thing is, it would have never occurred to me that repetition alone could be heard as criticism had this producer not spoken up.
Repetition can be an effective tool in speeches and lectures. Think about how often you’ve heard a politician repeat the same words or phrases in various forms. These are called talking points and politicians use them because they’re as effective as a good advertising slogan: stories about “welfare queens” or “trickle-down economics” or the greed of the so-called 1 percent.
But repetition in this context can also backfire. Remember Marco Rubio’s performance during a GOP presidential debate in 2016? Some analysts wryly described it as a “glitch in the matrix” after Rubio repeated the exact same words four times. “Let’s dispel this notion that Barack Obama doesn’t know what he’s doing,” Rubio said. “He knows exactly what he’s doing.”
We can all rib Rubio, but before you start feeling too smug, consider that most of us unknowingly repeat ourselves daily. Granted, we don’t often use the exact same words, but we repeat the message all the same.
I remember having a conversation with my son after he got into a fight. A schoolmate was yelling insults at him on the playground and snatching the ball from him whenever he could. Finally, my son lost patience and pushed him. “That was your mistake,” I told him. “He was wrong right up until you put your hands on him. Then you lost the high ground.”
Our conversation continued, as he explained that he had to go to the principal and write a note of apology to the other kid. “You just shouldn’t have pushed him,” I said. “If you’d held your temper, he would have been the one in trouble.” And then he said that he would have to spend a few lunch periods in detention and that the teacher wanted to talk with me. “That’s because you’re the one who decided to make it physical,” I said. Suddenly, he yelled back, “I know! I’ve heard it a million times now! I’m not stupid!”
I could have lectured him more about losing his temper and raising his voice to me, but I didn’t. Because he was right. I had repeated myself multiple times. (Back then he was still young enough to get frustrated by repetition. Now he just tunes me out.) I’m willing to bet there are many kids (and spouses) who don’t listen closely because they’re “tired of hearing it.” In this case, “it” is the same basic message rephrased over and over.
Repetition is the conversational equivalent of marching in place. It’s not interesting and it doesn’t move anything forward.
We sometimes assume that repeating information helps to drill it into someone’s head. After all, we’re taught from a young age to repeat the information we want to learn. We make flash cards to learn a foreign language. We repeat important dates in our heads: The Louisiana Purchase was signed in 1803. The Louisiana Purchase was signed in 1803. When we have a big test coming up, we cram until the wee hours of the morning, drilling names and dates and equations until our heads swim.
These types of repetition help you to retain new learning for one key reason: you’re the one repeating the information. Research shows that when we repeat something multiple times, it ups our chances of remembering it.1 The benefit increases if we repeat that information to another person, but the benefit isn’t shared with the person listening. So, if you’re in a meeting and you repeat a deadline to your team four times, you’ll probably remember it well but your team members are no more likely to retain it than if you’d mentioned it only once.
There are also limitations to how much repetition benefits memory. In 2014, two neurobiologists at the University of California, Irvine, published a provocative study that gauged the effectiveness of repetition in learning. Study participants were shown pictures of objects such as sunglasses and coffee mugs. They saw each picture no less than three times. Then, researchers showed the participants more pictures and asked them to identify only the exact items that were in the original group. But this time, the researchers inserted “lures,” objects that were similar to the original objects but not actually included in the first list, such as an old-fashioned phone instead of a modern one. As it turns out, people had a hard time identifying the lures. They were confident that those comparable objects had been on the original list, even though they hadn’t been.2
The researchers call this getting the gist instead of remembering fine details. A good example is recognizing a familiar street corner. The study suggests that if you were to visit that corner many times, you might be less able to distinguish it from an intersection that looks similar. That’s useful unless you’re trying to give your spouse directions. She might ask if there’s a drugstore at a particular intersection and your memory may not be accurate.
The effectiveness of repetition can also wane. The first reading of something gives us a great deal of information. But, as psychologists Henry Roediger and Mark McDaniel explain, “When you do the second reading, you read with a sense of ‘I know this, I know this.’ So basically, you’re not processing it deeply, or picking more out of it. Often, the re-reading is cursory—and it’s insidious because this gives you the illusion that you know the material very well, when in fact, there are gaps.”3 I’ll bet we can all remember listening to someone repeat something to us while, in our heads, we thought, “I know, I know, I know.” The first hearing may have been helpful, but the second and third . . . not so much. In fact, research seems to imply that repeating important information will make people more likely to tune out rather than help them remember.
Repetition can make us feel like we know the material well. But because our attention wanders after the first reading (or our iteration of it in conversation), our memory of that material becomes less and less precise. It’s an important point to consider in the context of conversations, because we frequently repeat ourselves when we’re talking to others. And often, when someone hears the same thing for a second and third time, they think, “I already know this,” and they stop listening.
It is ironic, in a way, that repetition prompts people to stop listening, because most of us tend to repeat ourselves when we fear we haven’t been heard. You tell your coworker to have a report ready by four p.m., but you see no acknowledgment that they heard you. So, you rephrase it: “If it’s not ready by four p.m., I won’t have time to send it to the corporate office.” But again, he or she fails to respond in a way that reassures you. So, you rephrase yet again.
The thing is, just because someone doesn’t say, “Yes, I hear and understand what you’re saying,” it doesn’t mean that he or she didn’t hear and understand you. People don’t always confirm that they’ve heard important information. The vast majority of the time, there’s no need to restate what you’ve said.
This scenario plays itself out in many settings in our lives. You can find dozens of ways to tell your kid to walk the dogs or tell your spouse to fix a leaky faucet. They may continue to stare at a video screen or football game and not give you the acknowledgment you expect. So you find another way to say it. But perhaps part of the reason they’re tuning you out is because they’ve become accustomed to you telling them the same thing over and over again.
Try to become aware of how often you repeat yourself, and think about what might be prompting you to do it. Do you feel like you’re not getting the acknowledgment you need from the other person? Has he or she failed to follow through on things in the past? Are there too many distractions present when you’re trying to have a conversation (i.e., saying something important while your kid is playing a video game may not be a good idea)? Are you prone to ramble in your conversations?
Over the next few weeks, get into the habit of pausing for a couple of seconds before you respond to someone. Before you repeat yourself, take a moment to find something new to say. You can even ask your friends to tell you when you’re repeating something. I had my son say “echo” every time I started repeating things, and after hearing it a few dozen times, I began to break the habit.
A couple of years ago, I made a New Year’s resolution not to repeat the same information more than twice per conversation. I thought it would be easy. My resolution lasted for about two weeks.
It’s like when you go on a diet and start keeping a food journal. At first you can’t imagine how writing down everything you eat could help because you think you have a pretty good handle on what you consume. But when you tally every cookie, every handful of M&M’s, every soda, you realize that you weren’t actually aware of what was going into your mouth.
The same is true of repetition. Once I started keeping track of it, I realized I wasn’t actually aware of what was coming out of my mouth.
Repeating yourself can be a symptom of conversational narcissism. It can be the result of wanting to keep a conversation going but having nothing new to add. This is quite common in the workplace—we’ve all been in those meetings with someone who doesn’t want to stop talking but has nothing else to say. So, they repeat themselves. These meetings are neither enjoyable nor especially productive. Why would you want to reproduce that effect in your personal life?
CRAMMING 101
Many of us can remember pulling all-nighters in which we used flash cards or other repetitive study aids to cram for an upcoming test, all the while sucking down coffee. We may have thought that was a winning strategy, but new research shows that repeatedly drilling names or numbers doesn’t help you remember them. If you want to make something stick, spaced repetition is the way to go.
Spaced repetition is a clever variation on cramming that allows time to pass in between a repeat of information. I know some high-powered executives who swear by it, as well as medical students and even people with mild dementia. There’s a popular program called SuperMemo that allows you to use spaced repetition to memorize vocabulary, poetry, and nearly any other information you input.4
Here’s how I use it. I’m terrible at remembering names. So, when I learn someone’s name for the first time, I repeat it immediately. Then I let some time pass, a minute or so, and I say it again. If I’m able to use their name in conversation four or five times, while allowing a little time to pass in between each iteration, I have a much better chance at really learning their name. (But not a great chance, because I have a mental block when it comes to people’s names. That’s just a warning, in case we ever meet.)
The same principle can also be applied to the workplace. Let’s say there are three important points you need to convey to your coworkers. You state them at the start of the meeting (“Here’s what we’re going to cover”), then you explain each point, and at the end, you repeat them one more time (“To recap, here’s the important information”). Your colleagues are more likely to remember what you’ve said if you give structure and space to your repetition.
Repetition is often boring, unnecessary, and counterproductive. It seems to be most effective as a memory aid for the speaker and not the listener, and that’s why it’s often a conversation killer. The only way to make sure you’re not teaching people to tune you out is to pay attention to what you’re saying. Listen to yourself first. You may be surprised by what you hear and hear and hear.
No one is dumb who is curious. The people who don’t ask questions remain clueless throughout their lives.
—NEIL DEGRASSE TYSON
There’s an old trick that reporters use to get people to say interesting things. We start our questions with one of six words: who, what, where, when, why, and how.
This practice is known as asking open-ended questions, and you’ve probably heard of it or used some form of it yourself, whether in a job interview or on a date. The genius of open-ended questions is that they can’t be answered with a simple yes or no. The most uncomplicated questions often elicit a complicated response, just as a detailed question can result in a one-word answer.
For example, if I’m interviewing someone about a tornado that came through their town, I could ask, “The winds were moving at more than one hundred miles per hour. It looks like your house was just torn apart. Were you scared?” Most likely, I’ll get this answer: “Yeah, I was really scared. It was scary.”
But if I ask this person, “What was it like to be so close to the eye of a tornado?” chances are good that I’ll get a more interesting response. I could also ask, “What did you hear?” or “How did it feel?” These are all open-ended questions because they open up the discussion. They provide the individual the needed space to describe what happened in his or her own words. Maybe “scary” isn’t the right word to describe their feelings. Open-ended questions encourage people to tell their own stories.
I make a conscious effort to use this tactic on a daily basis, outside of the radio studio. Ever had trouble getting your kid to talk about what happened in school? Me, too. I’ve learned to use open-ended questions like “What happened in history class?” or “What did the teacher say?” Granted, sometimes he answers with “nothing.” But often, my simple, direct question will draw out a multiword answer.
Closed-ended questions—often yes-or-no questions—are also important tools and can be used effectively in many different circumstances. “Is your phone broken?” “Do you need a ride home?” Those are just two examples out of probably trillions that are best answered with a yes or no. As with everything else in conversation, context matters and no advice is absolute. If you’re just trying to get information as quickly and efficiently as possible, a closed-ended question is the perfect choice. It’s specific, to the point, and yields quick results.
But there’s another aspect of closed-ended questions that you may not have considered: they typically allow you to retain control of the conversation. Open-ended questions transfer control to the person responding (in our “game of catch” analogy, asking an open-ended question is the equivalent of throwing the ball to your partner). The floor is open for the other person to take as much or as little time as they like to answer a question that starts with “why” or “how.”
When I moved to Atlanta to start a radio show at Georgia Public Broadcasting, there was a relatively small group of people who were upset that our news shows would replace a student-run music station. One guy in particular sent me angry messages on a daily basis, sometimes tweeting out negative comments about me and the station.
I asked him to have lunch with me, and I have to admit that I was a little nervous about meeting with him. He was clearly angry and some of that anger was directed at me, personally. I feared an argument and wanted to avoid it at all costs. So, I restricted myself almost entirely to simple, open-ended questions: “Why are you angry?” “What do you know about the new plans for the station?” “What will change for you now that news will be broadcast during the day?” “What can I tell you about the show that I’m creating for the station?”
I learned all kinds of interesting things about him, like the fact that he makes a hobby of collecting and repairing old radios. I also walked away with a greater understanding of why he was so upset about the change to the station and why he loved the music programming so much. Asking questions took the pressure off of me, since I didn’t have to offer a lot of information. And I made sure to let him speak for himself by using questions that didn’t attempt to characterize his feelings or thoughts. We ended up having a lovely lunch together.
I don’t mean to suggest that using open-ended questions is always the best strategy, or that all open-ended questions are good questions. Most of us have heard some terrible questions during job interviews that weren’t improved by the fact that they were open-ended. “What’s your biggest weakness?” “Where do you see yourself in five years?” “Why do you want this job?” Those questions are open-ended, but very few applicants will answer them honestly. (For the record, “How does/did that make you feel?” is also a terrible question. It may be open-ended, but it’s become so cliché that it’s been vacated of any meaning.)
Of course, in order to improve your questions, you have to ask questions in the first place. I’ve found that most people tend not to ask a lot of questions. There’s no telling why, although I would guess it has something to do with our tendency toward a narcissistic conversational style. Whatever the cause, it’s a terrible shame, because questions are powerful.
Questions allow you to express concern and show your interest and care. I use them to draw out introverts, encourage children, and give attention to the overlooked. When a friend is in need, I sometimes limit myself almost entirely to questions. Surely one of the most compassionate and patient conversationalists in recent history, Fred Rogers (of Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood) once described the power of questions in this way: “In times of stress, the best thing we can do for each other is to listen with our ears and our hearts and to be assured that our questions are just as important as our answers.”
Sincere questions can even open up conversation with those people who don’t like us very much. Social psychologist Robert Cialdini wrote a book called Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion. He has two suggestions for winning over a person who dislikes you: give honest compliments and ask for advice. Ask questions! Ask what book they’d recommend, ask how they would handle a particular situation at work. Ask if they have a favorite vacation spot or ask what kind of gift you should buy for a twelve-year-old nephew.1
I bet there are all kinds of things you’d like to know and you’re in luck because you’re surrounded by people who know things. If you don’t ask questions, you might not get the full benefit of the expertise in your circle of friends and coworkers.
There is an art to asking questions. I pride myself on doing enough research to be able to ask questions of even celebrities that they’ve never been asked before. One of my favorite compliments is when someone looks at me in surprise and says, “Wow! Great question. I’m not sure how to answer that.” Asking a good question requires careful listening and honest curiosity.
If you’ve asked a good question, be sure you allow the other person enough time to answer. Don’t be afraid of silence. Often, silence means the other person is thinking and, by definition, their answer will be thoughtful. “There have been studies that show that if you’re presenting a listener with a series of words or tones, and you take an extended silence, certain populations of cells in their brains start looking for the signal,” says neuroscientist Seth Horowitz, “and if it doesn’t happen in a certain period of time, it triggers arousal centers, emotional centers. Silence is an important part of communication, and something people don’t pay attention to.”2 He’s saying that silence wakes up parts of our brains that may have been sleeping. If you allow space for silence in your conversations, you may engage more of your own mind and that of the other person’s.
Using open-ended questions is a discipline that takes practice. Not every question can begin with “who,” “what,” “where,” “why,” “when,” and “how.” I strive to begin about half of my questions that way, and even that is sometimes a struggle. But the quality of the response you receive after a good, open-ended question is immediately noticeable.
“We get wise by asking questions,” wrote novelist James Stephens, “and even if [they] are not answered, we get wise, for a well-packed question carries its answer on its back as a snail carries its shell.”3 Sometimes a question can be an inspiration, an impetus to further exploration and discovery. Some of the greatest innovations of humankind began with simple questions.
I was gratified to be able to answer promptly. I said I don’t know.
—MARK TWAIN
In 2009, the once wildly popular Domino’s Pizza chain was struggling to survive. Sales were down and stock prices had hit an all-time low. The pizza itself had tied for last place in a national taste test.
Something radical had to be done, and fast. And so, in an unorthodox move, the company launched an ad campaign that bluntly admitted its mistake: it was making bad pizza.
In a television commercial, they quoted customers who compared the pies to “cardboard” and called them the “worst excuse for pizza” they’d ever had and said they were “totally void of flavor.” The ad showed images of harsh criticisms from customers printed out, framed, and hung on office walls. The voice-over announced that Domino’s was debuting a new recipe and asked customers to give them a second chance.
The chief executive officer of Domino’s later said he was scared to death to run that ad. It could have backfired horribly. But it didn’t. That campaign has been credited with fueling one of the most incredible turnarounds in restaurant history. The following year, sales rose almost 14 percent and their stock price jumped by 130 percent. The company gambled on honesty and it paid off. As John Glass of Morgan Stanley observed, “People are so used to not being told the truth in advertising. The candor worked.”1
If you’re a parent, then you’ve probably explained to your kids that telling lies creates more problems than it solves. The same principle holds true when it comes to grown-up conversations. That’s not to say that you need to tell your husband exactly what you think of his singing voice, but, in most cases, telling the truth is the right call.
I understand, of course, that it’s not possible to tell the whole truth at all times. But telling the occasional fib about why your business lunch ran late or why you didn’t make it to your kid’s soccer game is very different from telling someone a “fact” that you either know isn’t true or that you don’t know to be true. I think it is perfectly possible to avoid saying things that you don’t know for sure and get comfortable with saying “I don’t know.”
There are two important reasons to do this: first, you establish a foundation of trust and honesty, and second, you admit your own fallibility. It could be that the Domino’s ad campaign resonated because people responded to the company’s humility in addition to their forthrightness. Owning up to a mistake or a lack of knowledge might feel like admitting weakness, but it can create a powerful empathetic bond.
When I interview someone on live radio, they are typically very careful with their words. There’s a big, intimidating microphone in front of them, producers staring at them through glass, and they have a pressing awareness that lots of people are listening. All of these factors serve as reminders that anything they say will soon become part of the public record, archived on the Internet for years. So, they’re usually pretty cautious about what they choose to share.
Many of us are not that careful in casual conversation. A friend mentions car trouble and we immediately offer our thoughts on carburetors and alternators as if we’re mechanics. A coworker refers to some news about immigration policy and we start spouting opinions and facts as though we work for the Immigration and Naturalization Service. You don’t remember a statistic exactly? That’s okay, just estimate! Did you only skim through a blog about plane travel? No problem! You’ve traveled on planes many times. You know how it should work.
While it is always tempting to add your two cents in a conversation, I strongly advise you not to say things that you don’t know to be factually correct; nor should you offer opinions on subjects about which you know very little. To be perfectly clear, reading the first couple of paragraphs of an article that someone posted on Facebook is not the same as “knowing” something to be true. And limited experience does not make you an expert. Just because you’ve had a baby doesn’t mean that you know everything about pregnancy; golfing a few times a year doesn’t make you a pro. When you pretend to know more than you do, you will eventually give someone bad advice or prevent them from seeking the guidance of a real, bona fide expert. In the words of the great poet Alexander Pope, “A little learning is a dangerous thing.”
There are any number of reasons why we pretend to know things we don’t or act as if we possess greater knowledge of a subject than we really do. The first is simple: we want to impress people. It’s natural to want other people to think we’re smart. The irony is that when you say things that aren’t entirely accurate, you appear less intelligent than if you’d said nothing at all. It’s like when a young kid uses big words but pronounces them incorrectly.
Another reason we tend to posture is because we are reluctant to ask for help. In his book Help: The Original Human Dilemma, Garret Keizer argues that most people actively avoid seeking assistance from others. “There is a tendency to act as if [asking for help] is a deficiency,” Keizer told the New York Times in an interview. “That is exacerbated if a business environment is highly competitive within as well as without. There is an understandable fear that if you let your guard down, you’ll get hurt, or that this information you don’t know . . . will be used against you.”2
Asking for help in a professional setting might betray what you don’t know about your job, which could put you at risk. But many of us refuse to ask for help in even mundane situations. (Raise your hand if you refuse to ask for directions when you’re lost.) Admitting that you don’t know something and asking someone else for information can feel awkward. It can feel like exposing a weakness. But not admitting it, or worse, saying something that may not be true, is a near-certain way to erode the respect of your peers.
Sometimes we offer up our uninformed thoughts because we genuinely want to help whoever prevails upon us for help. Let’s say your friend from out of town asks you for a restaurant recommendation. Your instinctive response is to name a place that you pass on the way home from work every day. You’ve never eaten there, but it looks like a good place. The prudent thing to do, of course, is to admit that you’ve never eaten there, but you’ve checked out the menu and noticed the parking lot is always crowded. Yet often, we gloss over those details. What if your friend, trusting your recommendation, ate at this restaurant, only to discover that the food is atrocious? How would that affect her opinion of you? At the very least, she’ll think you have terrible taste.
Now, imagine this: Mike says to Mandy, “I want to see this movie, but I’m not sure I should spend the money. Do you know if it’s any good?” Mandy has not seen the movie. She saw a thirty-second trailer and she read a comment on Facebook from a friend who didn’t like it. So, she has a choice to make. Does she admit that she doesn’t know if it’s good, or does she pretend she’s seen it and say, “That movie is terrible, don’t bother”?
I’m not pulling that example out of my imagination. It happened to me recently. How do I know the other person hadn’t seen the movie? Because after she told me that it was awful, I said, “So, you’ve seen it? Why was it so bad?” At that point, she admitted she hadn’t seen it. And I’ll admit that my opinion of that person sank a little. Even though she hadn’t technically lied, it felt like she had.
In Steven Levitt and Stephen Dubner’s book Think Like a Freak, there’s a chapter called “The Three Hardest Words in the English Language.” You might think those words are “I love you,” but the authors argue that those words are actually “I don’t know.” They cite research in which children between the ages of five and eight were asked a series of questions and up to 75 percent of them answered yes or no even when they couldn’t possibly have known the answer.
The woman behind that research is Amanda Waterman, who teaches developmental psychology at the University of Leeds. And lest you think that only children would be so silly as to pretend they know stuff that they clearly don’t, Waterman conducted a series of tests with adults as well. When she tested the grown-ups, one out of four pretended they knew what they could not possibly know. You might think the fear of being exposed would prevent us from lying, but for 25 percent of us, that fear isn’t strong enough.
Waterman says we are less likely to admit that we don’t know something when we’re talking to an individual with more power or higher rank than us. “Perhaps [we] feel slightly disadvantaged,” she says. “[People] feel like they want to show what they can do. They don’t feel as comfortable admitting when they don’t know something.”
Steven Levitt suggests that the temptation to pretend to be an expert is especially strong in the business world. He says the MBA (master of business administration) students he teaches are very good “at faking like they know the answer when they have no idea.” But he goes on to say that the “fake it till you make it” mentality is completely counterproductive. “It might keep your job for another week or another month,” he says, “but that’s not the point. The goal is to be good and to improve and to learn and to make things better and the only way to do that is to start by saying, ‘I don’t know.’”3
I would take this conclusion one step further. When you pretend that you know something you don’t, you not only limit your potential, you also risk taking advantage of someone’s trust in you.
Let’s return to the conversation I had about the new movie for a moment. If I hadn’t asked my friend more questions about how she’d formed her opinion, I probably wouldn’t have gone to see the film. I would have trusted her erroneous advice. And that would have been too bad because I did see it and I really enjoyed it. In fact, I loved it so much, I went to see it a second time a couple of weeks later.
What about when the stakes are higher than a movie recommendation? Many doctors admit they have difficulty saying they don’t know what’s wrong with a patient. In an interview in the Huffington Post, neurologist Nicholas Capozzoli suggested that this issue is common among his peers. “Doctors tend to be uncomfortable admitting uncertainty to themselves or to their patients. Too often, they feel it’s a threat to their skill, authority, or expert status to say they simply don’t know what’s causing the symptoms or that there is no magic bullet to cure them.”4
Dr. Stuart Foxman wrote about this in a column for the College of Physicians and Surgeons of Ontario. He described a physician who experimented with saying “I don’t know” when he truly wasn’t sure of an answer. The result? Several of his patients said they trusted him more. “Patients are aware that every doctor has limitations in their knowledge base,” Foxman writes, “but they want to feel like you’re doing your best for them. That comes when you say ‘I don’t know—but I’ll find out.’”5
Conversations are the basis of relationships, and relationships are built on trust. You will find that the more open you are about the limitations of your knowledge, the more weight people will give to your opinion when you offer it. If you don’t know something, just say “I don’t know.” Those three words can strengthen the bond between you and another person. And just as important, they are a gateway to further exploration and growth. You can’t learn unless you admit that you have something to learn.
The ability to simplify means to eliminate the unnecessary so that the necessary may speak.
—HANS HOFMANN
Have you ever heard of a shaggy dog story? That’s what you call a story that includes all kinds of extraneous, unnecessary details and irrelevant tangents that lead up to an anticlimactic ending. There are many examples of this kind of tale that actually include a shaggy dog, but the most classic example, in my opinion, comes from Mark Twain.
In his now-classic 1872 book, Roughing It, Twain writes about his travels through the western United States. In one town, Twain met a number of people who knew a man named Jim Blaine; they said he had a story that was not to be missed. And so Twain waited impatiently for an opportunity to hear the tale in person. Finally, Twain caught Blaine at just the right time and sat down to listen to the “stirring story of his grandfather’s old ram.” If you’ve read the book, then you know that what follows is an unbroken block of text nearly fifteen hundred words long. Here’s a sample:
Grandfather fetched [the ram] from Illinois—got him of a man by the name of Yates—Bill Yates—maybe you might have heard of him; his father was a deacon—Baptist—and he was a rustler, too; a man had to get up ruther early to get the start of old Thankful Yates; it was him that put the Greens up to jining teams with my grandfather when he moved west. Seth Green was prob’ly the pick of the flock; he married a Wilkerson—Sarah Wilkerson—good cretur, she was—one of the likeliest heifers that was ever raised in old Stoddard, everybody said that knowed her.
Blaine never finishes, because he falls asleep mid-story. (Turns out, that’s what happens every time the tale is told, and Twain is understandably irritated about the prank that’s been played on him.) Blaine’s story is an extreme example of something most of us do on a regular basis: offer too much detail and cite too many unnecessary facts. Just as with Blaine, too much detail can ruin a good story and bore your audience.
Journalists refer to this tendency as “getting into the weeds”—relaying a story in so much detail that it becomes uninteresting or impossible to follow. When you get into the weeds, you’ve lost the story, or main path, and you’re wandering aimlessly in a field of trivial detail. It’s hard enough to keep people’s attention when you’re talking about something relevant and important. Imagine how much harder it becomes when you start rattling off names and dates that aren’t pertinent.
My job requires me to be very aware of how I communicate. But it wasn’t until I set out on a journey to improve my conversation skills that I noticed how often I weave unnecessary details into my conversations. Specifically, I realized, I bog down stories with a lot of unneeded, somewhat irritating facts.
Perhaps you can relate. Getting into the weeds often sounds something like this: “We went to Italy in 2006. No, was it 2007? Wait, it must have been 2005 because it was just after I took that job in Boston. I think that’s right. Sharon would know for sure.” By the time you get back to the real story, your friend is staring at you with glassy eyes and considering making a break for it to get a latte.
The business psychiatrist Mark Goulston says we only have about forty seconds to speak during a conversation before we run the risk of dominating the exchange. He describes the first twenty seconds as the green light, when the other person likes you and is enjoying what you have to say. The next twenty seconds are the yellow light, when “the other person is beginning to lose interest or think you’re long-winded.” At forty seconds, Goulston says, the light turns red and it’s time to stop talking.1
Take a moment to gauge just how long forty seconds is. Look at the second hand on your clock or watch, start to tell a story, and stop when you’ve hit forty seconds. That’s not a lot of time! If you waste it with superfluous detail, you’ll never get to the meat of your message.
There are any number of reasons why people babble. I’ve mentioned one of the most likely already: it’s inherently pleasurable to talk about ourselves and most people enjoy talking. But some talk excessively when they’re nervous; anxiety keeps the words flowing out of their mouths. Others do it because they want to impress people with the breadth and depth of their knowledge on a subject. And some people have simply never learned how to listen and are uncomfortable with silence.
Whatever the reason, extraneous detail can be the death of a good conversation, just as all of Jim Blaine’s tangents killed what might have been a great story . . . if he’d ever finished it.
Of course, there are instances in which it’s important to sweat the details. We all hope our politicians go into the weeds before they vote on legislation, for example. A lawyer arguing a court case should study and articulate the minutiae of the law, and we certainly hope that our doctors and accountants concern themselves with even the smallest technicalities. But most of us don’t want to hear a congressman talk about changes to the Aldrich-Vreeland Act or listen patiently while our doctor debates which scalpel he’ll use for our surgery. We want him or her to discuss these things with peers, but we don’t want to hear about them. Our daily conversations can quickly get buried underneath too much detail and suffocate us for lack of air.
For some, “the weeds” are actually a comfortable place to hold a conversation. I’m sure you have at least one friend or family member who takes great pleasure in naming each task he or she accomplished that day or in reciting a list of things he or she has yet to do. You say, “How’s it going?” And this person answers, “I’ve been so busy today! I got up early and made breakfast. I have to make a special meal for my dog because he’s got some digestive trouble and needs a powder mixed in. Then I had to take my laptop in for repairs. About a week ago, it started freezing whenever I opened my CD player. Then, I went . . .” I won’t torture you with the rest of that example. It’s difficult to read it without getting bored, isn’t it?
For the most part, no one cares about those things except you. Would you buy a book that comprised two hundred pages of someone else’s to-do list? Probably not. I don’t want to hear about cleaning your cat box, going to the ATM, or picking up some lettuce from the grocery store. Those details aren’t even interesting to the cat.
That’s not to say that it’s not rewarding for you to take note of what you’ve done or need to do. Many productivity experts recommend making a habit out of writing down what you do every day. This gives you a sense of achievement and clears the mental to-do list from your head so you can focus on other things. But instead of writing our accomplishments on a tablet, we sometimes download our data onto other people.
Detailing your daily tasks out loud might feel good, but it’s rarely the stuff of good conversation. What can someone say when they’ve heard your to-do list? “Wow, that’s a lot of stuff”? It might even seem as though you’re expecting praise for having accomplished so much or sympathy for all you have left to do. And you have almost certainly exceeded Mark Goulston’s forty-second time limit.
I want to be very careful not to imply that sharing the details of something about which you care deeply is never okay. Sometimes it’s helpful to be able to tell someone all the things we’ve done or need to do, and it’s often a gesture of love on their part to listen to us and show support. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve listened with half an ear while my son described the ins and outs of a complicated table game. While I think it’s important to listen to him, and I will continue to do so no matter how many times he tells me about each character’s attack power, I do so because I’m his mother and I love him more than anyone else on the planet, not because I have any illusions that our exchange constitutes a good conversation.
Listening to details is also a service you can perform for a friend in need. A loved one who has been diagnosed with cancer might need to talk about every last aspect of her treatment and prognosis. She might need to talk about all of her concerns, even the mundane ones. Someone who’s lost a loved one may tell you all kinds of particulars about that person’s life and work. In that case, listening is an act of love.
However, you don’t have to sit patiently while your friend tells you about all she had to go through to get her vehicle registration. She might want to complain about how long she sat on hold and how she had to listen to the same soft-rock song six times, but you don’t have to listen. You can, but you can also tell her to skip to the end of the story.
Reciting our errands is just one way in which we venture into the weeds. Another common mistake is to relate everything we know about a subject in one big conversational dump. I’ve seen this a lot in the radio studio, especially when a guest is nervous. I’ll bring up a topic and then my guest will proceed to tell me everything he or she knows about it. My job is to cut this person off before we both lose sight of the path.
The same thing happens frequently in our personal conversations. Someone asks if we have a pet and we tell them the names of our pets, their ages, their breeds, and their personalities. We talk about the amount of RAM (random-access memory) and shadow RAM we have when we’re asked if we have a desktop or a laptop.
Most of us do it, and it’s not usually because we’re trying to bore people. I doubt anyone goes into a conversation and thinks, “Boy! I’m really going to bore this guy to death. He’ll wish he never saw me today.” But make no mistake: those details are probably boring to everyone but you. If the point of a conversation is to engage someone else so you can have an effective and enlightening exchange, the trivialities can quickly become counterproductive.
The damage is worse if you actually have important information to share. If you want to give someone flight details, stick to the name of the airline, the time the flight leaves, and the flight number. If you throw in the amount the ticket cost, the length of the layover, the best place to park, and the flight number for the return trip, the essential information could get lost.
Think of it this way: Imagine you wanted someone to remember a number. Would you recite a hundred different numbers or just the one that mattered? If you threw a hundred Ping-Pong balls at someone, would it make it easier or harder for someone to catch one in particular?
It’s not just to-do lists and boring details that lead us into the weeds. We can also end up there when we feel compelled to correct the fine print of someone else’s story. Imagine a friend is telling you about a scary skiing accident. He says that after he was airlifted to the nearest hospital, he received an emergency MRI to see if his ribs were broken. You jump in and say, “Well, actually, the MRI wouldn’t show your ribs. An MRI only shows soft tissues. Are you sure it wasn’t an X-ray?” You have just steered a conversation (and possibly a friendship) into the weeds.
The same principle holds true for more routine exchanges. It can be tempting to correct someone’s grammar or misuse of a technical term or mispronunciation. But I beg you to resist the temptation.
Let me go a step further and suggest that you eliminate the phrase “Well, actually . . .” from your lexicon. I don’t usually give advice about specific words or phrases to use or avoid, but I’ll make an exception here. Much like “I’m not a racist, but . . . ,” nothing good will come after the words “well, actually.” If you really need to correct someone because something bad will happen if they don’t have the accurate information, find another way or wait until they’ve finished their story. If it’s trivial, a correction is not necessary. No one needs to interrupt a story about dinner in order to explain that real champagne only comes from France.
The onus is on you to determine what information is essential and what is unnecessary. That can be difficult sometimes. But if you’re thinking about it, you’re already making progress. All too often, we continue to spout information without consciously considering if we should.
The next time you find yourself providing a lot of detail about a personal matter, take a close look at the other person’s face. Are they looking at something else besides you? Are they stifling a yawn?
If so, they may be trying to escape. Forget about what year you bought your first Toyota and move the story along. Your friends, family, coworkers, baristas, and cashiers will thank you.
Clearing your head of distractions in order to notice and understand the people you are with can feel inefficient—there are so many other people and issues to think about. But being present makes you effective.
—MARGARET HEFFERNAN
I find that folksy terminology often describes human behavior more aptly than any diagnostic manual ever could. I began the last chapter with the phrase “shaggy dog story.” This one starts with a similarly tactile term: “woolgathering.”
When used to describe behavior in a conversation, woolgathering refers to the habit of indulging in random thoughts or daydreaming. When you’re woolgathering, you may be looking directly at the person who’s speaking and even nodding your head from time to time, but you don’t actually hear a word that person is saying. You’re caught up in your thoughts, in your own world. You are gathering wool.
The term comes from the practice of wandering from bush to bush in a pasture, gathering the tufts of wool left behind by passing sheep. There is no direction or defined pathway; you just amble over to any old bush where you see a clump of white and then move on to the next.
The difference between going into the weeds and woolgathering in a conversation is that in the first scenario, the speaker becomes distracted; in the latter, it’s the listener who struggles to focus.
When I refer to woolgathering, I’m not talking about a momentary interruption or loss of focus; I’m talking about the kinds of distracting thoughts that carry you deeper into your own head and farther away from the conversation. Another common phrase for woolgathering is “going down the rabbit hole.” Like Alice daydreaming her way into Wonderland, you fall down, down, down, away from the conversation that’s happening in real time.
This is an area where I have particular trouble. I’m the type of person some might call “scatterbrained.” I have adult attention deficit disorder (AADD), and at times it can be very difficult for me to focus. My head becomes easily tangled with the threads of a million divergent thoughts racing off in all directions. If I’m not careful, I can follow one of these threads and, within seconds, find myself miles away from a conversation. You’ll be telling me about getting your car repaired and I’ll respond with a comment about Michael Jackson’s performance in The Wiz. (Yes, this actually happened.)
In my early work as a reporter, this wasn’t such a big deal. I was never live on the air for very long—all of my interviews were recorded and edited. However, when I became the host of a live talk show, my tendency toward distraction became a very big deal indeed.
I will never forget one particular interview with a foreign correspondent about the war in Afghanistan. I’m not sure when I first lost my train of thought, but at some point he stopped talking, waiting for my response—and I realized I had no idea what he’d just said. I asked a question that I thought would take us in a new direction, only to discover that he’d already answered it. I know that because he prefaced his response with, “Well, as I just explained . . .”
Tens of thousands of people were listening. I was mortified.
Perhaps this sounds familiar. While there are substantially fewer witnesses to most people’s woolgathering moments, I have yet to meet someone who, at some point, hasn’t been called out for spacing out.
How do you know if, like me, you’re especially prone to woolgathering? There are actually a few tests designed to measure your ability to ignore irrelevant information. One is called the Stroop Color and Word Test (if you Google it, you’ll find that there are many different versions of the test available online). In the exercise, you’re asked to identify a word by the color of the letters, not the word itself. For example, the word “white” might be printed in orange letters. Your task is to identify the color orange, even though the voice inside your head—the one that distracts us in conversations—will be focused on the word “white.” The faster you try to answer each question, the more likely you are to rely on that voice and make a mistake.
People who take the Stroop test find it to be tougher than they’d expected. You could read the scientific studies and pore over the conclusions, but I can boil down the results for you in one simple sentence: most humans are distractible to some degree.
But have you ever known someone who had an uncanny ability to filter out distractions? I had a friend in college who could have written her dissertation while seated in the middle of Times Square. She, and people like her, have a high degree of a quality known as “latent inhibition.” Your latent inhibition determines your ability to filter out noises and other interruptions. If your latent inhibition is high, you probably have no trouble working in an open-floor-plan office. If it’s low, you might need headphones to block out distractions and concentrate on your work. For those with extremely low latent inhibition, a distraction as minor as a pigeon on the ledge outside your boss’s office might prevent you from focusing on what he or she is saying.
Harvard psychologist Shelley Carson has demonstrated that creative, highly intelligent people are seven times more likely to have low latent inhibition.1 Translation: the smarter and more creative you are, the more trouble you may have in tuning out distractions. In some ways, the stereotype of the “airhead” creative is true—those of us with strong creative impulse are more likely to get lost in the endless hallways of our own minds.
It’s natural and quite common to be easily distracted, and it doesn’t reflect negatively on your character. It might even say something positive about you, if you’re the glass-half-full type. But it certainly doesn’t help if you’re trying to have a good conversation.
A good conversation requires focus, and it demands that two people focus on the same subject at the same time. Both people have to be willing and prepared to ignore a good portion of what passes through their heads. Why? Because distraction is inherently individual. Your random thoughts and connections will almost never match what’s going on in another person’s head. That doesn’t mean a random thought can’t become a great addition to a conversation, but that’s not what usually happens.
When someone mentions a specific object or place—a minor detail in their story—you may find yourself scurrying down a rabbit hole. Your friend says she saw her ex at a local coffee shop and that reminds you of the time you saw a celebrity in that coffee shop. You become focused on the effort to insert your story while your friend is describing a tough and awkward experience. She says, “I guess I can’t go to that place again,” and you respond, “But you might see someone famous, like I did!” You’ve allowed the random thought to derail the conversation and you might have caused your friend to question your investment in your relationship.
I want to make it clear that, in the right context, a tangent can be a wonderful thing. Something your friend says to you fires up the neurons in your brain and gives you a flash of insight. When you share it, your friend also feels inspired. This kind of conversational improvisation can be an electric, galvanizing experience. But it is one that generally occurs when your flash of insight is related in a substantial way to what your friend was saying. You’re not completely changing trains, just wandering together to an unexpected track. It is a shared adventure.
Learning to hone your focus offers benefits that extend far beyond better conversations. A study conducted in 2007 reported that exercising good self-control can lead to better relationships, increased mental health, decreased stress, and better grades, if you’re in school.2 And that’s not all: knowing how to tap your willpower can make you less likely to abuse drugs and alcohol, suffer from eating disorders, or break the law. For the purposes of that study, self-control was defined as “the ability to control or override one’s thoughts, emotions, urges, and behavior.” That’s exactly what you’re doing when you choose not to follow the thoughts in your head when someone is talking to you.
Incidentally, that same study revealed just how difficult this discipline can be. Your thoughts can literally wear you out. In fact, our brains consume 20 percent of our calories. Researchers found that exerting self-control actually reduces glucose levels in the body. Glucose is a simple sugar that serves as an energy source. Tuning out distractions and narrowing your focus consumes energy. In one famous experiment, participants were tempted with freshly baked chocolate cookies and then asked to resist the sweet treats and eat radishes instead. All participants were then given a puzzle. Those who had resisted the cookies struggled with the test; they were too tired to try.
No wonder we have a hard time concentrating on a conversation at the end of a long day—we don’t have the energy left to summon our attention.
A good conversation is a smoothly flowing river. It can even be a rough river, with white water and sharp turns. But it shouldn’t be diverted or dammed up. And you should never jump to another boat and expect your friend to jump after you. You are in it together, through all the twists and turns.
In order to keep the conversation going, you must learn to let thoughts pass through your mind without distracting you. It’s not easy, but it is possible to train yourself to ignore disruptive thoughts. I can say this based on my own experience because, as someone with AADD, I have had to work hard on this.
Part of what makes it so difficult to resist the temptation to allow our thoughts to carry us away, or woolgather, is the rapid-fire nature of conversations. In the United States and around the world, conversations take place at lightning speed. When researchers recorded conversations in ten different languages in places like Italy, Denmark, Japan, Korea, Papua New Guinea, Namibia, and the United States, they discovered that the average gap between one person ending a sentence and the other responding is about 200 milliseconds.3
The country with the shortest gap is Japan, with 7 milliseconds, which means they’re basically talking on top of each other. And even in the nation with the longest gap, Denmark, it was only 470 milliseconds. That’s less than half a second! Just for context, it takes 600 milliseconds to dredge up a single word from our memory banks. So, if we respond in only 200 milliseconds, then we are quite literally not taking the time to think before we speak.
How can we possibly respond that quickly? Stephen C. Levinson of the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics says that “we build our responses during our partner’s turn.” Levinson suggests that “we listen to [someone else’s] words while simultaneously crafting our own, so that when our opportunity comes, we seize it as quickly as it’s physically possible to.” That makes sense to me, but I do disagree with Stephen on one point. I don’t believe we can listen to someone while we’re crafting our response. If we’re always thinking about what we’re going to say next, I believe we’re only ever half-listening in an exchange.
Humans have always been prone to distraction, but technology has exacerbated that. In some ways, we now expect our real-life conversations to match the experience we have online. Research shows that most of us scroll through about half of the articles we “read” on the Internet.4 And guess what’s the most popular feature on the Web? Clicking on links.5 Think about that for a moment: our favorite thing to do when we’re reading about something is to click on a link that takes us to a tangential page. And before we finish reading that, we’ll click another link that takes us somewhere else. The Internet encourages our brains to follow tangents, but that doesn’t work very well in conversation.
It’s totally natural to have dozens of thoughts crowding your brain while you’re listening to someone else talk. It’s natural to become distracted when a butterfly flutters by or a guy in a funny T-shirt walks past. It’s also natural to think of something that you’d much rather talk about, or get really excited about something that occurred to you while you were listening. None of these types of distraction are inherently bad or even counterproductive. But attempting to incorporate those random thoughts into a conversation won’t make the conversation better. It’s difficult for someone else to follow the meanderings of your mind, so if you indulge in woolgathering, you will likely wander off and leave them behind.
For some, allowing the conversation to flow freely is difficult because it requires them to give up control. In conversations, we often like to be the driver of the car; woolgathering can be a method of keeping hold of the wheel. If we feel like taking a turn, we do it. We can take an exit at any time by changing the subject. This can be especially tempting if a thought arises that we think is particularly clever or interesting. It’s hard to resist making that joke or inserting a witty comment, even if it will disrupt the flow of the conversation. Often, we don’t realize we’re interrupting! We’re just interjecting an astute comment that enriches and enlivens the conversation, right? It’s a subtle form of conversational narcissism.
The line between a diversion and a legitimate response can be blurry at times. It’s not always clear where a conversation is heading, so it’s impossible to know if your remark will change its course. That line becomes easier to detect if you are really listening.
Here’s a good, general rule of thumb: In a healthy conversation, you’re present. You are listening to what’s being said at that moment. If you’re letting a thought distract you or if you’re focused on what you want to say next, you’re not listening.
It is possible to train your mind to be less easily distracted. Meditation is one very effective method. It teaches you to observe your thoughts and release them rather than hold on to them. But if you’re not one for meditation, you can simply start to take notice of what’s happening inside your head. Don’t try to change anything, just be aware. The sooner you notice a distraction, the better chance you have of allowing it to pass from your mind before it carries your brain and body with it.
Using MRI technology, scientists have not only identified the part of the brain that helps us stay focused (the ventrolateral prefrontal cortex), they’ve also found that mental activity has its own kind of momentum.6 For example, once you think about getting a glass of water, your body starts preparing to move and your mouth might even water in anticipation. The farther you get down a mental pathway, the harder it is to stop the momentum. If you make a practice of paying attention to your thoughts, you’ll notice when a distraction slips in before your physiological response is in full swing. That’s what it means to be “mindful.”
Once you’re aware of the thoughts that come into your head, don’t fight them or try to “clear your mind.” You can’t stop your brain from thinking, and actively resisting your thoughts can be very distracting. Instead, when a thought comes into your head, simply say to yourself, “That’s a thought,” and then try to return your focus to the conversation.
Also—at this point, I hope it goes without saying—the best conversations are unplugged. Put away your smartphone, turn away from your computer, and mute any technology that might make noise. It’s a good idea to permanently turn off most notifications on your phone anyway. Do you really need to know every time somebody likes your post on Facebook? Do you need to know the moment that someone shared your photo on Instagram? Probably not. The average adult checks their cell phone 110 times a day. That’s a glance every thirteen minutes. Instead of trying to resist the urge to look at it while you’re talking, just keep it out of sight.
Conversations require patience and focus, two qualities that are not easy to cultivate. I don’t see that as a drawback, though—I think the challenge adds to a conversation’s beauty. Conversations are precious because they require you to share time and focus equally with someone else instead of indulging your own thoughts. In doing so, you follow the natural flow of human interaction and allow yourself to be led into new, unfamiliar territory. You already know what’s inside your own head; open yourself to the surprise and discovery inherent in someone else’s perspective. It’s worth the effort.
The only reason why we ask other people how their weekend was is so we can tell them about our own weekend.
—CHUCK PALAHNIUK
In 2003, radio producer David Isay had an idea for an ambitious new project. It was an exciting idea, and one that soon gained international momentum. But it was not a new one.
I say this not to malign David but to draw attention to his inspiration for this project: the work of broadcasting legend Studs Terkel. When Terkel died at the age of ninety-six, he had held just about every job possible at a radio station—he’d played characters on radio soap operas, read the news, written ads, and even hosted his own show from Chicago, The Studs Terkel Program. He interviewed a dizzying number of significant people on that show, including Dorothy Parker, Martin Luther King Jr., Bob Dylan, and Tennessee Williams.
But it wasn’t his celebrity interviews that won him a Pulitzer Prize. Terkel is best remembered for the conversations he had with quite average, historically unremarkable people. Terkel spent years gathering thousands of hours of oral histories. He traveled around the nation knocking on doors, hanging out in diners, and listening to people’s stories. He talked to people who had lived through World War II and the Great Depression, asking them questions and then sitting quietly while they spoke, his tape recorder rolling.
One of his earlier books is called Working: People Talk About What They Do All Day and How They Feel About What They Do.1 Not a very sexy title, and the characters in the book—a garbageman, a barber, a hotel clerk, a piano tuner, and dozens more—didn’t have glamorous jobs. These were people you might pass at the grocery store without noticing, but whose stories were captivating and heart-wrenching and utterly unique to them and their lives. The book achieved global renown and even became the basis for a Broadway musical.
Terkel kept interviewing people and kept writing books. The archive of his work includes more than nine thousand hours of interviews with more than five thousand people. It’s a treasure trove of history and humanity. The headline for his obituary in the New York Times described him as a “Listener to Americans.”
Studs Terkel often credited a portion of his success to his childhood. He grew up in Chicago, where his parents ran a boardinghouse. All kinds of people would stay at the Terkel home, many of them immigrants, and young Studs would sit in the lobby and listen. He never lost his ability to listen and he never lost his passion for hearing people’s stories. In his memoir he wrote, “What I bring to the interview is respect. The person recognizes that you respect them because you’re listening. Because you’re listening, they feel good about talking to you.”
And that leads me back to David Isay. Decades after Studs Terkel sat listening to people in their kitchens and dining rooms, Isay thought it might be time to start listening again. He launched a project you may have heard of, called StoryCorps. The concept was simple. He installed a recording booth inside New York’s Grand Central Terminal and invited people to come inside and have a conversation. There are now StoryCorps booths in Atlanta, Chicago, and San Francisco, along with a mobile booth that travels thousands of miles every year, collecting the stories of those who are willing to share.
StoryCorps has been incredibly successful. Isay and his colleagues have recorded tens of thousands of interviews and a select few are broadcast every Friday during NPR’s Morning Edition. When I see someone crying while they’re listening to the radio, I usually assume they’re listening to StoryCorps.
The stories span a wide array of topics and include everything from professions of love to postwar trauma. Past recordings have included interviews with children asking their parents what they were like when they were young, siblings reunited after years spent apart, and soldiers describing the long, lonely nights of deployment.
StoryCorps doesn’t attract a lot of celebrities, just regular, average folks. And participants aren’t paid; people choose to sit in a booth and talk for forty minutes because they want to be heard and remembered. Isay says the act of listening has a profound impact. “It’s about honoring another human being by simply listening to them,” Isay says. “The joke, of course, is that I’m a terrible listener . . . I’m just so easily distracted by my phone or email. . . . But that’s why StoryCorps is so important. It’s about learning to listen, and giving the gift of listening at a time when we are all barraged with so much other noise. It’s about shaking someone on the shoulder, and saying, ‘Hey. Let’s talk about what’s really important to you.’”2
Isay’s words resonate with me because he admits that he’s not a great listener but recognizes the power of listening and is actively working to be better. I feel much the same way. I’m not the best listener, either, but I know this skill is crucial to every relationship I have, and I am on a mission to improve.
The truth is that almost everyone struggles to listen well. Very few of us listen actively. That is, not just hear, but also understand, respond, and remember. The inability to do that is not a character flaw so much as it is a human one. Listening doesn’t come naturally to our species, it seems.
Anyone who’s spent time with an infant will tell you that we’re not born listening, we’re born making noise. Listening is a skill you must practice with intent. Ralph Nichols was a pioneer in this research and was deservedly known as the “Father of Listening.” In the 1950s, he conducted years of listening experiments, and in his book Are You Listening?, he wrote: “It can be stated, with practically no qualification, that people in general do not know how to listen. They have ears that hear very well, but seldom have acquired the necessary aural skills which would allow those ears to be used effectively for what is called listening.”3
We are wired to talk. Talking is useful. It can bolster and even shape our identities. Scientists at Harvard recently found that talking about ourselves activates the pleasure centers in the brain. The researchers asked study participants to talk about themselves and their own opinions and then to talk about other people and their opinions, all while hooked up to a functional magnetic resonance imaging machine (fMRI). The researchers observed that parts of the mesolimbic dopamine system became active when the participants were talking about themselves. That’s the same area in the brain that lights up in response to sex, cocaine, and sugar. You read that right—talking about yourself causes a similar pleasure in your head as having sex or eating a chocolate truffle.4
Even more fascinating, the participants in the study had no reason to believe that anyone was listening to them. For all they knew, they were simply talking to themselves. And yet, they still experienced great pleasure from talking about themselves, even when they thought they were talking to an empty room.
This seems to suggest that we are not very objective in measuring the success of our conversations. How many times have you walked away from a job interview and thought, I nailed that, only to be surprised later that you didn’t get the job? There could be any number of reasons why you weren’t hired, but one of them might be that you talked about yourself more than you listened. So you felt great, but the person on the other side of the desk didn’t. If we judge the success of a conversation based on how we feel, it could be that we’re led astray by the dopamine surge we get from talking about ourselves.
In another study, researchers offered participants different amounts of money to answer a variety of questions, with the amount changing based on which questions people chose to answer. They could opt to answer a question about themselves, about another person, or about a fact.
Repeatedly, people chose to accept lower pay in order to disclose information about themselves. They accepted, on average, 17 percent less money in exchange for talking about their feelings and ideas. From the report: “Just as monkeys are willing to forgo juice rewards to view dominant groupmates and college students are willing to give up money to view attractive members of the opposite sex, our participants were willing to forgo money to think and talk about themselves.”5
Our desire to talk more than we listen prevents us from having great conversations. I find it ironic that the phrase “I hear you” is so often used these days as a way to communicate that we are paying attention to someone. For one thing, the act of hearing happens involuntarily and doesn’t necessarily involve listening. But more important, the truth is that most of the time we aren’t really listening at all. I was at the grocery store recently and told the cashier, “My reusable bags are buried in my cart. Give me a minute to get them out.” She looked directly at me and said, “Okay, sure. I hear you,” while she was bagging my groceries in plastic bags. I had to repeat myself twice more before she really heard me.
How many times has someone said to you, “You’re not hearing me!” What they really mean, I think, is, “You’re not listening.” I’ve trained myself to stop talking as soon as I hear any version of that complaint. In almost every case, when someone has told me that they are not being heard, they’ve been right. I had stopped listening to them.
One of the best measures of successful listening is retention, yet we rarely connect our ability to remember what’s said to how well we listened. The research on retention that I mentioned in Chapter Six was conducted in the 1950s. Researchers found that if we are listening casually to something we’re told, we will forget up to half of it within eight hours.6 Even if we’re listening very closely and focusing intently, we’ll forget 75 percent within a couple of months. Remember that active listening is defined as hearing, understanding, responding, and retaining. Yet, humans don’t naturally listen that way, and haven’t for decades.
* * *
It’s quite possible that we were better at listening at some point in our history. With all of our recent technological advances, it’s easy to forget that reading material has only been widely available for a few hundred years. For centuries, our primary source for information and education was the spoken word. Before the invention of the printing press, your education depended on your listening skills. It’s only very recently that we began to find it a waste of time to listen to other people.
Unsurprisingly, the ways in which we consume information today are further damaging our listening skills. When we read online, the multitude of pictures and videos and links can overwhelm our minds, so our brains have learned how to skim.7 Our eyes unconsciously look for keywords and bullet points. We gloss over details and nuance and go directly to what our brains perceive to be the crux of the material.
Researchers have learned that these habits are now following us off-line to the printed page. Getting through War and Peace is substantially more difficult for today’s students than it was for their parents and grandparents. And we are no better at listening to someone at length than we are at reading a long article on the Web without clicking over to another tab to check our e-mail. We skim through our conversations.
If you are accustomed to people expressing themselves in 140 characters or fewer, it can be difficult to remain engaged while they spend ten minutes describing what happened to them at work. Even online, where the stories are enhanced by charts and graphs and cool fonts and pictures, many people don’t read past the headlines.8 Our brains struggle to focus for long on what someone else has written or is saying. This is something that neuroscientist Maryanne Wolf calls Twitter brain.
While few of us are good, active listeners, most of us are blissfully unaware of our incompetence. The company Accenture surveyed thousands of people in thirty different countries, evenly split by gender. Almost all of them said they were good listeners.9 But the facts suggest they are probably deluded about that. Ninety-eight percent of those surveyed admitted they spend a good portion of their days distracted; more than half reported that working digitally interferes with their ability to listen; and 86 percent said they multitask during conference calls. Remember, humans are unable to multitask. There’s no way you can listen well on a call if you’re checking your e-mail or typing up a document at the same time. We don’t realize all the daily habits that interfere with listening, so we may think we’re good at it when we’re really not.
Most of us acknowledge the importance of listening, but we rarely take any action to get better at it. When asked, the majority of businesspeople and academics say listening is one of the most important skills required of an effective professional. And yet, fewer than 2 percent of articles in business journals address the topic of active listening. The same thing is true in our schools. You can easily find a class on public speaking but rarely one on how to listen. That’s unfortunate because, as it turns out, listening must be taught.
Recent research out of Australia suggests that active listening is a conscious act and has to be part of specific instruction.10 In other words, students learn to listen better if they are aware that they’re being taught to listen. They don’t pick it up while learning other things such as math and history. The researchers were especially focused on facial expression and body language in communication, as they say both are essential to effective listening. “To ‘hear’ the listener must not only understand what is being said verbally,” the report says, “but also the non-verbal communication that informs what is said.”
The experiment seemed to have great success by using Open Space Technology—a method for conducting meetings in which there is a specific, focused task but no formal agenda—in order to limit the use of computers and increase face-to-face interaction. The students were given a task and then divided into groups in a large, open room. They were instructed to listen carefully, to respond thoughtfully, and to be prepared to sum up what was said at the end of the session. The researchers sought to answer the question “Can students’ understanding of the task be enhanced by listening to others?” and the answer seems to be yes.
Listening requires energy and attention and involves more senses than just hearing. There are three kinds of information conveyed during a conversation: lingual (the meaning of the words being said), gestural (facial expressions, hand movements, posture), and tonal (how we say the words).
We’re all aware that the mere meaning of our words is not enough to convey a message effectively. Many of us joke about needing a “sarcasm font” for e-mail and social media, so that other people know when we’re kidding. We’ve all had e-mails come across as snarky or insulting when that wasn’t the intention. To understand what someone else is telling us requires more than a printed word. Listening requires our whole bodies and our full attention.
But many of us don’t commit that fully to a conversation. We approach an exchange as an opportunity to articulate our own needs and opinions, not to hear someone else’s thoughts. “Most people do not listen with the intent to understand,” says author Stephen Covey. “They listen with the intent to reply.”11 We talk to someone because we want to say something, not because we want to hear.
All too often, our conversations are like the worst kind of music concert. Imagine a violinist playing one piece of music while the pianist plays another. They can be friendly and watch each other and nod all they want, but the end result will be cacophony if they aren’t on the same page of sheet music.
It’s not easy to break the habit of simply waiting for someone to take a breath so that you can speak again, but it can be done. First, try to listen for ideas. While the other person is talking, think about the deeper meaning of their words and their thoughts. Watch their facial expressions and gestures. What are they really trying to say? You can ask questions like, “Does that mean that . . . ?” or “Are you saying that . . . ?” Perhaps they’re hinting at something. What is it? Why are they telling that story at that moment? What’s the big idea?
Also, think ahead to what they might be going to say next. To guess what’s coming, you must pay attention to what’s happening. This carries risk, as you might be tempted to make assumptions about what they’re saying instead of predicting based on what they’re actually telling you. Because it’s condescending to finish the end of someone else’s sentence or story, it’s best you keep these guesses to yourself. The act of guessing, though, will keep you engaged.
This next piece of advice is especially important in our current political climate: evaluate the evidence instead of jumping to conclusions. That means, listen to the words they’re actually saying instead of listening for certain words or names and making assumptions about what they mean.
We often make up our minds about people based on a few familiar terms they use. If someone says they support the Second Amendment, we often believe we know all we need to about them. We don’t listen because we think we can predict everything they’ll say. We have already decided what our opinions are on certain subjects and don’t want to hear arguments for the opposing view.
It is highly unlikely that any human being has all of the same opinions as the talking head you heard on cable news; you must listen to someone in order to discover the nuances of his or her position. Instead of shutting down when someone offers an opinion with which you disagree, weigh the evidence. Think about what it might mean if they’re right. Where did this person get his or her information? You can ask. For that matter, how did you get your information?
Respond to what they say, not to what you think they said or what you expected them to say. Don’t say the same thing to them that you said to the last liberal/conservative you spoke to. Listen and respond to what they actually said. That means you might sometimes have to ask them to clarify their positions. It means you might not know what to say. Having questions about what you heard is a good indication that you’re listening.
Last, try to summarize what you’re hearing, but do it in your head. This is another way to put the extra words in your mind to good use. Review what the other person has said and rephrase it. You will immediately notice if you missed something or if you’re not clear on a specific point. Then you can ask a good question such as, “How did you get from the post office to the school? I missed that part.” Remember that active listening is not just about passively sitting there in toleration while someone else speaks. A robot could do that. Listening is work.
I heard a lot of opera as a child. My grandfather wrote eight operas. His music was played often in our home, as was music by Verdi and Puccini and Mozart. Many American kids know the bits of Wagner played in Bugs Bunny cartoons, but I heard the whole Ring Cycle on a regular basis. And I never liked it. I thought opera was boring.
As a college student, I had planned to study classical theater. But when I transferred schools midway through my freshman year, I discovered that the only scholarships available at my new school were for voice students. I had four days to prepare an art song and an operatic aria for the audition. I listened to a lot of opera in those four days. I don’t even remember what I sang anymore, but I do know that by the time I performed in front of the faculty panel, I had fallen hard for opera.
What changed? After years of simply hearing operatic music, I finally listened to it. Prior to that week, I had relegated the melodies to the background of my mind, not even paying close attention on those occasions when I was seated in a concert hall with the lights down. I simply allowed the music to play while I thought about other things. When I finally listened, really listened, the music moved me in a powerful way. It was almost a spiritual experience, and that’s not far from the experience I have sometimes when I truly listen to other people.
The thing about radio reporting is that your goal is to speak as little as possible. You’re trying to keep your source talking and you know that you won’t be able to use any portion of the recording that has your own voice on it. So, you get into the habit of asking short, direct questions and then shutting your mouth and listening as closely as possible.
Sometimes, the interviews that I thought would be deadly dull turned out to be the most fascinating. I did a story on the Purple Lilliput mussel in Michigan and could not get enough of the scientist who had dedicated his life to saving the tiny, plain mollusk. I’ve spent an inordinate amount of time hanging out at gas stations and interviewing people there. I’ve encountered a dizzying diversity of folks from different backgrounds and income levels, all on their way to someplace unique and all with their own particular wisdom to impart.
If you want to become smarter, listen more. If you want a stronger marriage, listen actively. And if you want better friendships, stop talking and listen. “The most basic of all human needs,” said Dr. Ralph Nichols, who pioneered the study of listening, “is the need to understand and be understood. The best way to understand people is to listen to them.” I can say without exaggeration that listening is the most important skill I’ve acquired in my life.
I’ve had to stop myself from filling this chapter with quotes, because there are a ridiculous number of smart, accomplished people who have articulated better than I can the reasons why listening is the most important skill a person can develop. But let me return to the words of my favorite interview guest, Salman Rushdie. In his book Two Years Eight Months and Twenty-Eight Nights, there is a genie character who works magic by listening. When I asked Rushdie about her, he said, “She can put an ear to your chest and learn exactly your heart’s desire. . . . I think writers have to be good listeners. One of the things you have to be able to do as a writer is hear what people are really saying and be able to represent that. So yes, listening is great magic.”12
In order to understand the world, one has to turn away from it on occasion.
—ALBERT CAMUS
In my house, I don’t make a lot of phone calls. If we need to talk to the cable company or make a doctor’s appointment, I pass that task along to my son. By the time I get home from work, talking has exhausted me and I need silence for a few hours. I often don’t have the energy to be chatty with the customer service rep or the landscaping guy. Rather than risk being rude, I delegate those conversations to someone else. By the time I’m done with dinner, I’m usually ready to listen actively and engage with people positively.
This experience is not unique to me; science supports the idea that not all conversation is healthy or helpful. In 2010, a group of researchers at the University of Arizona equipped dozens of students with recording devices so they could track their conversations. These students were then asked to assess their level of happiness. Those who said they were happy tended to be people who spent their time in the company of others. In fact, the happiest students spent 25 percent less time alone and 70 percent more time talking to other people compared to their less social peers.1
That’s not a particularly surprising result; we already know that humans are social animals and that loneliness and isolation tend to make us unhappy. But there was one aspect of the study that was revelatory: not all conversation contributed to happiness.
The researchers found that the happiest students spent a third less time engaged in small talk and had about twice as many substantive conversations as the rest of the group. They concluded that “the happy life is social rather than solitary and conversationally deep rather than superficial.”
Most of us endure a certain amount of small talk every day: you ask the waiter how his or her shift is going or you talk about the weather with someone sharing the elevator. Sometimes there is no escape from it—you can’t always wiggle your way out of a desultory chat with your boss, for example—but on the whole, sometimes the best conversation strategy is to not talk at all. If you don’t have the energy or motivation to focus on another person, it’s best to isolate yourself. That’s how you avoid angry outbursts or saying things you don’t really mean.
Small talk may be grating, but other conversations can be downright exhausting. I recently had to excuse myself when a colleague started describing her sister’s troubled marriage. I don’t know that colleague well and had never met her sister. She needed to give voice to her concerns and receive supportive energy in return, but I didn’t have the energy to spare. I told her, “I’m so sorry for this situation. I’m sure it’s stressful. I wish I had the time to talk about it, but I have a deadline to meet today.” That was a better solution than to listen with half an ear and then say something vacuous like, “That’s too bad. What a bummer.” Much better to send her in search of a more dedicated listener.
A good conversation requires energy and focus—two commodities that are often in short supply. If you’re unable to engage meaningfully, I would advise not engaging at all. Be honest, be polite, and walk away.
It’s neither helpful nor productive to involve yourself in a discussion when you’re tired or irritated and headachy. If you force yourself to talk when you don’t want to, you won’t be satisfied with your end of the conversation and you probably won’t retain what was said on either side. You should never feel guilty for walking away from a conversation in which you’re not able to mentally invest.
That might come as a relief to those who fall on the introverted side of the spectrum. As Susan Cain made popularly known in her book Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking, introverts are partly defined by how they get their energy. Introverts recharge during their alone time; being around other people, and talking to other people, can be overwhelming and depleting for them.2
But it’s not just introverts who benefit from solitude; a little peace and quiet is good for just about everyone. A study out of the University of Illinois found that when teenagers were alone for at least 25 percent of their time outside of classes, they earned higher grades and were less prone to depression. Head researcher Reed Larson said, “The paradox was that being alone was not a particularly happy state. But there seemed to be a kind of rebound effect. It’s kind of like a bitter medicine.” The teenagers didn’t enjoy solitude, but they felt better after being isolated and those positive feelings lasted for at least a week.3
There is also a great deal of anecdotal and scientific evidence that solitude boosts creativity and deepens thought. Think of Thoreau’s tiny cabin at Walden Pond or Marcel Proust in his spartan Paris apartment, the walls lined in cork to cut down on noise. Solitude can be a wonderful thing.
But creativity experts say innovation is the result of a delicate balance between solitude and collaboration. In other words, Steve Wozniak may have invented the personal computer while he was alone at home, but the idea was a result of his work with Steve Jobs and his conversations with the members of his computer group. It was inspiration based on conversation, followed by focused thought carried out in isolation.
Dr. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s research is seminal on this subject. He said that “creative people tend to be both extroverted and introverted.” Even if you are not an inventor or artist, even if you are extroverted, research shows you reap benefits from regularly spending time alone.4 One Harvard study even demonstrated that we are more capable of feeling empathy toward others after experiencing solitude.5 Avoiding conversation from time to time can actually improve your relationships with others and make future conversations better.
Unfortunately, solitude is not something most of us seek on a regular basis. Most people don’t like to be alone. A group of researchers at Harvard and the University of Virginia conducted eleven different studies and found that people, in general, don’t like to be isolated.6 In fact, “many preferred to administer electric shocks to themselves instead of being left alone with their thoughts.” That aversion to loneliness can tempt you to engage in a conversation even when you don’t want to. But that might be a bad choice.
Remember, it’s about quality, not quantity. Talking all day will not make you a great conversationalist and constant chatter doesn’t increase the value of the words—even Beethoven becomes background music if it’s playing all the time. It would be rare indeed if you were able to have engrossing, engaging conversations every time someone said hello. You probably can’t. So, if you need the time on the subway to be quiet so that you’re in the right frame of mind to listen to your family when you get home, then be quiet. And feel good about it.
Even if you only have one conversation a day, it should inspire and enlighten you. Those are the kinds of conversations that will enrich your life and bring you a greater understanding of the people and world around you.
What you do today can improve all your tomorrows.
—RALPH MARSTON
I didn’t set out in life to dedicate myself to conversation and I certainly never envisioned myself as a conversational evangelist. I’ve arrived at this place after years of observation and experience and research. All of which have led me to believe that conversation has the power to change the world.
That may sound hopelessly naive to some people, including my fellow journalists. We are, in general, a pretty cynical crew. We spend our days reporting on the ugliness of human nature: fraud, corruption, violence, war, disease. We have a skeptical view of politics because we’re behind the scenes every day, watching the sausage being made.
But when a horrific event occurs, such as Hurricane Katrina or the earthquake in Haiti, it is also our job to find and feature the human element of the story. We have conversations with traumatized and sometimes victimized people, and try to distill large amounts of information down to a clear story that might help our audience empathize with those whose lives have been forever changed by tragedy.
I started working as a reporter in 1999. As the years have passed, I’ve noticed that conversations have deteriorated and people seem to be less inclined to seek out information from diverse sources. We no longer feel we understand each other, and therefore we don’t trust each other.
Certainly the proliferation of technology in our lives, in our palms and pockets, has not helped, but I don’t blame this problem on the popularity of smartphones. I don’t blame it on social media, although many of us have been fooled into believing that digital connection is the same as conversation. And while cable network pundits who make their living by turning every nonissue into a political argument may further fuel our polarization, I don’t blame the media, either.
Frankly, I don’t blame anyone or anything for the disintegration of our conversations. There is no definitive cause, but there is only one solution—and that is to start talking. The collapse of conversation is damaging to us as a society and harmful to our shared humanity.
While I was writing this book, I consulted with experts in many fields and read myriad studies. I took in a large amount of information that was surprising and enlightening, but there was one bit of research that has stuck with me more than any other: a study that showed empathy is declining rapidly among young people.
Empathy is very different from compassion. Compassion is the ability to say, “I feel for you.” Empathy is the ability to say, “I feel with you.” Compassion allows you to remain separate from the other person; it allows you to see them as “other.” It can devolve into pity. Empathy forces you to feel connected to the other person and to recognize that we are all human, all struggling, all linked.
Doctors with empathy have healthier patients.1 Empathetic managers have employees with higher morale who take fewer sick days. The ability to feel empathy is associated with less prejudice, less bullying, and more charitable acts. Empathy is also the basis for our morality. The Golden Rule is “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you,” but you must have empathy to equate another person’s needs to your own.
Scientists have identified many ways to foster empathy, including playing music in a band2 or reading more novels,3 but one of the most effective methods is conversation. Good conversation allows you to learn about someone else’s experience, to compare it with your own and imagine how it must feel to walk in someone else’s shoes. The researchers at the Greater Good Science Center at the University of California, Berkeley—an organization dedicated to using neuroscience and psychology to create a more resilient and compassionate society—recommend increasing empathy through interaction. They offer four simple ways to increase empathy:
1. Active listening
2. Sharing in other people’s joy
3. Looking for commonalities with others
4. Paying attention to faces
Want to accomplish all of these things at once? Have a conversation.
The best conversations happen between two people who are considering each other. That’s the definition of consideration, after all, to think carefully about the effect of what you say and do and try to avoid upsetting or harming another person with your words or actions. It’s not always easy to do this—social scientists say narcissism is on the rise and it takes effort and practice for us to consider others.
Ultimately, the tools and strategies I’ve offered in this book share one underlying purpose—and that is to help you consider others when you’re talking. Because doing that will make not only for better conversations but also for better relationships and, ultimately, I hope, a richer life.
Focusing on other people is good for more than just your conversation skills. We’ve known for years, for example, that volunteering can boost mental health. Donating your time to help others has been shown to reduce loneliness and symptoms of depression.
Helping others can make you happier, and recently scientists learned that doing charity work can even make you healthier.4 One study showed that people who spend at least two hundred hours a year volunteering had a significantly lower risk of developing hypertension. Another study showed that people who volunteer regularly live longer.5 So why doesn’t everyone volunteer as preventative medicine? Here’s the catch: these benefits were experienced only by people who wanted to volunteer, who enjoyed the act of it—not by those who volunteered simply because their job required a certain number of volunteer hours.
The same principle holds true for conversation. Your desire to know and understand others must be sincere or the benefits are greatly reduced. There is a significant difference between initiating a conversation with a colleague because you think having this person like you is good for your reputation, and initiating a conversation because you genuinely want to get to know him or her.
I wouldn’t still be a journalist today if I didn’t believe that access to information improves our society and that conversations build bridges between disparate communities. I believe with all my heart that we have a window of opportunity right now to make things better in our world. And it starts with an act as simple as saying hello to your neighbor.
So put away your smartphone for just a moment and go talk to someone. Better yet, go listen to someone. People will surprise you. They will delight you, enlighten you, and sometimes anger you. But if you can get past the superficial chitchat most of us mistake for conversation, people will never bore you.
Whenever your next conversation happens, I only hope it’s a good one.
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