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Acknowledge one another as equals.

Try to stay curious about each

other.

Recognize that we need each other’s

help to become better listeners.

Slow down so we have time to think

and reflect.

Remember that conversation is a

way that humans think together.

Expect it to be messy at times.

Principles of
Conversation

by Margaret Wheatley



Speak to grow the conversation; connect what you say to what the

other person just said—build upon each other’s perspectives.

Rather than focusing on points of disagreements, talk about the values

behind each person’s perspective. For example, folks who disagree

about gun control may share values about keeping people safe. Begin

your conversation at a point of mutual understanding or share values.

Consider the gray areas for you or the mixed feelings/uncertainty you

might have about an aspect of your position. Talk about each other’s

gray areas—they are conversation openings.

Remember, “Each person has something to teach me” (even if it is hard

to recognize).

You have a right to be understood—so does the other person. Remain

curious about the other’s person’s perspectives—why does this person

hold this position? Why do you hold yours? What are the life

experiences that have shaped people’s positions? If possible, share a

bit about these life experiences.

Accept that you are trying to be understood, not trying to change the

other person’s mind. Let this sentiment guide what and how you share.

Know when to “hit pause.” Whether it’s taking a deep breath, a break,

or ending the conversation for the moment, sometimes the most

constructive choice is to pause the conversation until emotions

simmer down.

Civil Discourse
Guidelines

Listen to understand.

Use “I” statements.

Speak from lived experience;

tell stories.

Avoid the word, “but".

Avoid “fighting words".



Heterodox Academy
is a non-partisan collaborative

committed to open inquiry, viewpoint
diversity, and constructive

disagreement on campuses of higher
education. Thinking Logically:
Learning to Recognize Logical

Fallacies, while geared specifically for
university students, is informative for

the general public as well. This
handout can help people identify

common logical fallacies—things that
people often say when trying to prove
a point but that actually don’t provide
evidence for the point being argued.

https://heterodoxacademy.org/














National Conversation
Project

The National Conversation Project offers this set of three questions for helping people

talk through contention and disagreement. It is often helpful to have individuals

privately reflect on these questions before opening up the dialogue to the group.

1.What is your personal history with this issue?
Beginning with one’s personal history with an issue helps people

articulate the why of their perspective about the issue under discussion.

Recall the tree metaphor. One’s personal history with an issue is a root

level reflection because it is about one’s human experience.

2. What are your particular beliefs about this issue (what
is really at the heart of it for you)?

Moving then to one’s beliefs about the issue helps one articulate the what

—what are one’s actual values, principles, beliefs, attitudes, etc?

Recalling the tree metaphor, one’s particular beliefs about an issue

happens at the above ground, tree branch level because it reflects one’s

ideas.

3. Are there any gray areas about this issue for you (aspects
about which you have mixed feelings or uncertainty)?

After reflecting on one’s experience and thinking, identifying one’s

uncertainties about the issue helps one reach a place of conversation with

others. The grey areas are where conversations can happen most

constructively, especially when one is trying to deepen one’s

understanding about other people’s perspectives and/or reach a group

decision.



In the pages that follow, you will find three

reflective exercises to help you practice the

conversational elements of respect, empathy,

and gratitude. Respect challenges people not

to make assumptions. Empathy stirs human

connection. And gratitude keeps people

humble. Practicing respect, empathy, and

gratitude is a cornerstone of genuine

dialogue and authentic civil discourse.

Genuine conversations call for
suspending judgement, caring

enough to be curious, and
acknowledging that each person
has “something to teach me.” 



Practicing Respect 
“Respect” comes from the Latin word, “spectare,” which means to

look at; and “re” means to do again. To respect someone, then, is

to look at them again—to really look at them anew. When we look

at people with fresh eyes, when we consider another person with

renewed and genuine curiosity, it can offer us a different

perspective. And new perspectives can lead to deeper

understandings.

This activity asks you to consider a familiar story from a slightly

different perspective. Think of a situation in which you were

involved recently. Write down what happened but rather than

using “I” statements, write from the third-person. In other words,

rather than using first-person language to tell a story from the

perspective of “I”, describe what happened as if you are another

person. For example, rather than saying, “When she said that to

me, I became so angry that I couldn’t even think straight” you

might say, “When she said that to Mark, his cheeks flushed red

with anger, and he stumbled to get his words out.” 

Consider doing this activity multiple times, with different

situations, as a way to practice stepping outside of the “I”

perspective and “looking again” from a different point of view.[1]

The inspiration for this activity comes from educator, Calvin Terrell, who integrates the

idea of “to look again” as a way to more honestly come to know other people.

[1]



There is an “empathy” movement in the business world right now.

Companies are spending a good deal of time and money training their

employees to be more skilled in empathy. Companies are also

evaluating business leaders on their empathy skills. 

This is because empathy is a critical component of problem solving.

When a person understands the thoughts, experiences and feelings of

another person or group, they are better able to craft solutions to

problems. This is because most problems rarely involve situations that

are simply “right v. wrong.”  As you already know, life is more often

about situations involving “right v. right” problems.

Why is empathy important?

What is the difference between
sympathy & empathy?

Practicing Empathy 
Steps for calming your mind &

finding the good in people

Here is a cute and funny video on the difference between sympathy

and empathy. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Evwgu369Jw  

Generally, sympathy is, pity, or feelings of sorrow for someone else

who is experiencing misfortune. Empathy is the capacity or ability to

imagine oneself in the situation of another, experiencing the emotions,

ideas, or opinions of that person.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Evwgu369Jw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Evwgu369Jw


Human beings are pretty good at being empathetic with people they

already care about or who they perceive as belonging to their same

“group.” What we are not so good at is being empathetic to people

outside our own circles.

Which gets us back to problem solving. We cannot solve problems,

whether in business, in society, or politically if we are unable to

understand the experiences and needs of those of us outside our

normal social circles.  We will never solve problems by arguing about

who is “right” or who is “wrong.” We can only solve problems when we

focus on being as fair as possible to everyone and creating ethical and

fair processes. And empathy helps us do all those things.

I am already empathetic, why should
I be more empathetic?

Don’t we elect people to solve our problems?
Why should I be worried about solving society’s
problems? 
As detailed by the recent testimony of the former Facebook employee,

social media platforms, political parties and other groups profit from

keeping us fearful, angry, and divided. They make more money from

negative and divisive content. (And it is possible to be addicted to

anger and outrage.)

So, it is up to us to change what we pay attention to and to start to

solve problems. Only by making fear, anger, and division unprofitable

will the political and social media dynamics change. 



Won’t we all feel and live better when we can start
solving problems, rather than arguing about them?



Here are a few fun and easy steps to grow our problem-

solving skills by increasing our empathy:

Recall a time(s) when someone outside your normal social or work
circles was kind to you. Or when someone very different from you
helped you when you needed help.

Recall how that made you feel. How did it make you feel about
yourself? How did you feel about the other person? How did it make
you feel about people and the world in general?

Write down what happened, and how it made you feel. Whenever you
are feeling down on the world, take this out and read about this event
in your life. Try to recall those feelings. 

A. Recall moment of empathy #1

B. Recall moment of empathy #2
Recall a time(s) when YOU were kind or helped someone very
different than you or who was outside your normal social or work
circles.How did that make you feel? What was it about the other
person or situation that moved you to act? Write your answers down. 

Compare your answers to both questions. Is there a common
connection that the two people or situations shared? (Hint: human
vulnerability, suffering and embarrassment are often keys which
unlock our empathy to others.)

Didn’t it feel good to help someone different than you? Look for
opportunities to help others, even in small ways



Ask them what their day to day lives are like. Questions to prompt
these discussions are: 1) “tell me your story. Everyone has a story, and
I would like to hear yours!”  2) “Tell me 3 things that bring you joy
each day and tell me the 3 things that are challenges for you every
day.” 3) “What has happened in your life that made you a stronger
person?” 

You can practice this on someone in your normal social and work
circles and when you are feeling confident, start listening to the
stories of people different than you. Or people you do not like. You will
be pleasantly surprised at how you will understand them better simply
by learning more about them.

C. Listen to someone else's story.

D. Smile at someone who is different than you.
This is an easy and fun one – just give someone a genuine smile. Not
everyone will smile back but when they do, you will be pleasantly
surprised at how good YOU feel for having given them a smile.

E. Go to a place where you know there will be
people different than you. 
Easy and interesting places to go are markets in different
neighborhoods, houses of worship in other denominations and
neighborhoods, community centers and schools. Use your smile and
ask someone how their day is going – then watch – and feel - what
happens next.

F. Join a community effort.
You will be guaranteed to meet people who share at least one of your
values or experiences and who may be outside your normal social and
work circles. Examples are to volunteer at a river or park cleanup
event, join a grief group, be part of a community garden or serve at a
homeless or battered women’s shelter.

Good luck with building your empathy and problem-
solving skills. And have fun doing so!



Write down 3-5 things that you are grateful for in your

life. Take some time to reflect on what you have written.

Meditate on everything and anything that you think

deserves to be appreciated. No matter how big or small.

Make a list of the 5 most appreciated people in your life.

Reflect on why they have such an impact in your life.

Focus on each person, each night for the next week and

then describe 5 things about them that you are

appreciative of.

At the end of the week, you will have 25 things that you

can be grateful for.

Share your list with someone that you know and trust.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Practicing Gratitude 

This activity is based on Dr. Timothy J. Sharp’s
100 Ways to Happiness: A Guide for Busy People.



With every conversation,
keep in mind...

Everyone has a right to be understood

(Wheatley, 2009).

Significant human needs surface when

people disagree (Makau & Marty, 2013). 

We don't have to let go of what we believe,

but we do need to be curious about what

someone else believes (Wheatley, 2009).

@gvsudiscourse


