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Dear Reader,
Tough conversations are part of the human experience. They are part of your experience.
At the time of this tool creation, I am an almost forty-nine year old, white woman. I was
born and raised just outside of Washington, D.C. I stood on the White House lawn when
Jimmy Carter was sworn in as President of the United States of America. Raised by
thoughtful, progressive parents, I grew up in a household that taught me to believe in
education as one of the best ways to lift up an individual and a society. Much of this
education happens in conversation, with one another and with ourselves.
Personally, I do not believe there are “fine people” on both sides of every issue. However,
I do believe the world is full of many fine people who believe in a better, safer and more
inclusive future for all. I also believe that these loving people sometimes struggle to engage
in conversations that educate, uplift and inspire action that benefits all. This tool is a primer
for them.
This tool does not attempt to be all encompassing. It serves to be a starting point. For
those who seek assistance in navigating conversations in the hope that these conversations
will further educate, enlighten and create tangible change, this tool is for you.
We both know not everyone arrives at a conversation with an open heart and mind. Not
everyone steps into a dialogue with the goal of learning, unlearning and challenging their
thinking. And we can still commit to engaging in civil discourse to bring about needed
change.
I have spent my entire career at the intersection of critical thinking and communication for
leaders around the globe. And, I am the first to admit that conversation without action is
hollow. Years ago I said, “Change the thinking. Change the behavior. Change the result.”
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I still stand by this statement today. If you lead even just one conversation that assists
people in challenging their thinking and taking action toward creating a safer, more loving,
more inclusive future for all, you are an instrument of change. If you participate in even just
one conversation that challenges your own thinking and incites you to take action toward
creating a safer, more loving, more inclusive future for all, you are an instrument of change.
I also cannot create this tool without the acknowledgement of my own unconscious biases,
and my need to learn and unlearn. As Ibram X. Kendi pointed out so eloquently, many of us
are drenched and believe ourselves to be dry. This tool is as much for me, as it is for you.
As with most of my work, I honestly and humbly share that it comes from my need to learn
first.
I encourage you to use this tool to step into a conversation that may indeed be hard, and
to do so because your commitment to a better, safer, free world for all is greater than your
commitment to personal comfort.
To creating a brighter future for all, one conversation at a time.
Hugs,
AmyK

“The life we desire
is on the other side
of a tough conversation.”
-AmyK
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politics
Communication strategies & skills for tough conversations.
“Might we talk politics?” he asked.
“I’d rather hear all the details of your colonoscopy,” she replied.
*****
Can you relate?!
Just last month a friend shared with me, “I blocked him. He thinks Trump is amazing,
refuses to wear a mask and believes Covid is a complete hoax.”
Two days later a colleague shared, “I can’t stand Biden, and Kamala is scary.”
Years ago, a Bernie supporter I knew doubted the myth of Pizza Gate but didn’t
completely deny it either, because, he said, and I quote, “I hate Hillary.”
Last week a young woman said, “I don’t like Biden. I don’t like Trump. I may sit this one
out. I know, I know, I should exercise my right to vote, but you can’t make me.” She then
proceeded to share her passionate belief that, “America needs major help.”
Wanting to avoid political discussions is understandable. They’re fraught with so much
tension and volatile emotions they can destroy business partnerships, friendships and
marriages. For many, these conversations are a moral compass for everything they hold
dear. BUT, not having these conversations does not solve the problems of our times.
In fact, avoiding them altogether with a comment such as, “I don’t talk politics” makes
these challenges worse.
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racism
Communication strategies & skills for tough conversations.
Too often when we don’t have the perfect script we withdraw. Our fear leads. We selfprotect, and unfortunately, needed change does not happen.
There’s no perfect script when it comes to talking about race, racism, prejudice,
confirmation biases and the systems that hold people down.
We can no longer withdraw and wait for the perfect words. When our fear is greater than
our willingness to partake in a tough conversation, then we become part of the problem.
To be a part of the solution, we must first ask ourselves:
1. Do I want to know when & how I’m being racist?
2. Do I want to be open & curious?
3. Do I want to learn & unlearn?
4. Do I want to take action & create a better future for all?
Becoming part of the solution, even when we are unsure how best to navigate a tough
conversation, is to arrive with the…
•

desire to connect with.

•

choice to seek understanding.

•

decision to learn and unlearn.

•

imperative to take action and do the work.
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racism
Communication strategies & skills for tough conversations.
As a white woman, to all my fellow white sisters and brothers, when you are engaged in a
conversation about race, I encourage you to not:
•

defend or deflect.

•

say, “That wasn’t my intention.”

•

police tone.

•

invalidate someone’s lived experience.

•

cry.

At some point in a conversation you may say something racist without realizing it. Someone
may call you on it. Defending, deflecting, dismissing or saying, “That wasn’t my intention”
prevents you from learning.
These actions and stances also prevent you from more clearly understanding and
acknowledging the worth of someone else’s experience and perspective. Instead of
turning the focus on you and defending yourself, apologize and say, “I sincerely apologize.
I’m learning. Thank you.”
As a former elementary school teacher I’m well aware of policing tone. Many days you
could find me saying things such as, “Lower your voices,” “Use your indoor voices,” or
“Watch your tone.” None of these phrases apply to adults conversing about oppression,
civil rights and racism. Verbally expressed emotions are to be validated, empathized with
and used for greater understanding and action taking.
If someone is abusive to you or others and/or their behavior is not acceptable you have
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racism
Communication strategies & skills for tough conversations.
every right to disengage. That said, if someone is expressing their frustration, anger, hurt,
disappointment or resentment, your job is not to pacify.
Your role is to serve as an ally for those who need space created in order for their
experiences and emotions to be shared.
Lastly, I encourage you to hold your tears. Crying comes with a history. White tears have
caused torture and murder. Yes, many times we shed tears for others because we empathize with their experience. We viscerally feel the injustice of a situation or feel their horror
and pain. Our tears are part of our growth. Tears of empathy are understandable, and I still
caution you to ensure that your tears do not become a distraction.
Crying that detracts, drains or diverts the energy in a conversation about race and racism
to a dialogue about you and your distress is not helpful.
Do…
•

lean in.

•

ask questions to better understand them.

•

listen without interrupting.

•

be willing to sit in your own discomfort.

•

speak for yourself. Not all.

•

share your lived experience.

•

address intersectionality.

•

remember ally is a verb.
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Let’s talk about talking
Communication strategies & skills for tough conversations.
So how might we talk about significant, conflict-laden issues with people who fundamentally disagree with us?
1.

Invitations work better than demands.

Extending an invitation to explore a tough talk is more effective than demanding someone
to engage and, “Engage now!” Perceiving another’s provocative proclamation as an
invitation to explore, rather than to preach or debate, also keeps the conversation from
emotionally escalating too quickly.

2.

Share your experience, not your moral high ground.

This is not the time to educate, pontificate or make your case. Proving another “wrong”
or “inferior” comes from a place of judgment and will naturally incite defensiveness.
Defensiveness prevents both parties from listening and conversing with an open-mind
and a curious perspective. Righteousness also makes you highly annoying.
Speak from your experience. Share your story. Ask about their experience. Seek to
understand their perspective and how they got to where they are today. Understanding
another’s perspective does not mean you must agree with it. Leaning in and asking
questions allows them to share the thoughts and beliefs behind their stated viewpoint.
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Let’s talk about talking
Communication strategies & skills for tough conversations.
3.

Be a humble contributor.

There are many smart people on the planet, you may indeed be one of them, and you still
don’t possess all the answers. A little vulnerability goes a long way. Even if the other
person believes they are a genius, and you disagree with their self-ascribed level of
intellect, first acknowledge that the topic you are addressing is a big challenge. Then share
that it requires multi-faceted and complex solutions. This noted complexity conveys that
no one, including the people involved in the current conversation, have it all figured out.

4.

Practice respect.

Interrupting. Yelling. Swearing. Name calling. Middle fingers. All of these behaviors equate
to lazy thinking and a lack of respect. Everyone has the right to express themselves, but
in some cases civil discourse is replaced with immature antics. As disappointing as
someone’s behaviors might be, you don’t need to match them. If someone shows a
purposeful lack of respect toward you, by all means do not accept it. Disengage from
their unproductive shenanigans. A simple, “Let’s continue this conversation respectfully
another day. I’m sincerely interested in hearing your experience when we can both share
considerately,” works wonders. Invite another conversation when you’re ready to
re-engage.
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Let’s talk about talking
Communication strategies & skills for tough conversations.
5.

Sit in your discomfort.

A tough conversation about politics or race isn’t just about you. It’s about a way of moving
toward a better future for all.
When a political conversation becomes awkward [not abusive – just tough], because you’re
on opposite ends of a specific topic or party platform, stay present and commit to working
through the conversation for as long as everyone can stay respectful and curious.
A tough political or race conversation is a chance for you to get further educated. It’s a
chance for you to learn about another’s rationale. Selfishly, it might help you construct a
more compelling and persuasive argument for your position. More magnanimously, the
person you are speaking with is a sentient human being with his or her own wants, needs
and fears. Acknowledging that they are human - just like you – can help you handle some
of the more arduous inflection points.
Lastly, depending on the trenchant nature of someone’s ideology, you may not change or
even tweak their political opinions or prejudices, but you may gain greater insight into how
and why you each live your lives the way you do.
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what you might say
Use your words.
STARTING the conversation:
It’s absolutely okay to acknowledge a topic may be difficult for you to discuss.
•

“This is hard and it’s important.”

•

“This issue makes me uncomfortable because…, and I still want to talk about it
with you.”

•

“This conversation is overdue because I’ve been avoiding it. AND…it matters to
me.”

•

“This conversation is important to me, and it’s important for us. It’s a sensitive
topic and I’m committed to seeing it through with you.”

DURING the conversation:
1.

Ask open-ended, nonjudgmental questions.
For example, instead of asking:
•

“How can you not see that climate change is real?”

•

“How you can possibly vote for that idiot?”

•

“How can you be so racist? Do you hear yourself?”

Try asking:
•

What’s shaped your thinking on climate change?

•

What are you hoping your vote will create?

•

What’s your personal experience? Might you share a story?
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what you might say
Use your words.
2.
Validate the other person’s emotions.
Understanding and acknowledging their emotions does not mean you align with their beliefs.
•

“You sound frustrated. Are you frustrated?

•

“That must have been disappointing. Is that what you felt? Were you
disappointed?”

•

“It sounds like you feel really angry. Am I getting that right? You’re angry?”

Insert whatever emotion you deem correct. And it’s okay if you’re wrong. They’ll let you know,
because you’ve respectfully asked them to correct you.
Follow with:
• “Tell me more. I sincerely want to understand.”

3.
Share more from personal experience than from statistics.
Explaining how an issue affects you personally is far more likely to connect with someone than
a litany of facts and figures. Yes, numbers can be very compelling. Most especially, if they are
shared in the context of their meaning and significance for why they matter so much to you.
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what you might say
Use your words.
4.

Focus on staying open and curious.
• “I’m here to learn. And unlearn.”
• “I’m here to receive.”
• “Say more.”
• “What’s your experience?” / “What’s your story?”
• “I sincerely apologize.”
• Where do you think this perspective originated?

5.
Confront the opposing belief not the opposer.
When faced with a very different viewpoint than your own, one that you deem to be racist,
prejudice, belittling or bullying, you can address it directly by saying, “That comment sounds
racist to me.” or “That remark sounds belittling to me.” Then explain why.
You can also use bridge phrases such as, “I used to think that way too,” or, “I know many people
who feel similarly,” or “There are many who feel as you do,” and then explain what you’ve
discovered, or what others learned or witnessed. Share how your [or their] experience &
education changes how you [or they] think about the subject now.
•

“I know sometimes the media makes it seem one hundred percent true, but I
learned that…”

•

I understand. I once thought that too, then I read about how…”

The goal is to stay connected and engaged so you can bridge a gap by offering an alternative
perspective.
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what you might say
Use your words.
CLOSING:
•

“Thank you.”

•

“Thank you for listening.”

•

“Thank you for sharing.”

•

“Thank you for sharing. I’m going to continue to think about what you’ve shared.”
[if appropriate, return to them with subsequent thoughts and/or actions you’ve
taken based on your commitment to stay engaged.]

•

“Thank you for taking the time to engage in this important conversation today.
It means a lot to me.”
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tough moments
Prioritize connection and respect for all.
RETURNING TO TOUGH MOMENTS
Sometimes you’re caught off guard by someone’s comment. In the moment you’re so shocked,
embarrassed or blindsided you aren’t able to address it. On the other hand, you may be
consciously choosing to respond thoughtfully at a later time, instead of instantly reacting.
You can always revisit someone and say, “Yesterday, [or a few days ago, or last week], you said
_____, and I’m still thinking about it. What was the thought behind it?” You might add, “I felt ____
when I heard it, so I wanted to connect with you about it.”

PREVENTING A FULL-BLOWN FALL OUT
Avoid pushing a tough conversation too far. If you find yourself getting too triggered or too
heated, you have every right to push pause and give yourself time to reset. No one is sincerely
heard nor understood when connection is replaced with power plays, bullying or full-on
hostility.
Occasionally, you’ll run into someone who is more interested in baiting you than connecting
with you. Stop. Disengage. Walk away. Before you lose your cool or have your blood pressure
skyrocket. The same is true if you simply reach an impasse.
Remember, the goal is to engage in intelligent discourse and partake in informative and
inclusive dialogue.
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willingness to talk
Use your words and then follow them with action.
WILLINGNESS
Racism and politics affect all of us, albeit, not all in the same ways.
Being willing to participate in a tough conversation to create change and build a better future
for all is a responsibility we all share.
Tough conversations are not about easing your discomfort. They require risk.
You may misstep. You may feel pain, uncertainty, fear, frustration and possibly shame.
Tough conversations take stamina, humility, courage, tough love, a strategic mind, a forgiving
heart and an open spirit.
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recommended reading
Educate yourself so you may lead a constructive, inclusive conversation.

I’m Still Here
Black Dignity in a World Made for Whiteness
Austin Channing Brown
White Fragility
Why It’s So Hard for White People to Talk About Racism
Robin Diangelo
How to Be an AntiRacist
Ibram X. Kendi
So You Want to Talk About Race
Ijeoma Oluo
Stamped
Racism, Antiracism, and You
Jason Reynolds & Ibram X. Kendi
The Constitution of the United States of America
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signature program
Join me and learn how to be a Master Communicator.

www.amyk.com/ppc

