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Objectives
•
•
•
•

Prepare for difficult conversations
The Abilene Paradox
Conflict management styles
Identify and absorb concepts related to the Verbal
Judo strategy
• Discuss goals of Verbal Judo and establish actionable
skills
• Demonstrate scenarios of Verbal Judo in
conversation
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Preparation
•
•
•
•
•
•

Focus on the problem, not the person
Develop your perspective
Make sure the timing is right
Know your audience and prepare with them in mind
How we discuss is just as important as what we discuss
Remember: Conflict does not have a clear cut answer
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The Abilene Paradox

The Abilene Paradox
•
•
•
•

Reflections by Jerry Harvey
The trip to Abilene
Who wins when everyone assumes or miscommunicates?
Problem is not conflict management, but agreement management
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relationship focus

goal focus

“When you react, the event controls you.
When you respond, you’re in control.”
(Thompson & Jenkins)

• Rooted in the martial art, Judo.
• Physical, mental and moral pedagogy.
• Principles of maximum efficiency, minimum effort; and, mutual welfare and
benefit.
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The Art of Deflecting
• Conversational strategy: If we engage people through empathy, we can listen
and speak more effectively.
• Professional skill: This may be taught and practiced, or forgotten and ignored.
(HINT: only one is actually helpful in our jobs)
• Professional Applications:
• Client – Advisor relationship
• Peer – Peer relationship
• Manager – Subordinate relationship
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“Tactical” Communication Style
• Adoption of a performing language
• You are never just “talking”
• Requires that you keep “your stuff” out of it
• Conscious, aware decision, that requires you to keep tabs on your internal
processes at all times
• Goals of this communication style:
• Empathy
• Options
• Control (of oneself)

Empathy is not
endorsement
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Exploring Options
• Present options, particularly after escalation.
• Options provide the other person with a chance to “save face” and empowers
them to use their choice to impact the outcome.
• Establish your ally-hood, not your control: “I want to help you, and there are
always options we can discuss.”
• Helps to build trust and prove that you are engaged in the situation.
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Self Control
• Critical that you remain in control of your emotions.
• If successful, you will stop trying to control the conversation and instead adapt
to the needs of the other person.
• Acknowledging the tension can help you keep your emotions from taking over.
• There is nothing wrong with showing that you are human in front of an
“opponent.”

Strategize: L.E.A.P.S.
•
•
•
•
•

Listen (actively)
Empathize
Ask questions
Paraphrase
Summarize
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Listen
• Active Listening requires…well…activity.
• Listen from beginning to end.
• Engage the speaker: “Let me make sure I understood what you just said”
• Show curiosity; inquire.
• Consider the value of silence.
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Empathize
• Express concern, don’t just feel it.
• Agree or acknowledge a valid point being made (helps in de-escalation)
• Be VERY CAREFUL that you are genuine. Sounding false (or patronizing) will
result in escalated tension.
• “That must be frustrating…”
• “I know that this can be a confusing process…”
• “I’m going to help you sort this out…”

Ask Questions
• Shows engagement and curiosity; an extension of active listening.
• “Can you share with me when you got that email?”
• “How did you follow up with that student?”
• “Were you working with a particular supervisor on that?”
• “Who have you talked to already?”
• Helps subtly direct the conversation towards productive paths that may have
options available.
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Paraphrase
• “I want to make sure I am understanding this
correctly. It sounds like what you are describing is…”
• “Just so I am clear, did I understand you to say this
happened last week?”
• Remember: Nobody listens better than to his or her
own point of view. Use that to your benefit.
• When you are paraphrasing, they are listening.
Bonus!

Summarize…and get to the options
•
•
•
•

“Does this sound like an accurate summary of what you are saying?”
“Well, there are a few options we can consider here.”
“I’d like to help move you forward towards a solution to this situation.”
“Is there anything else I can help you with today?” (Not just a gesture…mean
it!)
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Resources
•
•
•
•

“The Abilene Paradox: The Management of Agreement” Jerry B. Harvey (1974)
Crucial Conversations Patterson, Grenny, McMillan and Switzler (2011)
Verbal Judo: The Gentle Art of Persuasion Thompson and Jenkins (1983)
Deanna Clingan-Fischer, Iowa State University Ombuds Officer

Questions? Comments? Experiences?
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