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A Learning Conversation
Cheat Sheet

A note on language: We use “your group” and “my group” as shorthand. In general, you are trying to avoid stereotyping and lumping people into
groups and instead are working to understand individual experiences. You may expand the shorthand to mean “the group with which | believe

To have or not to have the
conversation? Two questions:

you identify and hold shared experiences, views, and beliefs.”

Do you want to? Can you say genuinely that you either want to learn something from them or
that you want to have a relationship with them? Even if you walk away continuing to disagree?
There is no requirement that the answer to this be “yes.” It can be a no for many reasons
including your sense of safety, of unequal power dynamics, or whether engaging with the
person can result in learning - you or they may not be in a headspace for a learning
conversation.

Do you feel ready? This starts from the inside out. Know your own triggers, be aware of how
your body feels, especially if the conversation is closer to our own emotions and identities. Is
the context conducive to a learning conversation, is the timing right?

Define success of a learning
conversation

Learning, Understanding - not changing minds, not winning

Change moves at the speed of
trust

One conversation is unlikely to result in significant change. This usually requires an investment.

Give them a stake in the
outcome by making sure they
participate in the process

For example “l want to be able to show people that we can come together despite our
differences, what would you like to get out of this?”

1:1

Learning conversations across difficult topics in particular are often more easily had 1:1 than in
groups.

Make a learning conversation a
show of respect

To initiate a conversation, you can say: “l want to have this convo because | care about you.” or
“l want to ask you about something that | know we view differently because you are a person
who | think | could learn from/a person | respect.”

Ending the conversation

Build a working relationship

These conversations are not intended to end with either participant winning an argument, so
where the conversation has gone well, you may end by saying “ | know it may have been
difficult to have this conversation, you've given me a lot to think about, and | appreciate your
willingness to share.” In some cases, a conversation may not go well. You do not have a moral
obligation to have a conversation, especially one that is going poorly.

You may need to build up to a conversation about something important to you

Recognize and understand
emotions, theirs and yours

Write down how you feel and what they might feel (you could be nervous, wanting to defend
your position well, etc.)

Face the problem, not the
people (if you view yourself as
an adversary, you're more
likely to be like one)

Think of yourselves as “partners in a hardheaded, side-by-side search for a fair agreement
advantageous to each.
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“Putting yourself in their
shoes” is not the same as
agreeing with their position

| can imagine that it is very frustrating, seeing what | saw about what [my group is] like on [your
news source] ... | can see how we make assumptions about each other based on what we have
seen.

Don’t deduce their intentions
from your fears

If someone says something that hurts you, and they may not have meant to, this does not mean
it doesn’t hurt, but understanding the difference can enable you to respond less as an
adversary.

Don’t blame them for your
problem - even if justified

Avoid “Well if [your group] hadn't started this, we wouldn't have this problem.” It reliably shuts
down the conversation.

Discuss each other’s
perceptions

Without defensiveness, state honestly: | see [your group] as...but | know that isn’t the full story.
Or, | often hear of [your group] as ..."

Look for opportunities to act
inconsistently with their
perceptions

Affirm some element of their position, or question some element of your own

Face-saving and Steel-people:
make proposals consistent
with their values

Make emotions explicit and
acknowledge as legitimate

Seek to identify the strongest and most empathetic version of their stance, especially if you are
reframing what they've said (versus creating a strawman). Example: If you are speaking to a
person of faith, if appropriate, you may .... grounding in the language of faith.

“You might be nervous, and | can understand that given how hard this conversation can be. |
sure am.”

Allow the other side to let off
steam; without strong counter
reaction

Sometimes when people get something off their chest, they can move on. To enable this tool to
work, you cannot get reeled in by this. (Cathartic Listening)

Emotional Truths vs. Factual
Truths

Things you may hear as an exaggeration, or even factually false, may reveal an underlying
emotional truth. Someone may say “I'm being targeted” and you think that is false, but if they
said “I live with the constant fear of being targeted” that may be true, indeed, and explain the
vehemence of their position. You will find limited success in countering emotional truths with
factual truths.

Use symbolic gestures

Listen actively

An apology - an honest one. le. “I'm sorry this causes you pain.”

Put your phone away, pick a location with fewer distractions, and enough time to have the
conversation. Bring curiosity to the conversation.

Slow it down

In a difficult conversation especially, there is a lot of opportunity for mistakes through
misunderstanding and false assumptions. Take time to unpack. “Can we go back and make sure
| understand this right”

“Tell me more”

When you are stuck, asking a question to understand more can be powerful

Speak about yourself, not
them

“r

statements, especially lean into “this is what | understand, is that right?”

Ask about experiences behind
the position

Your positions may diverge significantly, but to identify common ground: seek underlying
interests, or shared values (ex: we both care about family). If not, you may still be able to
generate empathy by understanding the experiences that lead to different perceptions.
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