Love and Power Practices:
Communication Skills, Large Group Processes,
and Storytelling*

Since you spend most of your waking hours in some type of
communication with other people, what better place to practice trying to balance
love and power? How you communicate demonstrates your respect for self and
others. Through communications you express who you are and make yourself
available to be seen. It is also how you let another person know that he has been
seen. When you really listen to another you get the opportunity to learn
something about the amazing diversity of Life. When you express yourself
authentically you are sounding your unique note and contributing to Life.
The principles outlined in previous chapters are about preserving the
sense of self and staying in relationship with another human being when system
pressures separate us and turn us into objects. Communicating, one of the
primary forms of relationship, is extremely vulnerable to these system pressures
because it is so hard to do well. When you break down the process of
communication and look at it carefully, you can see that there are so many places
where it can go wrong it is a miracle that we understand each other at all, let
alone stay in relationship.
What could go wrong? Well, have you ever experienced any of the
following?
*

This is a much longer version of the appendix in my book, The Dance of We: the mindful use of
love and power in human systems.
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•

Listened to someone while planning your response?

•

Not heard everything someone has said and acted off that partial
information?

•

Misunderstood what someone meant or been misunderstood yourself?

•

Assumed you knew how the person would respond and designed your
communication around that assumption?

•

Left a meeting with an agreement only to find out later that people had
different understandings about what you all had agreed to?

•

Not been clear about what you really want to say, or what you really
need?

•

Not understood what another person meant but was too embarrassed to
ask?

•

Told a person exactly what you wanted them to do, but they didn’t do it
the way you wanted them to?

•

Had a pre-conceived notion about a person you were going to
communicate with?

•

Had someone fit everything you were saying into a pre-conceived notion
about you?

•

Felt that you weren’t being heard or been accused of not hearing
someone?

•

Been so tired, wired, medicated or bored that you weren’t really present
during an exchange?

•

Not understood why someone was telling you something or not
understood where they were coming from?

•

Been accused of being bossy or controlling; or on the other hand, a
doormat?

•

Not said what you were thinking or feeling because you didn’t want to
hurt someone’s feelings?
Let’s look at why there are so many potential problems in the

communication process.

The Anatomy of the Communication Process
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The most basic units of the communication process are the speaker and
the listener. The goal of good communication is the have the receiver get what
the sender sends1:

This seems simple until we look more deeply into what transpires in this basic
communication.
The sender is trying to communicate something that has meaning to them.
In order to communicate this, she needs to express it in a way she thinks another
can understand. She needs to code it by putting it into words, pictures, body
movements, etc. So now there is the content – the what that is being said, and
the how it is being said:

The receiver, or listener, then tries to discern the sender’s meaning by decoding
what the message says and how it is being said:
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If the receiver is trying to practice good communication skills she would then
feed back to the sender what she has heard in order to check out whether she has
understood the meaning correctly.

Again, this is simple enough until one starts looking at what affects each
stage of the process. For example, as the sender, am I clear about what I mean to
say? Do I have strong feelings about what I am trying to say? What is the context
for what I am saying? Am I attached to the outcome of what I am saying? Do I
have any mindsets about the content or pre-conceived notions about the
receiver? All of these things (and more) will affect what I say and how I say it.
My word choice, my body language, my feelings and whether I trust the other
enough to tell the whole story, all come into play.
As the receiver, as I decode what I am hearing and seeing, am I filtering it
through pre-conceived notions about the sender? Do I have mindsets about or
attachments to the content? Am I a good listener? Do I hear all of what the sender
is saying or only what I want to hear? I may also have feelings about what is
being communicated that affect my decoding. Am I making assumptions about
the body language I am seeing or about the words that are being used or about
the sender’s intentions?
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With all of this going on it is a miracle that we communicate at all!

The complexity of the communication process also means that some
humility is appropriate. Understanding and being understood is not easy, and it
is important not to take your ability or the other’s to do so for granted. Being
mindful and taking care during the communication process helps bring you
closer to understanding each other rather than separating you.
Since communication is so rife with potential pitfalls it is a worthwhile
opportunity to practice the principles of love and power to improve the process.
The Principle of Inherent Value states that: You are a unique human being with
inherent value as an expression of Life, while simultaneously and equally, I am a unique
human being with inherent value as an expression of Life.
Based on this principle:
Love practices will honor the other’s humanity and uniqueness. Love practices
respect and value another simply because he or she is an expression of Life. Love
practices treat the other as a Thou. In the communication process, love practices
include such methods as mindful listening, genuinely curious inquiry, and
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reflecting back or mirroring so that the other person knows that he was seen,
understood, and valued. Love practices move us toward the other.
Power practices will honor your own humanity and uniqueness. Power practices
respect and value yourself simply because you are an expression of Life. Power
practices are the expression of the power of your being – the I of the I-Thou
relationship. In the communication process, power practices would include
advocating for yourself, expressing your wants and needs clearly through “I”
statements, saying no where appropriate, and being visible, which often means
having the courage to be vulnerable. Power practices flow from your deepest
sense of self in the moment and the impulse to express that self in the world.
As an example, consider the following conversation that doesn’t use love
and power practices:
Wife: “Aren’t you going to do the dishes?”
Husband: “No, it’s not my turn.”
Wife: “Yes it is.”
Husband: “No it’s not!”
Wife: “Yes it is. I did the dishes last night.”
Husband: “I wasn’t even here last night. I was at a meeting, remember?”
Wife: “So? I still had to do the dishes for the kids and me, and that made
two nights in a row. It’s your turn.”
Husband: “It’s not my turn, but I’ll do them.”
Wife: “Good.”
With the mindful use of love and power practices, consider how the conversation
about the dishes could have gone:
Wife: “Technically I’m not sure whose turn it is to do the dishes since you
weren’t here last night, but I’ve done the dishes two nights in a row and
am feeling really tired right now. Would you be willing to do them
tonight? I’ll do them tomorrow night.”
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Husband: “Hmm. I’m torn. Here’s the deal: I hear that you’ve done the
dishes several nights now and are really tired, but I was hoping to watch
the game on TV.”
Wife: “If you are willing to do the dishes, how about taping the beginning
of the game while you do them?”
Husband: “Definitely, I’ll do the dishes. How about if I leave the mess
until after the game?”
Wife: “Sure, as long as they get done before we go to bed. I’ve got the girls
coming for book club in the morning.”
Husband: “OK by me. Want to put your feet up and watch the game with
me?”
What is different about these two scenarios? Clearly they are being nicer
to each other in the second one, but they are not just being nice. They each are
coming from a place of respect for oneself and the other, and skillfully practicing
techniques that communicate that respect. Each is trying to be clear about what
he or she wants, while at the same time trying to include the other’s needs. Each
is willing to listen and to let the other know that he or she has been heard. Let’s
look more closely at both love and power practices in communication and then
return to this husband and wife example.

Love Practices in the Communication Process†
Love practices in the communication process respect and value the other
as a person who is different from me and with whom I want to maintain my
relationship because we are ultimately interconnected as expressions of Life.
In Chapter Fourteen we saw that the Thou side of the I-Thou relationship
would include such attitudes and actions on one’s part as:
•

Being present to the other’s occurring, that is, being willing to be informed
by the other’s being and to simple let the other be who they are.

†

All of the following communication material was developed over time with my
close friends and associates Grady McGonagill, Roger Evans, Bill Joiner, Michael
Sales and Jonathan Milton.
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•

Trying to see and understand the other

•

Actively listening, inquiring and drawing the other out in order to better
understand the person, his needs and ideas

•

Welcoming the other’s expression of uniqueness and appreciating the
diversity of his/her being

•

Standing with the other as another being with power

•

Remembering that the other is a part of Life, Being, God, or Spirit that is
the ultimate source of each of our power, love and uniqueness

Love Practice: Mindful Listening
I once asked a group of medical, psychology and education students why
listening to others was important. Some of the answers were:
•

“It puts the other person at ease.”

•

“If you don’t interrupt, they will say more.”

•

“If you listen to them, they are more likely to listen to you.”

•

“The more you listen, the clearer they get about what they are trying to
say.”

•

“It shows that you care about them.”
While all of these are important by-products of listening, I was somewhat

surprised. I asked, “What about listening in order to hear clearly what they
are saying? Maybe you will get to know and understand them better and, if
they are speaking about you, maybe even learn something about yourself?”
“Of course,” someone replied. “That’s a given.” They had learned the
techniques of listening in order to help or teach others. Unfortunately, they
had not learned the principle behind listening, that it is a crucial part of the
process of meeting and acknowledging a Thou.
“Someone started listening to me, and they seemed to savor my words.
They didn’t agree or disagree, they just were listening, and I felt as if they
were seeing how I saw the world. And in that process, I found myself
listening to myself. I started to feel a worth in myself.” – Stephen Covey2
The core of the love practices is listening with presence and inquiring
from a place of open curiosity in order to deeply understand another person and
his unique perspective. Mindful listening and inquiry moves us toward the other
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and helps us to see them and to understand their world. It is mindful because we
put our self aside for the moment and are fully present to the other. We try to
listen without judging or interpreting or attributing motivation. We are open to
hearing another perspective on life because we might learn something from it. It
might broaden our perspective because we understand on a deep level that ours
is only one among many perspectives.
The CEO of a very large real estate development company hired us to do a
communication skills training for his executive team because, as he put it, “They
need to learn how to work together better.” During the section on mindful
listening and inquiry, we broke into triads to practice simply listening to
someone. The CEO would listen for a few sentences and then would interrupt
and give his solution to the issue the person was describing. The others would
remind him just to listen and inquire without judgment, interpretation, or having
to respond. He would nod and listen for a few more sentences and then inquire
by asking, “Don’t you think you should . . .?” The others gently pointed out that
this was a judgmental inquiry and not an open one, such as, “Could you say
more about that?”
To his credit, he was open to the feedback and was really trying hard to
put it into practice. At the end of the exercise we usually ask the listener to reflect
back to the speaker what he has heard. Then we ask the speaker to estimate the
percentage of what was said that the listener actually heard. The CEO was
shocked to realize that he could repeat back very little of what was said and that
the speaker said he had only heard about 15% of her meaning. He was sober and
quiet for the rest of the day.
To my surprise, the next day the CEO was very excited and wanted to go
first in the morning’s sharing. He told this story:
“Yesterday I thought the listening exercise was pretty silly when we
started. I already knew I was a good listener – ha, ha! Boy was I surprised and
humbled. I want to thank everyone in my small group for giving me feedback. I
thought you guys needed the communication skills. I promise I will try to do
better.
“I also really want to share with you the most amazing thing! My 15-yearold daughter and I have been having trouble for a year or so now. We seem to
Love & Power Practices: Mindful Communication Skills 8/1/14

9

always be arguing. She never listens to anything I say and is acting out a lot.
Last night, after the seminar, I got home and at dinner my wife told me that my
daughter had been required to stay after school because she had gotten into a
loud argument with a friend in class. When I went into her room I was furious
with her for misbehaving yet again. I was going to yell at her, but, because of
our seminar yesterday, I thought I’d try to see her like you said—a person
deserving of respect as an expression of Life—and just try to listen to what she
had to say. I asked her to tell me what happened. Almost immediately she sat up
and looked at me with surprise. “What?” I asked. “You never ask me what
happened. You always just yell at me,” she said. “I still might,” I said, “but tell
me what happened.” I tried to really listen without criticizing her or telling her
how she should have acted. It was very hard for me and my tongue was very
sore from biting it. The more I listened the more she spoke. She hadn’t said that
many words to me in months! At one point I had a memory of what it was like
for me when I was her age. I was awkward socially and tried to be tough to
cover up my fears. It was a hard time for me. I don’t know where it came from,
but I found myself saying, ‘It’s really hard being 15 years old isn’t it?’ She burst
into tears and fell into my arms. I just melted. I hadn’t felt that close to her since
she was 9 years old! I’m still not sure exactly what happened, but I know it had
something to do with listening.”
By the end of the story he had tears in his eyes, as did several of his team.
So did I. There was a lot of appreciation and respect for him for the vulnerability
of his sharing. Listening to his story allowed his team to see a side of him they
had not seen and brought all of us closer to him and to each other. This is part of
the power of storytelling.

Love Practice: Inquiry and Mirroring
Inquiry and mirroring are two additional love practices that are essential
to good communication. If you really hold the other person as an expression of
Life and deserving of respect just like you, you would likely be more curious
about how Life is expressing through them. You would ask questions from this
curiosity in order to more deeply understand them rather than to refute them or
to prove your superiority. When you fully embrace the diversity of life you
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understand on a fundamental level that yours is only one of a myriad of
perspectives on any issue and therefore partial. If you want to more deeply
understand the issue or the person or life in general, you need to inquire in a
way that opens them up rather than makes them defensive and shuts them
down. There are techniques for asking open-ended questions or very specific,
non-judgmental questions in order to deepen your understanding. Those
techniques are useful, but the most important thing is to be aware of where are
you coming from. What context are you holding about your self and the other
when you use those techniques?
If you are asking questions in order to corner someone and prove her
wrong, she will feel that even if you use positive techniques. And if you are
asking questions because you are genuinely interested in understanding and
because you are willing to broaden your perspective, she will feel that even if
you are awkward in how you go about it. What gets communicated is how you
are holding the other person, either with respect or as someone who needs to be
convinced because she is misguided, uneducated, crazy or wrong.
Some examples of questions that are more open, hold the sender with
respect and therefore might lead to a deeper level of understanding are:
•

Can you say more about that point?

•

Will you help me to understand your thinking on this issue?

•

Would you be willing to explain to me why this issue is so important to
you?

•

Can you tell me what happened?
Some examples of more specific or pointed questions that might lead to a

deeper understanding are:
•

You said you think Obama has been weak with the Republicans. Can you
give me a couple of examples of what you mean?

•

You said we should do x, y, and z. Is there a particular order you think we
should do them in and if so, why?
Inquiry from a place of curiosity is a love practice that moves you closer to

another through deeper understanding of the person. Mirroring or reflecting
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back what you have heard is a love practice that moves the other closer to you
because they know they’ve been seen and understood.
If you are in an intense conversation with someone and he says, “Yes, I
understand,” how do you know if he really understands what you mean and
how important it is to you? Only when the person repeats back to you, in some
form, what he hears you saying can you be sure if you have, or haven’t, been
understood. And if you haven’t been understood, whether because of unclarity
on your part or misunderstanding on that of the other person, it gives you
another opportunity to try to explain yourself more clearly.
Reflective listening is a technique that is central to good communication
where you reflect back, or mirror, to the other person what you hear. It lets the
other person know that you are listening and understanding, or that you have
missed what was meant. It is an essential tool, but it is also a technique that is
often misunderstood and misused. Often the person will be listening so closely
to the words in order to repeat them back that the meaning of the words will be
missed. Sometimes a person who learns the technique will just keep repeating
everything you say as if that alone means they understand you. When I first
learned this technique and tried it with my 7-year-old daughter she got very
frustrated and said, “Daddy quit repeating everything I say. You’re making me
angry!” I was practicing a technique but I wasn’t really hearing her.
Often we reflect back to the other what we think was said but only as a
prelude to our counter-argument, i.e.: “I hear you saying that charter schools are
important, but I think . . .”
Good mirroring will re-construct and reflect back the meaning of what the
other is saying. It will include:
•

The content you hear.

•

The feelings that you infer or imagine the person might have about that
content.

•

The meaning or importance to the person of the issue.
Good mirroring will also include:
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•

A question or a tone of inquiry at the end in order to check out whether
you’ve really understood what was said.

Here’s an example:
“You’re saying that I only give you negative criticism on your writing and
no suggestions for how to make it better. [content] That is very frustrating to
you [feelings] because you can’t figure out what I want [meaning]. Am I
hearing you correctly? [tone of inquiry]
BOX Exercise and Reflection
Think of a recent difficult conversation you’ve had. Re-play it in your head and try to do
the following:
• Assess what percentage of what the other person was saying you actually heard.
• See if you can remember what you were thinking about the other person during
the conversation. How were you really holding them in relation to you – smarter,
dumber, wrong, etc?
• Are you able to see ways in which how you were holding the other influenced
how you de-coded or heard what the person was saying?
• Try holding them as a person deserving of respect with an equally valid
perspective to yours, and from this place, in your mind, imagine reflecting back to
them what you actually heard the person say.
• Do you imagine the person might have responded differently to this type of
reflection?
• Now try this next time in a real conversation!

Ultimately, however, the essence of the love practice of mindful listening
and reflecting is that you respect the other enough to 1) temporarily set aside
your thoughts, beliefs, and feelings about the person and the content, and 2) put
yourself in their world in order to really understand what it looks like and feels
like from their equally valid perspective. When you are able to truly do this, you
will somehow find the words to let the person know that she was heard or seen.
That’s what happened to the CEO who was able to see life from his daughter’s
perspective and found himself saying, “It’s really hard being 15 years old isn’t
it?” Somehow he captured the essence of what she was experiencing and she felt
truly seen and understood.

Fear of True Dialogue
It is very important to remember that we are talking about the love
practices in communication and that this is only half of the process. It is the part
that focuses on the other as a Thou. Often we are afraid that if we really
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understand another we might lose ourself and be forced to agree with them. But
really understanding another and treating that person as a Thou doesn’t mean
that you have to change yourself, or that you are required to give in and agree or
condone the actions that flow from his perspective. These love practices in the
communication process simply mean that you are holding the person and his
perspective with the respect that is due to another human being.
As Buber says, “In a genuine dialogue each of the partners, even when he
stands in opposition to the other, heeds, affirms, and confirms his opponent as an
existing other.”3
Once it is known that you are at least trying to respect the speaker as a
Thou, you can carry on a genuine dialogue and discuss such things as areas of
agreement and disagreement, needs and wants, and the consequences and
meaning of each of your perspectives.
Often however, genuine dialogue does involve the fear of the ego letting
go of the sense of self and control it gets by seeing the other as an ‘it’ to act upon
and affect. When entering into a relationship between an I and a Thou, you reexperience the interconnectedness and the mutual influence relationships of Life.
This means that, in a genuine dialogue, you are open to being influenced as well
as influencing. This is a little scary, because you can never know until you enter
into the genuine dialogue how you might be influenced. When you truly meet
and understand another as a Thou, you are always changed in some way that
includes a broader perspective of the other, Life and yourself. As Buber says,
“Relation is reciprocity. My You acts on me as I act on it. Our students teach us,
our works form us . . .. Inscrutably involved, we live in the currents of universal
reciprocity.”4
It is now time to look at the other half of the communication process,
which is the “I” side of the genuine dialogue.

Power Practices in the Communication Process
“ . . .Genuine meeting involves mutual stand-taking and mutual self-giving.”5
Martin Buber

Love & Power Practices: Mindful Communication Skills 8/1/14

14

Using power practices when you communicate means that you respect and
value yourself in the process. Power practices mean standing in the power of your
being, the “I” of the I-Thou relationship, and expressing who you are – your
thoughts, feelings, needs, concerns – in ways that minimize defensiveness in the
other and maximize your ability to be seen, heard and understood. In the
communication process, power practices include advocating for yourself,
expressing your wants and needs clearly through “I statements”, saying no
where appropriate, and having the
Power practices mean standing in the power of
your being, the “I” of the I-Thou relationship,
and expressing who you are – your thoughts,
feelings, needs, concerns – in ways that
minimize defensiveness in the other and
maximize your ability to be ‘seen’, heard and
understood.

courage to accept feelings of vulnerability
that accompany being visible.
Power practices in the
communication process are based on
speaking the truth of your experience.

Power practices are not about knowing the truth, convincing other people, or
even necessarily about getting what you want. Power practices mean
recognizing and respecting that whatever you are experiencing is valid because it
is your experience. It also means recognizing that what you are experiencing is
an important piece of data for the discussion and needs to be visible to all. It is
no more and no less valuable than any other’s perspective, but it is an essential
piece of information for the discussion, the relationship or the system.
Here’s a simple example: I had an aunt who, whenever we asked her
where she wanted to go out to eat, always said “I don’t care.” The problem was
that wherever we went she always found something wrong with our choice and
blamed us for it. This made going out with her a less than enjoyable experience.
It would have helped us all if she could have simply said, “I’d like to eat at the
Smokehouse BBQ tonight. Is that okay with all of you?” Even if she continued to
complain, we wouldn’t have had to feel guilty about it!
I am not suggesting that you should share everything that is on your
mind. What I am saying is that you, and what you want to express, are a unique
and valuable piece of the puzzle of life. When you are able to share it, we all
learn more about you, Life, and ourselves. When you are able to share your
unique perspective you provide us all an opportunity to grow. Sometimes this is
scary; sometimes it is not strategically wise. But, when you are able to
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communicate your experience in a non-defense producing way, you are making
a contribution to the conversation, the relationship with others and to Life.
Let’s look now at a few techniques that can be used as power practices in a
conversation. Again, I want to emphasize that it is not the techniques that are
important. Rather, it is where you are coming from, how you see yourself and
the other, that is key to expressing yourself in a way that will be understood.

Power Practice: Advocacy or I-statements
The most basic power practice, and yet one of the hardest, is the simple Istatement about your feelings or thoughts, for instance, “I am angry!” or “I
believe that not getting everything they want is good for children’s character
development.”
The simple “I” statement is what is true for you about what you feel,
think, want or need. You may not even fully understand why you are angry or
why you believe something, but it is what you are experiencing in the moment.
These I-statements are in contrast to “you statements” that tend to create
defensiveness and do not take responsibility for your experience. These would
include statements like “You make me angry!” or “Don’t give him that. You’ll
spoil him!”
Saying in a meeting, “I’m uncomfortable with where we are going with
this but I’m not sure why,” is an important piece of data for the people in the
room and might open up the discussion in a useful way. Similarly, the simple
statement, “I’m confused. I don’t understand . . .” is important data to the
speaker and may help her (and others in the room) get clearer on the issue. Even
if it is only you that was confused, you respected yourself enough to get clarity
and not let the conversation go on without you. These simple I-statements sound
easy, but as you become more mindful of the communication process you will be
surprised at how often you are tempted to not make them out of fear of looking
either bad, stupid, afraid or over-emotional.
Given all the ways discussed that the communication process can go
wrong, power practices are about sharing as much of the story of your
experience and its meaning as possible in order to avoid misunderstanding. This
means describing as clearly as possible what you think, see, feel or need, and
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why you think, see, feel or need it. What is the importance to you, what is the
meaning to you, what are the consequences for you of these thoughts,
perspectives, feelings or needs? Remember that the other person has to de-code
everything you say, so the clearer you can be about the context of your
experience, the more the listener can understand you and your experience.
Here is a formula for using “I” statements:
•

When _____________________ (concrete data)

•

I feel ______________________ (the effect on you)

•

Because ____________________ (the meaning or importance to you)

•

Question or tone of inquiry ________ (letting the receiver know you are
open for a response)
Because you understand the complexity of the communication process,

you realize that the receiver might have a totally different understanding or
perception of what you are talking about. You don’t take for granted that you
and the other person are talking about the same thing or that you have the same
interpretation of the data, events, or actions. This is why you start with the
concrete data or specific observable actions that you are seeing. This gives the
other a chance to understand what you are specifically referring to in the rest of
the statement.
My son, Eli, did a very good job of using this power practice once to let
me know about his concern for my health: “Dad, when I see you drink diet
Coke, eat all this red meat, and not get much exercise, I get worried about your
health. I want you to know this is important to me. I love you so much, I want
you to be around when I have kids so they get a chance to experience how
special you are.”
I don’t know where he learned how to do this so well, but he followed the
formula almost exactly. If he had started by saying, “Dad, when you treat your
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body like a garbage bin . . .” he would have made me defensive. That language
would have been his interpretation, his de-coding, of my actions. Instead, he
gave me some very specific behaviors: drinking diet coke, eating red meat and
not exercising that were troubling to him. This sharing of data is a sign of respect
for me. He is not assuming that I know what he is talking about or that I
interpret it in the same way. (By the way, concrete behaviors are something I can
change --- I can stop drinking diet coke, but what does it mean abstractly to stop
“treating my body like a garbage bin?”)
Then he shared the effect on him of the behaviors he was observing: “I get
worried about your health.” This ‘I-statement’ is a simple statement that respects
the validity of his experience and acknowledges that we are separate people who
react to things differently. He was taking responsibility by stating the truth of his
experience as what he does with what he sees. He did not say, “When you drink
diet coke you make me concerned.” This would be a blaming statement that
implies that there is a direct causal relationship and that he doesn’t have any
choice in the matter (someone else might witness me drinking a diet coke and
want one for herself).
Finally, Eli shared what this issue meant to him – because he loved me
and wanted his children to know me. This told me how important the issue of
my health was to him.
He respected himself enough to communicate what was true for him, and
he respected me enough to do so without making me feel bad, wrong, or guilty.
In fact, I felt love in the content of what he said as well as feeling loved by the way
he said it.
The only thing he left out that would have made his advocacy statement
perfect (and we all want our children to be perfect) was the tone of inquiry, the
question or rising inflection in his voice that would communicate, a) his desire to
know how what he had said had been received by me, and b) his willingness to
keep the conversation open. He could have said something like, “How is it for
you to hear this from me dad?” or “Do you understand where I am coming from
when I say this?” or “What do you think about what I said?” Any type of inquiry
that would open the door for a response that keeps us in relationship.
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Inquiry is important because I know that because we are really
interconnected, the truth of my experience will affect you in some way. I want to
know what that is so that I can check whether:
•

My meaning got across

•

I did it in a way that you felt respected

•

I need to learn anything about how to do it better next time

•

My perspective needs to broaden because I don’t have all the data
I have found the above formula extremely helpful in thinking through and

getting to a non-blaming place when I am faced with a really difficult
conversation. I sit with the formula in front of me and actually try to write out
what I might say in a way that respects what is true for me while at the same
time respecting the other person. If I can’t put what I want to say in this
framework, either because I am not clear on the data, or I am not respecting
myself or the other, I know there is still some inner work I need to do before I can
have a ‘genuine dialogue.’
BOX Exercise and Reflections
Pick a real situation where you want to respect yourself by sharing the truth of your experience.
Take a few minutes to reflect and write your advocacy statement using:
–Data
–Feelings
–Consequences
–Tone of inquiry
You don’t have to deliver this advocacy statement to the intended receiver. It is meant as practice
in structuring an advocacy statement. Coming from the principle of inclusive respect,
communication and storytelling, making a good advocacy statement is a lot harder than it seems.
You might want to run your statement by a friend to get some feedback about how you did. END
BOX

Power Practice: I-statements as Requests
The type of advocacy statement in the last section is meant to honor the
validity of your own experience based on data from the past or the present:
“At the meeting yesterday, when you said, ‘that’s a silly idea!’ I felt . . .” or “I am
feeling withdrawn right now because I am worried that no one thinks my ideas
are good. I have suggested three things in the last fifteen minutes and no one has
commented on any of them. Are you aware of that?”
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In the communication process, these types of advocacy or power practices
are meant to state clearly what is true for you and to start, or to be visible in, a
dialogue. Sometimes, however, you might want to request a change of behavior
from another – “I’d like you to dress more appropriately when we go out” – but
by leaving it so broad you cannot be sure that the receiver will know exactly
what you are requesting or whether he is willing to do what you are asking. You
are expecting him to read your mind.
If you fully understand the principle of inherent respect, then you realize
that your needs are just as valid as anyone else’s. While it is true that just stating
those needs clearly won’t mean that the other person will meet them, it is also
true that the person can’t even consider meeting them unless he or she knows
and comprehends what they are. Implicit requests don’t honor yourself or the
other person.
Another person can’t
begin to meet your
needs if you don’t tell
him what they are.

Since your wants, needs, and desires are just as valid, no
more and no less, than others, one way to state your request in
a way that respects both you and the other is:

•

Be clear about what you are requesting.

•

Accept that it is valid to want this even though you may not get it.

•

Give enough data so the other person can make an informed decision
about whether he/she is capable of delivering what you request.

•

Inquire whether you’ve been understood, whether the person is able to
meet your request, or whether more discussion is needed.
The formula for this power practice looks like this:

•

I need or want ___________________ (in specific, behavioral terms)

•

Because _____________________ (your meaning, importance, and feelings)

•

Consequences [where appropriate] ________________ (what might
happen if your request is not met)

•

Inquiry ___________________ (Understand? Possible? Further discussion?)
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Clarity is important in several ways when requesting something in the
future. First, you need to be clear whether what you are asking for is a want or a
need. A want is something that you would like to have but could live without. It
might make you sad if you don’t get what you want, but there are no serious
consequences for you or for others. In contrast, a need is something that you
require because if you don’t get it there are consequences that matter for you or
for others. For instance:
•

“I want to eat seafood tonight” vs. “I need to eat protein in the next 30
minutes or my hypoglycemia will kick in.”

•

“I want you to teach me how to dance” vs. “I need you to teach me the
waltz so I don’t humiliate myself dancing with my daughter at her
wedding next month.”
As you start to practice mindful advocacy you will be surprised how

attached you and others are to what you want and how unclear you and others
are about what you need.
Second, you need to communicate what you want or need in clear,
concrete, behavioral terms in order to help the other person meet your request. If
you say, “I need you to love me more,” what are you talking about, specifically:
more sex, more intimacy in general, more attention? How would the listener
fulfill your request? If you say, “I’m feeling somewhat disconnected from you. I
need more hugs, kisses, or just touching me when you pass, to help me come out
of my funk,” then I know what you need. I also have the data to determine
whether I am able to give you what you need and whether I choose to do so.
When you start mindfully advocating and mindfully listening you will be
amazed at how hard it is to describe things in specific behavioral terms that
someone can actually act on.
Third, do not assume that the other person understands the importance to
you of the request you are making. Don’t assume they understand that there are
consequences for you, them or others if this request isn’t met. They have a
different perspective and different needs. The clearer you can be about the
consequences, if there are any, the more data they have to make an informed
decision about whether or not they can meet your need. For example: “I need
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your report by 9:00AM so I have time to integrate it into the presentation I am
giving at 11:00AM. I have been told this will be the only time to present increases
in the budget. If they are not approved in this meeting you and I will be stuck
with last year’s budget. Can you get it to me by then?”
And fourth, don’t assume that because you request something the other
person a) understands your request, or b) is able to fulfill your request. Often
when you advocate for yourself you assume that you have been clear and that
what is obvious to you should be obvious to others. This is a subtle sign of
disrespect of the other. It may not be intentional, but it puts you at the center of
your world and doesn’t recognize that there might be different perspectives,
competing needs, or simple unclarity in how you communicate.
As you start communicating more mindfully, you begin to inquire more
regularly because you recognize the complexity of the process. You also
recognize that there is another human being involved that is living in a different
world, that those worlds are interconnected, and that both worlds are equally
valid. So remember to finish with an inquiry, for example: “I need you to answer
my email messages marked ‘urgent’ w/in 24 hours because I only use ‘urgent’
when I need a response that effects my immediate work. Is this something you
can do?” or “I would like it if you could help me shop for a present for your
father. Are you willing to do that with me on either Monday or Thursday
evening?”
BOX Exercise and Reflections
Pick a real situation where you want to respect yourself by making a statement about something
you need from another person in the moment or in the future. Choose something that you have
been having trouble expressing, for example, “I need more respect (in behavioral terms),
kindness, attention, or recognition for my accomplishments, etc.” Take a few minutes to reflect
and write your advocacy statement using:
–What you need in specific, behavioral terms that the other can understand and do (what would
you actually observe if they were fulfilling your need?)
–The meaning or importance or feelings around this request
–Consequences for you or others, if any, if the request is not met
–Check whether the person understood and can fulfill your request
You don’t have to deliver this advocacy statement to the intended receiver. It is meant as practice
in structuring an advocacy statement. Coming from the principle of inclusive respect and making
a good advocacy statement is a lot harder than it seems, so you might want to run your statement
by a friend to get some feedback about how you did. END BOX
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Collaboration: Balancing Love Practices and Power Practices in the
Communication Process
“It is understanding that gives us an ability to have peace.
When we understand the other fellow’s viewpoint, and he understands
ours, then we can sit down and work out our differences.”
– Harry S. Truman
When you respect your self and the other, you realize that you are
interconnected and that your actions affect each other and those around you.
You understand that every person has a different perspective on what you are
considering. Once you realize this, you can begin to explore and try to
understand those perspectives in order to learn about your self and your larger
environment.
One of the ways of doing this is to take the time needed to communicate
your thoughts, needs, feelings, and meanings – your story -- around the issue at
hand. Then you can step back together to see where your stories overlap, where
they diverge, and what you can learn about, and do with, these different stories.
This requires:
•

Putting your story out as fully and clearly as possible

•

Listening to and helping the other get her story out in a way that
you can understand

•

Stepping back – disidentifying – from each of your stories in order
to look at them from a third, more inclusive and creative
perspective

•

Being able to hold the tension that arises when you acknowledge
the validity of diverse perspectives

Putting our stories “on
the table” as a starting
point for collaboration.
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It doesn’t matter who goes first. The goal is to use the Principle of Inherent
Value to get the multiple perspectives into the system so that everyone feels seen
and respected and has all the information needed in order to collaborate.
The power practice is to put your thoughts, needs, feelings, and meanings
out as clearly as possible while checking for understanding from the other(s).
The love practice is to help draw out the others’ stories as completely as
possible so that you understand them as fully as possible and the others feel
heard.
If you are not clear about what you need, or are not confident about your
ability to stand in the power of your being, you are less likely to help the other
person get his needs out on the table for fear that your needs or position will be
over-whelmed. When this fear is present the exchange often falls back into a winlose, non-collaborative argument. When you truly respect your own perspective
and needs, while simultaneously respecting the validity of the other’s
perspective and needs, you create the environment for collaboration.
Once both (or all) of the stories (perspectives, needs, and meanings) are
out on the table, then it is possible for all participants to step back, dis-identify
from their own particular perspective, and to look at all the perspectives together
from another, more detached vantage point, in order to look for collaborative
and creative solutions.

Stepping back from all
valid perspectives to
look for creative
solutions.

A CEO my colleagues and I worked with shared this story: “My team and
I went into a meeting with one of our more problematic clients. We were
anticipating the usual contentious back and forth process of trying to reach
agreement about our next steps together. We were clear about what we wanted,
so we decided to try your suggestion and just help them get their request out
before giving our counter-demands. We could tell they were surprised that we
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were listening and asking them questions about the context of their business
environment and their specific needs. The more we allowed them to speak, the
more they felt heard, and the more they relaxed. When they finished, our team
realized we were not very far apart about what we each needed. We then shared
the few requirements that we had and they agreed to them immediately. It was
the shortest meeting we ever had with them!”
One problem that often arises however is that once you step to a more disidentified perspective you experience the tension of the validity of multiple
truths, needs, or perspectives.‡ For example, the family budget needs to be cut by
$250 per month. The wife wants to cut down to one car, which means the
husband will have to take public transportation to work. Instead, the husband
wants to cut some of the kids’ many music and sports lessons. This is a dilemma.
There is no one right answer.
Making the space for, and learning to tolerate, the tension of the dilemma
helps to facilitate creative solutions where everyone feels heard and respected in
the process, even if the solution might not be exactly what each wanted. If you
cannot tolerate the tension of the dilemma, you likely will take actions to
alleviate that tension as quickly as possible. You might go for the convenient
compromise, where each gets a little of what they wanted, but no one really feels
satisfied. This is not the same as a collaborative solution. Or you might fall back
into your old patterns of love and power, i.e. giving in because you care about
the other, or using power over to demand what you want. The end result is that
the first devalues you while the second devalues the other.

Examples:

Let’s look at the two earlier dishwashing communications from the
perspective of the love and power practices:
Conversation #1
‡

This is not to say that the content of each persons needs, perspectives, or truths
is equal in weight, accuracy or importance, but can you respect the other human
beings and the validity of their perspective while you are debating about the
relative weight, accuracy or importance?
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Wife: “Aren’t you going to do
the dishes?”

(How would this question make you feel?)

Husband: “No, it’s not my
turn.”

Husband does not feel seen and becomes defensive,
which increases separation. [If husband had used his
defensiveness as a mindfulness alert, how might he have
responded to decrease rather than increase the
separation?]

Wife: “Yes it is.”
Husband: “No it’s not!”
Wife: “Yes it is. I did the dishes
last night.”

It is a statement worded as a question.
Blames the husband for not doing what wife thinks he
should be doing. [The blame could have been a
mindfulness alert]
Blame creates separation rather than connection.
Doesn’t acknowledge or respect husband as a
separate human being who might have a different
perspective and needs.

Wife does not feel heard and provides facts to bolster
her position.
Win-lose dynamic, creates more separation

Husband: “I wasn’t even here
last night. I was at a meeting,
remember?”

Husband provides counter-facts.
Does not acknowledge wife’s perspective as a valid
but different perspective than his.
Pushes wife further away.

Wife: “So? I still had to do the
dishes for the kids and me, and
that made two nights in a row.
It’s your turn.”
Husband: “It’s not my turn, but
I’ll do them.”

Wife does not feel seen as a human being who might
have a valid perspective.

Wife: “Good.”

“I win!”

Husband capitulates, but neither feels particularly
good about the interchange.
What will he do to regain his power?
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Conversation #2
Wife: “Technically I’m not sure
whose turn it is to do the dishes
since you weren’t here last
night, but I’ve done the dishes
two nights in a row and am
feeling really tired right now.
Would you be willing to do
them tonight? I’ll do them
tomorrow night.”
Husband: “Hmm. I’m torn.
Here’s the deal: you’ve done
the dishes several nights now
and are really tired but I was
hoping to watch the game on
TV.”

Wife respects:
a) The relationship by acknowledging their
previous agreement;
b) Herself by using a power practice to state
clearly what she needs;
c) Her husband, by recognizing that he might
have other plans and by asking if he is
willing to do the dishes

Husband feels seen and respected.
Husband demonstrates respect for wife by mirroring
back what he’s heard her say – a love practice.
Husband uses a power practice to state clearly his
plans and to acknowledge their dilemma.
He has not, however, stated his willingness to do
the dishes.

Wife: “If you are willing to do
the dishes, how about taping
the beginning of the game
while you do them?”

Wife is implicitly inquiring whether he is willing to
do the dishes. (How could she have done this
better?)
She respects his needs by proposing a win-win
solution – a love practice, while simultaneously
holding on to her need to have the dishes done – a
power practice.

Husband: “Definitely, I’ll do
the dishes. How about if I leave
the mess until after the game?”

Husband respects wife by staying in relationship
and answering her question directly – a love
practice.
He also proposes an alternative solution that better
meets his desires – a power practice but he also
uses love practices by proposing a win-win solution
and by respecting her enough to inquire if it is a win
for her.

Wife: “Sure, as long as they get
done before we go to bed. I’ve
got the girls coming for book
club in the morning.”

Wife feels seen and acknowledged and accepts
solution.
She does not assume that he understands the
importance of the dishes being done that night and
provides her whole context – a power practice.

Husband: “Okay by me. Want
to put your feet up and watch
the game with me?”

By using a combination of love and power practices,
they have maintained mutual respect in the
relationship while coming up with a creative
solution that works for both.
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When the Other(s) Don’t Know How, Can’t, or Won’t Play Win-win
It is easier to respect another human being if you feel seen and respected
by him. It is much harder to maintain the Principle of Inclusive Respect and see
the other person as a human being worthy of respect as an expression of life,
when he doesn’t see you as such. Some people are extremely wounded, too
fearful about being seen, or have never learned how to truly see others. Others
may have only experienced power over relationships, which many family,
business and political cultures only reinforce. These are the most difficult
situations in which to practice but often the most fruitful. Remember the
Principle of Inclusive Respect does not say, “I’ll respect and value you if you
respect and value me.”
In his very powerful and practical book, The Power of a Positive No, William
Ury speaks to the dilemma of respecting yourself while simultaneously
respecting the other in difficult communications, “’No’ may be the most important
word in our vocabulary, but it is the most difficult to say well. At the heart of the
difficulty in saying ‘No’ is the tension between exercising your power and tending to
your relationship.”6
Even if the other person doesn’t know how or doesn’t want to collaborate,
it is still possible for you to hold the Principle of Inclusive Respect and value him
and yourself as human beings in the communication process. You can practice
trying to see him beyond his words and behaviors and treating him with dignity
and respect. In other words, you can still utilize the love practices discussed in
this chapter – mindful listening, mirroring and inquiring – to help him get his
full story out and heard by you. In the best cases, when you are able to practice
the Principle of Inclusive Respect you act as a model of another way of being in
relationship. Sometimes this is enough to bring the person closer to you and help
him to also listen and try to hear you.
But this does not always work. In other cases, even after you have
respected, valued, and heard another, he is still unwilling to hear your
perspective. In these cases, it is necessary to use the power practices to value
yourself and to create a space for your story to get out: “I have given you time
and space to express your thoughts/feelings/needs and I have tried to really
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hear and understand you. I would now like the time and space to express my
thoughts/feelings/needs and have them heard even if you don’t agree with
them. Are you willing to give me the opportunity to do so?”
In making such a statement, you are doing two things: 1) you are
respecting yourself enough to make sure your story gets out, and 2) you are
modeling how to practice using the power of your being, without disrespecting
the other person and making him somehow less or bad. Remember, he might
not truly see or hear you, and he certainly might not agree, but even so, you will
have spoken what is true for you and you will have practiced doing so in a way
that is consistent with your value of respect for self and the other. As Ury says,
“A positive ‘no’ respects rather than rejects, even when you’re saying ‘no’ to someone
you don’t like.”7
Of course sometimes both (or all) parties work hard at getting their stories
out. Both really hear, understand, and respect each other but cannot reach an
agreement or mutually satisfactory solution. In these cases, the process is
collaborative, but there is no way to create or maintain a workable relationship.
A mediated divorce, where both partners still respect each other but have grown
in divergent ways, is an example of such a situation as is a sales meeting or a
grant request meeting where everyone respects and understands each other, but
a working relationship just isn’t possible. The important thing is that the process
respected self and other and was carried out within an I-Thou context.
But in some stubborn or extreme cases, the only way to respect and value
yourself, and keep yourself from disrespecting the other is to be willing to break
the relationship by saying no to abusive, humiliating, or totally non-collaborative
behavior. For example, many Democrats and moderates felt that President
Obama’s attempts to collaborate with Republicans during his first term went on
for too long with him hearing and meeting many of their needs, with no respect
or movement of any kind by them toward him or his proposals.
Gandhi said that, “The first principle of non-violent action is that of noncooperation with everything humiliating.“8 With behavior like this from the
Republicans, many felt that Obama was not being powerful enough and not
outlining consequences for their constant chorus of no. Ury says that the
powerful ‘no’ “should be built on the foundation of strong and positive values,
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and be the beginning of a conversation, not its end.”9 When it became clear that
the Republicans’ no’s were not the beginning of a conversation and, given the
President’s repeated attempts (in my opinion) to maintain an I-Thou
relationship, many felt that Obama needed to find his no. Eventually he did, but
much damage had been done in the meantime.
The Systemic Practices of Love and Power in Communication Processes
So far we have looked at the practices of love and power in individual and
small group relationships. What would these practices look like if used by the
system as a whole?
Information is the lifeblood of the system. It is a form of feedback that the
system needs to regulate itself either toward growth or homeostasis, whichever
is appropriate at the time. Another way of saying this is that the flow of
information within the system, and between the system and its environment, is
the way the system knows itself. If the teenage son closes himself in his room
playing video games and does not share the notes the school sends home about
him, the family is missing vital information about what is going on with him and
therefore, with the family system that he is a part of. If the sales department
doesn’t receive timely information about product returns and quality control
problems, they keep selling more of the defective product, which makes even
bigger problems for the company as a whole.
If the whole is greater than, and different than, the sum of its parts, then
the way for that whole to know itself is for as many of the parts as possible to
have access to high-quality information of what is going on in the system as a
whole. In addition, systemic problems are often best solved when as many parts
of the system as possible can be involved in the problem-solving process.
My partners and I were asked to facilitate the process of a Fortune 100
paper company developing a recycled toilet paper. The U.S. government had
mandated that any paper products sold to them needed to be 50% recycled
material, and all paper companies were trying to figure out how to meet this
requirement. The resistance throughout the many divisions of the paper
company was great, with each division pointing to another to explain why
making a 50% recycled toilet paper was impossible for them: manufacturing
pointed to procurement saying that they could not get enough high-quality used
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paper to run through their machines; procurement pointed to the financial
department saying that their numbers didn’t allow them to purchase highquality used paper and the budgeting department pointed to marketing saying
that their price points weren’t realistic.
When they called the first meeting of representatives from all of the
divisions, the chaos and resistance in the room was so great everyone in the
room questioned whether the goal was even possible. We all felt, that if it was
possible, it was certainly going to take longer than their normal 18-month
product development cycle. Everyone was worried about this because the
government was one of their biggest customers and they were afraid of losing
such a big part of their business.
We set up regular meetings of all the divisions, in the same room, with
research and homework in between. We designed and facilitated a process
where we went through each division telling their story. We asked them to share
the obstacles they were facing producing and selling a 50% recycled toilet paper
and what they would need from other divisions and from within their own
division to make it happen. As the meetings went on month after month, people
began to get frustrated that nothing concrete was happening, but we insisted that
every division be heard.
Eventually, several things started to develop in the process. First, as we
established the safe space for each division to present their obstacles and needs
in a non-blaming way, the other divisions were more able to hear that division’s
dilemmas. Second, when the division felt that the environment was safe, they
were more able to share their internal obstacles and vulnerabilities and that
made it acceptable for other divisions to do the same. This added to the feeling
safety. Third, as they listened to each other, they began to get a more complete
picture of what the system as a whole was dealing with in trying to produce this
product. The system was beginning to know itself in a deeper way.
As the process went on, each division came more and more prepared with
its problems and needs, and the divisions that had already told their story took
time to present their research about the issues that had been raised during their
presentations. There were no longer any complaints about how long it was
taking.
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It took a total of nine months to finish all of the stories and the research
that arose out of the stories. At the end of the nine months, when all of the
information was in the room, we posed the simple question: “Now that you all
know the obstacles and needs of the system in producing a 50% recycled toilet
paper, as a group, if your back was to the wall how would you do it?” In the
next several meetings they worked cross-functionally, solving all the issues that
had been raised and coming up with some rather innovative and cost-cutting
solutions not just for this product but also for others. At the end of three months,
they had a sample of the product rolling off of their papermaking machines. As a
group they were amazed that the whole process had taken only 12 months when
product development usually took 18!
During the final meeting we did an evaluation of the project and asked
them why it ended up working so well. A few of their answers were:
•

“We took the time to listen and build relationships.”

•

“We learned about the problems everyone else was facing.”

•

“You created a safe space to share our problems and we felt like we were
in this together.”

•

“It became clear that if a solution was going to work it had to work for all
the divisions.”

•

“We were open to other divisions’ different perspectives on the task, and
to their ideas about the problems our division was facing.”
There are many different processes for getting the whole system into the

room to design, problem-solve, or share information. In the business and large
group domains there are the General Electric “work out” process, Harrison
Owen’s Open Space, David Bohm’s (and others’) Dialogue Process, Shell Oil (and
others’) Scenario planning, World Cafe, Marvin Weisbrod and Sandra Janoff’s
Future Search. When done properly, this is also the reason for developing vision
and mission statements as a whole group. In the smaller group domain there are
processes such as family meetings, Women’s Circles, 12-Step Programs and Tom
Yeomans’ Corona Process.10
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Essential Love and Power Components of System-wide
Communication Processes
All of the preceding processes, large or small, include differences in
structure, rules, implementation, etc. But they all also share similarities that are
crucial for their success. These similarities include:
•

Creation of a safe space

•

Inviting and welcoming diversity

•

Slowing down and taking the time needed

•

Collective acknowledgement, and holding, of group tensions, dilemmas,
and excitement
Creation of a safe space
Creating a safe space or container for the work, whether in families,

businesses, or any other large system, is the most essential component of systemwide processes because it enables the successful practice of all the other
components. By safe I mean that there are structures and guidelines or rules so
that people are free to be their full selves without fear of emotional hurt,
humiliation or of being ostracized. This does not mean that everything is nice
and that there are no arguments, disagreements or negative feelings that are
shared. Rather, there is a container for holding these things so that they can
become productive rather than destructive. I conceive of this safe space or
container as an alchemical cauldron that is strong enough to hold all the energy
that is generated by the disparate ingredient’ so that they can be transformed
into something greater.
Establishing a safe space is the application of the Principle of Inclusive
Respect on a group scale. In this sense, a safe space requires both love practices
and power practices. It is a space where there is respect for self, for others, and
for the process that is being undertaken together. It is a space that recognizes,
with humility, the difficulty of the communication process in one to one
relationships, as well as the increased difficulty in groups.
Practically, a safe space usually is structured as a circle or circles so that
people can see and be seen and the emotional distance between them can be
lessened (a love practice). It also requires clear and agreed-upon guidelines.
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There are, of course, task or project guidelines, but there are also some process
guidelines that can help build a safe space. Most people in the business or nonprofit world are familiar with guidelines for group meetings, but they are also
important for family meetings and other small group-sharing processes. As an
example, the guidelines that Tom Yeomans uses for his Corona Process follow.
There are many versions of such guidelines, but all are designed to build respect
for others (love practices) and to encourage the respect for and expression of self
(power practices).
Tom Yeomans’ Guidelines for Group Dialogue11
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Circle. Form a circle, if possible, and work within this format. If not
possible, work in the spirit of a circle-- non-hierarchical, inclusive,
containing.
Slow down. Slow down from your habitual pace of interaction and take
all the time you need to listen to yourself and others, to express, to
interact.
Breathe. Breathe fully and rest in this rhythm of breathing as you
participate in the group.
Silence. Tolerate, accept, and welcome silence in the group, either when
called for by a group member, or when it falls spontaneously.
Truth of Experience. Speak the truth of your experience, moment to
moment and over time. This includes disagreement, negative feelings, and
the experience of being disconnected, these being the hardest to express.
Deep listening/presence. Listen to each other deeply and with presence.
Let go of rehearsing your response, or strategizing.
Welcome/appreciate differences. Express differences and appreciate
others', even if this generates conflict. Hold the differences as a creative
part of the group's experience, not as something to be avoided.
No blame/judgment. Suspend judgment/blame of self and others and
practice simply being with the person and their experience.
Hold intensity. At moments of intensity, hold this experience in your
awareness without reacting, or trying to do anything about it. Let it live in
the group and be contained within the circle.
Welcome unknown. Let the unknown of your, and others', experience
simply be, rather than seeking to explain, or control, events immediately.
Patience. Have patience with the workings of the group and the time it
takes to grow and change, both individually and collectively.
Enjoy the Process. Enter into the moment to moment changes in
experience, both individual and group, that necessarily constitute the
multi- dimensional process of human healing, development, and creative
work.
The maintenance of a safe space requires both love practices and power

practices as well. At first this is done by the facilitator or leader but, hopefully,
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eventually by the group as a whole. At that point anyone in the group will feel
free to say, “Stop! We need to look at what is going on here.” (Power practice) or
“Wait! Slow down and breathe. We agreed to respect and not humiliate each
other. Can you make that as an ‘I statement’?” (Another Power practice) Or
anyone in the group might ask for a pause and some silence to absorb and really
hear what has just been said. (A love practice) The ideal safe place to me is when
the group as a whole takes responsibility for maintaining the safe environment
and doesn’t leave it to the leader or facilitator. One could see this as a power
practice of the group as a whole standing in its collective wisdom and
responsibility.
Inviting and welcoming diversity
Developing a safe space allows people to be vulnerable and share
divergent views without fear of humiliation or ostracism. But a system that
wants to increase healthy communication processes and the flow of information
will be proactive in inviting and welcoming diversity of participants and
perspectives, especially those with divergent views to the systemic norm. This is
a systemic love practice, a focus on actively drawing out the expression of other
people and ideas into the system and including them as valid perspectives.
The key here is that differing views are heard and respected and are seen
as diverse and not as either good or bad. If the divergent views are not heard
and considered before decisions are made about them, people will feel that the
system is just paying lip service to diversity. They will either cease to express
these views and the system will miss out on potentially valuable information, or
they will express these views more and more strongly in order to be heard.
Inviting and welcoming diversity into a system is more difficult than it
sounds. It means that the system might be allowing in information or feedback
that will confront the system with its need to grow and change. When growth
and change is an acceptable part of the system’s culture, divergent ideas may still
be hard to welcome, but they will be heard and considered because the system
values the creative potential of diversity more than it fears change.
But often a system has the espoused value of welcoming diversity, but in
fact doesn’t. These are the systems that invite divergent opinions at the end of a
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discussion by asking, “Does-anyone-think-differently-ok-let’s-move-on.” This
usually causes the diverse perspectives to become louder and stronger in order
to be heard and included. It also raises a dilemma for the system: are these voices
just being stubborn and not willing to collaborate and therefore need to be
confronted with a powerful no; or do we need to look at whether our espoused
values really carry over into our values in action. This is never an easy dilemma
for a system to face.
My wife and I were teaching a class on creativity together and were
espousing the value of inviting and welcoming diverse perspectives as part of
the creative process in a group. There was one difficult participant in the class,
Sarah, who kept butting heads with us and with other group members. We
began trying not to call on her and we could see the others tune her out
whenever she spoke. Of course this just made Sarah try even harder to be seen
and heard. The tension kept building in me and in the group and it was certainly
becoming the opposite of a safe space. I wasn’t sure how to address the issue
directly because I was afraid Sarah would feel attacked and leave. Finally I
decided to bite the bullet and try to practice what, in fact, we had been teaching.
I said something like the following:
“I’d like to stop a minute and address something that I feel is going on in
the class. I am experiencing some tension in me in relation to Sarah and I
sense that other group members are feeling this as well. Is my sense
accurate?
(Many nods of agreement)
“Sarah, I imagine from your side it must feel like I or we are pushing you
away and not listening to what you are saying. Are you feeling something
like this?
(Sarah sat back and exhaled, realizing that she was not going to be
attacked. She nodded a vigorous yes.) I continued:
“We have been teaching about the creative value of diverse and divergent
views. I know enough about groups and systems that when there is this
much tension and blame it usually means that there is something going on
in the system as a whole. Individuals or groups that seem to be
problematic often give voice to something the system needs. I don’t know
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what it is here in this class. It might be the way we are teaching it, it might
be something we aren’t including but for the sake of learning would you
be willing to explore this together?
(Everyone in the class, including Sarah, nodded yes.)
“Are you sure it is okay with you, Sarah?”
(I wanted her to know that she would be respected in this process and if
she didn’t feel safe I was willing to try something else. She assured me it
was all right.)
“So here is what I would like us to consider and talk about: Let’s imagine
for this exercise that Sarah is trying to voice something that would be
useful for the group as a whole to hear. She is seeing something that we
need and is trying, sometimes awkwardly, to get clear on what that is and
get us to see it also. Hypothetically, if this is the case, what might Sarah
be trying to give voice to that we as a group need to hear? Take a few
minutes to think about this on your own and make notes. Sarah, you do
the same. See if you can get clearer on the central thing that you might be
trying to say that is not getting into the room.”
The discussion went on for the rest of the afternoon. It was one of the
most exciting and productive group discussions that I have facilitated. The
energy in the room changed completely and we were able to step back, disidentify from the blame and tension in the system and look more openly at what
we as a whole needed to hear.
Slowing down and taking the time needed
As you saw in the paper company example, sometimes it takes time to
work through systemic resistances and liberate the inspirational, Life-affirming
energy of the system. My experience, and that of others, is that when a system is
under time or economic pressure it tries to speed up its processes in order to
lessen the stress. Unfortunately, that often leads to more mistakes or problems
that end up inducing more stress and taking more time. Sometimes it is
necessary to take the time to slow down, plan, get everyone on the same page
and execute purposefully. This is a systemic love practice because creating time
and space brings people together as system pressures try to push them apart. It
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also allows the system as a whole to re-experience itself as a whole and reconnect
with the power of its being. This does not mean that a system should not be agile,
nimble and move fast, but that it should do so while remaining mindful of its
purpose, its values and of treating its members as human beings.
Sometimes, even in the midst of the chaos of a Life-affirming system, it is
necessary to take what Barry Oshry calls a TOOT, a time out of time12, or what
Abby Seixas calls, on the individual level, “taking time-in.”13 This is a time for the
system to slow down or stop and to take stock of itself as a whole and not just the
individual parts it might be focusing on. Sometimes annual company gatherings
serve this purpose, but often they are just one-way communications from
executives to workers or big parties. At one point, Google was having large
group meetings every Friday where anyone could ask questions of the executives
or raise issues to the attention of these execs. It was also an opportunity for the
executives to share information about the company as a whole that might not be
visible to the workers at other levels.
I often had the experience, when working with top corporate executives,
of showing up for meetings and finding frazzled Tops grateful for the
opportunity to stop doing the minutia of their job and to take the time with me to
slow down, step back, and look at the company as a whole. I’ve had many
executives say to me that our meetings are the only time during the day that they
get to think and breathe and reconnect to what they want to be doing. The
system as a whole needs these opportunities as well.
One of the ways slow down is to take time in meetings for silence. To take
a moment for people to breathe and to let go of what they were working on, to
fully arrive and be present to the task at hand. My colleagues and I use this
technique in many of the meetings we facilitate in companies. We are usually
met with skepticism at first only to find later that they have adopted the practice
in their own meetings. One mid-size pharmaceutical division we worked with
decided to try to take the practice of creating silence even further and instituted a
“no phone call Wednesday morning” for two hours. The switchboard told
callers that people were not available and workers were discouraged from using
the time to make out-going calls. Middle managers in particular loved the
practice and said that they got more work and planning done during those two
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hours than during the whole rest of the week. Unfortunately, the company was
only able to maintain the practice for about three months before internal and
external systemic pressures wiped it out.
It is difficult for important information to enter the system when it is in
chaos and operating on its own unconscious momentum. (See the ball game in
Chapter Two, page 00.) We saw how difficult it was for any individual who
noticed there was something wrong to say, “Stop!” and get the system to listen.
But when I gave the teams in the ball game just 2 minutes to stop and plan, there
was discussion in the group as a whole and many innovative ideas arose. One
problem, however, is that often so many ideas arise that the group takes the first
or the loudest one and runs with it without any consideration or planning. If it
doesn’t work well they are back to square one. The groups that seem to do the
best are the ones that keep planning even after I start the game again. They take
the time to think it through and get agreement so that when they do start up
again everyone is on the same page. It looks like they are getting behind the
other groups at first, but they easily catch up because they are clear about what
they are doing and make fewer mistakes.
Collective acknowledgement of and holding of group tensions, dilemmas,
and excitement
Once the safe space is established for the expression of diverse and
divergent perspectives, tensions, dilemmas and excitements inevitably arise.
Maintaining the love practice of safety and caring based on the Principle of
Interconnectedness in the midst of these energies requires the systemic practice
of power. It takes the power of the system as a whole to contain and transform, as
well as be transformed by, these energies as the tensions, dilemmas, and
excitements are investigated, resolved, and acted upon.
The story of the creativity class with the difficult member is a good
example of the power practice of identifying and holding the tension in the
system so that it can be transformed. Sometimes it is necessary to call attention to
the elephant in the room so that the system can focus on it consciously,
mindfully, and as a whole, rather than each part trying to adapt to it or deal with
it on its own. Even though we were under time pressure to cover all the material
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planned, I knew we needed to take the time necessary to deal with what was in
the room or it would keep getting in our way. It took an act of courage in the face
of unpredictable results for me to say, “I’d like to stop a minute and address
something that I feel is going on in the group . . .”
Once I stopped the conversation, I reminded the system that it was a
whole by saying, “I know enough about groups and systems that when there is
this much tension and blame it usually means that there is something going on in
the system as a whole.” I then asked, “For the sake of learning would you be
willing to explore this together?” I also made sure to include Sarah, specifically,
in this choice, reminding her and the group that she was a member of the whole
system and not somehow outside of it. Giving the group a choice aligned the
intention, the wills, of the parts and reminded the group as a whole that it had
choices in how it acted. This put the group back in touch with the power of its
wholeness so that I could enlist it to look at and hold the tensions in the room as
one entity.
I also managed to plant the seed in the group that by looking at and
holding the tension we might not only understand it and make it go away, but
we might actually be affected by it when I asked, “What might Sarah be trying to
give voice to that we as a group need to hear?”
By holding the tension together and by being willing to be affected, the
group not only released the tension but also transformed it into vital energy that
lasted the rest of the day. The intervention flowed from the Principles of
Inclusive Respect.
For more information on love and power practices in the systemic communication
processes:
• Diana Smith, Divide or Conquer
• Tom Yeomans, The Corona Process
• Something on Women’s Circles – Gather the Women?
• Family meetings
• Dialogue and open space processes
• Non-violent communication

Storytelling
Storytelling is taking the time to express the narrative of your experience
in the system, or to allow the expression of others’ experiences of the system. The
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only way to know what is going on in another’s world is for that person to
describe it to you and to the rest of the system. Again, these types of whole
communication processes are a way for the system to know itself.
Storytelling also has other systemic effects. When a person tells her story
in the group, she makes the truth of her experience visible. This is an individual
power practice. If the group listens mindfully and with care and includes her
story as a piece of the larger group’s story, it is a systemic love practice. The
storytelling process at its best allows for the understanding of another or group
of others and an opening of the group heart to include that story.
Storytelling sets up the opportunity for a change of perception a) in the
system about individual, or b) in the individual about the system, or c) in the
system about the system as a whole. In the example about the company
president who shared the story of his conversation with his teenage daughter,
the group was able to see a softer side of their boss that made him more real to
them, and he got to experience that it was safe to be more vulnerable or real with
them.
Storytelling is also a way of getting under-represented voices into the
room so the system as a whole has more data about how it is, or isn’t, working. I
was once one of the leaders in a large-scale system change process for a major
defense contractor. I was the facilitator for a 12-person task group that was one of
seven such groups that met in a four-day process. The company had thousands
of employees all over the world that had millions of dollars of personal expenses
that needed to be reimbursed every month. The reimbursement process was so
complicated and slow that employees were complaining about being used and
abused by the company. This one process was affecting the tone of the whole
company culture and needed to be redesigned. I was told that my group was
important because it was dealing with the biggest bottleneck, the process of
determining whether expenses were legitimate and approving them. I was also
told that I had a difficult participant in my group, the head of the approval
department, and that she was an angry person resistant to change, and the major
reason for the bottleneck.
In the group introductions this person, Debby, said in a rather defiant
tone, “I know that everyone here hates me because you see my department as the
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problem and as the ones who say your requests for reimbursement aren’t
legitimate, but we are just doing our job!” This comment told me that she was
much more aware of the problem than people gave her credit for and that she
was just as affected by the systemic process as everyone else.
After the introductions, I asked Debbie if she would be willing to lead off
and tell us exactly what they were responsible for, in other words, to tell us the
story of what life was like in her department. She was very willing to start, she
said, because, “no one has ever asked me to explain what I have to deal with on a
day-to-day basis.” She proceeded to tell her story about the sheer number of
requests they processed each month, the government regulations they had to
follow, the complex (and somewhat arbitrary) company policies that affected
them, the past history of numerous and significant fraudulent expense claims,
the documentation that the accounting department needed from them, and so on.
By the time she had finished, the group was aghast by what she was managing,
and embarrassed by how much they had been judging her and her department
based on so little understanding.
There was silence at the end of her presentation and she looked around
the room, anxiously preparing herself for the barrage of blame that she often felt
in meetings. Finally one of the other department heads said, “Wow! How are
you still alive having to deal with all of that?” Another said, “I had no idea.” A
third person said, “It’s clear that the only way we are going to make this process
work better for us, is if we can all work to make it better for you, too.” Betty’s
face totally softened and tears were forming in her eyes as she said, “Thanks for
hearing me. I need all the help I can get.” This was the “difficult person who was
angry and resistant to change?”
The other six groups were amazed at the speed and creativity with which
this group redesigned its part of the process. There was no doubt in my mind
that her being able to tell her story, and have it heard, made all the difference in
changing the perceptions of the bottleneck and in freeing up the innovative
energies to solve it. In this case the underrepresented voice in the system was
actually the voice of the department that everyone else saw as the problem. The
storytelling was a good example of a group or systemic love practice that
changed the perception of “us against Betty’s department” and took the blame
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out of the process. It removed the barriers between people and brought everyone
together to focus on the problem that they were all dealing with.
The Stories of the Human System as a Whole
Stories act as a way of informing and affecting the system as a whole.
There is another function of storytelling as well. It is the way that a human
system preserves and passes on its history, its continuity, its identity, and the
sense that it has been alive over time. This kind of storytelling by the elders, and
the system as a whole through its photos on the wall, its newsletters, new hire
events, family reunions, etc., is a power practice of the system as a whole. It says,
“This is who we are in the world.” But it is also a love practice because it also
says, “This is what you are a part of. This is the entity to which you belong and
that you will be a part of into the future.”
Whether it is the parents sharing the photographs of the ancestors, the
founding myths of the company, or the history that gets taught in school, all give
a sense of the life of the human system that one is a member of. Of course this
type of storytelling can be used to present false or idealized pictures of the life of
the system or to indoctrinate members into the myths and rules of the system as
well. But whether it intends to or not, it also communicates how that human
system has altered over time and therefore has the possibility of continuing to
change and grow if the people within it make that happen.
When a family loses a grandmother and no one can remember the town
she came from or how to make her noodle kugel, some small part of the larger
life of the system is lost. The same is also true when the older members in an
organization retire and some of the institutional memory is lost with them.
So making opportunities for individual and for the system’s stories to be
told is not only a way of seeing and affirming the beingness of the members. It is
also a way to see and affirm the aliveness of the human system through time.
For more information on storytelling:
Include a list of resources here on storytelling

“Out beyond ideas of
right-doing and wrong-doing, there is a field.
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I’ll meet you there.”
– Sufi poet: Rumi
For more information on love and power practices in communication:
• Joiner, Pivotal Conversations in Agile Leadership
• Ury, Powerful No
• Douglas Stone, Bruce Patton, Sheila Heen and Roger Fisher, Difficult
Conversations

1

Adapted from Dr. Thomas Gordon, Leadership Effectiveness Training

2

Stephen Covey quote about listening
“Genuine dialogue and the Possibilities of Peace” (Kramer -inside cover piece)
4
(Kaufmann 67) Kramer 23
5
Kramer 23
6
Ury, Positive No, p.?
7
Ury, ibid, p. ?
8
- Gandhi in Non-Violence in Peace and War, Vol. 2, 1948.
9
Ury, ibid, p. ?
10
See bibliography for reading list on large and small group processess.
11
Used with permission of the author. Include the reference he wants.
12
Oshry TOOT
13
Seixas, “time-in”
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