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Part 1: Managing stress and emotions 

The foundation: 
establishing calm alertness and  

compassionate power in your body. 
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Chapter 1: Start with your body –  
manufacturing a more useful foundation 

What do you do in your body under stress?  
 

When it comes to having challenging conversations, many people take the approach of just 
making it through somehow or avoiding them altogether. You, on the other hand, wanted to do 
better. Please take a moment to appreciate yourself for doing this work, which will benefit not 
only you, but also the people around you, and humanity as a whole. Thank you for being here. 

As you go through this material, please take care of your wellbeing. You don’t have to do 
anything I suggest – you are in charge. If something feels too much for you right now, it 
probably is; if that happens at any point, please pause, and come back later. 

This book is not the definitive, comprehensive guide to having difficult conversations – I don’t 
think that’s even possible. My hope is that this book and the accompanying videos will give you 
a solid basis for stepping up to challenging conversations – if you want to – and doing so with 
more grace, more ease, and more skill. 

What you will not find here is scripts for what exactly you should say or not say, because there 
is no formula for that. (On occasion, I do make suggestions for what you could say, though.) 
What you will get is algorithms – strategies that you can adapt and apply to your specific 
circumstances and your personality, so you can find your own words to say whatever you have 
to say, in a way that is confident, respectful, and kind. 

On that note, with such a big topic, where should we begin? As you go through this material, 
you’ll find that everything is related, and wherever we start, everything else should have been 
said first so you would really understand what we are talking about at the moment. With that in 
mind, let’s start at the beginning. 

When does a challenging conversation begin? 

Contrary to what many people think, a conversation does not begin when you meet with 
somebody and one of you starts to speak, or even when you extend an invitation of “hey, let’s 
talk”. A conversation begins when you first think of having the conversation. From that moment 
on, you are getting ready – you prepare. 
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What goes into preparing? 

You may want to  

✓ figure out what you’re going to say; maybe also think about what the other person 
might say, and how you could respond to that, 

✓ get clear about your goals – what you want to accomplish with this conversation, and 

✓ get yourself in the “right mindset”. 

All these things are important in preparing for a challenging conversation, and we’ll get to that, 
but I highly recommend you start with something even more fundamental: Your body. 

Start with the body. 

Why is that essential? 

Well, you probably already had a few challenging conversations in your life, and at least some 
of them did not go so well. Maybe you had a job interview, or you ended a relationship, or you 
said No to a request. Maybe you prepared for that conversation. You told yourself you’re going 
to be calm and strong. You planned what you were going to say. You knew what you wanted 
the outcome of the conversation to be. And then when it came time to speak, you couldn’t 
remember what you had so carefully planned, and you forgot something important. Or the 
words did not come out the way you intended. Or you were anything but calm and strong. 

Why was that? You were prepared, right? 

To save time, I’ll make this brief: To the human mind-body system, challenging conversations 
are dangerous: When we choose to talk about something that’s difficult, that conversation 
might be uncomfortable, or even painful. The other person might ignore us, dismiss us, make 
fun of us, call us names, oppose us, argue, maybe even not want us in their life anymore. In 
other words: All sorts of bad things could happen! 

When we perceive a threat (whether that’s real or imagined), a series of survival mechanisms 
kick in so we can be safe. Blood is routed to our heart, arms, and legs to help us either attack or 
run away or play dead or surrender. These stress reactions of fight, flight, freeze, or collapse 
may be useful when we’re attacked by a tiger (they’re not, but that’s a topic beyond the scope 
of this book). 

During a challenging conversation, it is  

not useful to be in fight, flight, freeze, or collapse mode. 
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But during a difficult conversation, it is definitely NOT useful to be in fight, flight, freeze, or 
collapse mode. Why? Under stress, blood is routed away from all non-essential body-parts, 
including the areas of our brain responsible for logic, reasoning, and empathy. Put bluntly: 
under stress, we become less smart and less kind. All the things that would be helpful to do in a 
difficult conversation – think and speak clearly, listen and understand what the other person is 
saying, and respond appropriately – we cannot do well, or not at all, when we’re under stress. 
That’s not a personal shortcoming; it’s how we are designed as humans. 

So, you may know exactly what to say and how to say it, and you may be determined to be calm 
and confident, but that doesn’t help you when you just can’t do it because you’re too stressed. 

Rather than just me telling you and you taking my word for it, let’s test this so you can 
experience it in your own body. Of course, you don’t have to do anything I suggest. You are in 
charge. Any time you want to sit something out, please do. 

Note: Some of the exercises in this workshop may be easier to do and more 
effective if you follow spoken instructions rather than written instructions from 
this book. Where appropriate, I have added the number of the video (Chapter 
numbers in this book correspond to the video numbers) and the time stamp 
where an exercise begins. 

Also, please resist the temptation to just watch the videos and/or read this book 
– you will get much more out of this material if you actually do the exercises. 

 

Exercise: Walking and Counting. 

Video 1 at 7:48 

 

Stand up, if you wish, and start walking around. You can do this seated, but many times things 
are more obvious when you move, so if it’s appropriate for you right now, walk around. There’s 
no specific way to walk, no destination; just walk. 

I’ll ask a series of questions. You can make mental notes of your answers, or some people find it 
helpful to pause every now and then to write down what they noticed. 

➔ Keep walking. Now think about having a conversation with someone about something 
that’s challenging – not so intense that it’s overwhelming but challenging enough so you 
have something to work with. Keep walking and think about that conversation. 
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What does thinking about this conversation do to your walk, if anything? 

▪ Maybe you changed your tempo, or the way you walk. Does your walk have a 
“flavor”? 

▪ Did you change your posture in any way? Are you leaning in any direction? 

▪ Are you tensing anywhere in your body, and if so, where? Are you collapsing 
anywhere? 

▪ How are you breathing? 

▪ What are you paying attention to? Where are you looking? 

➔ Keep walking, thinking about that challenging conversation, and count from 1 to 5 out 
loud. Notice what that’s like. 

▪ How does your voice sound? 

▪ How is it to speak? 

➔ And finally: How do you feel about having this conversation? 

If you’d like to explore this some more or revisit the questions, please go back to the beginning 
of our experiment. 

 

At the very least, I encourage you to pause here and take some notes (if you 
haven’t already) about what you noticed. You’re gathering important 
information about yourself, so please don’t rush ahead; take your time. 

Whenever you’re ready, continue. 

Let’s take a few moments to unpack what we just did. 

What did you notice? 

For most people, when they walk around, and then they think of a challenging conversation, 
they experience some change in the way they walk, or in their posture, or their breathing, or 
their attention, or their voice, or a combination of the above. 

I am not telling you what you “should” experience, but it may be helpful for you if I give you 
some examples of what many people notice when they try this: 

 They walk faster – or slower. 

 Their walk becomes wobbly and insecure, or their steps become harsh, or they feel like 
they are walking through something gooey. 

 They hold their breath, or they breathe more heavily. 



Bridging the divide 
Part 1: Managing stress and emotions 

 

Chapter 1: Start with your body – manufacturing a more useful foundation 10 

 

 They tense some part of their body (common places are the jaw, shoulders, belly, and 
pelvic floor). 

 Their attention narrows, and they only see a small area of the floor right in front of 
them. Some people feel like the room got smaller. Other people “zone out” and don’t 
notice anything that’s going on around them. 

 Many people have a hard time talking, or their voice sounds edgy, almost antagonistic. 

 They feel like they really do not want to have this conversation, or they are doubting 
whether they could show up for this tough talk, or they are hesitant and don’t know 
how they would do this. 

You may have experienced some of this, or none of it, or something different altogether. There 
is no right or wrong here. Different people may react differently, but there is a common theme: 
For most people, when they just think about having a challenging conversation, they either 
tense or collapse their posture, their breathing, their attention, their movement, and their 
voice. 

Why is that? All we’re doing is thinking about having a conversation! 

Well, as I mentioned earlier, we experience a difficult conversation – even the mere 
anticipation of a difficult conversation – as a challenge, a potential threat. The normal human 
reaction to challenges of all kinds (no matter how big or small they are) is an attempt to protect 
ourselves – to keep ourselves safe. And we do that through various stress reactions: We tense 
with anger or fear to either fight or run away, we freeze to numb ourselves against pain, or we 
collapse in resignation. Overall, we make ourselves smaller. 

The normal human reaction to a potential threat is to smallify in some way. 

Take a moment and bring your mind and your body back to our earlier experiment: Either stand 
up and walk around, or stay seated, and think of that challenging conversation: Are you making 
yourself smaller in some way? When you are in this state – your posture, breathing, and 
movement are tense or collapsed, your voice is strained, you are hesitant or doubtful or judging 
yourself or you don’t even want to talk to this person or about this topic: is that the best basis 
for having a difficult conversation and being confident, clear, and kind in the process? 

I don’t think so. You are physically uncomfortable, you can hear that in your voice (the other 
person can probably hear that, too), and you don’t notice much – this is probably not a great 
foundation when you want to bring your smartest, most creative, and overall best self to an 
interaction. 

Now before you say “well, but if this is the normal human reaction to a stressful situation, I 
guess there’s nothing I can do”, I have good news: 
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Who is, for example, holding their breath, or breathing more heavily? You are! Who is tensing 
their jaw or shoulders or stomach muscles? You are! Who is paying attention to only the floor 
or nothing at all? You are! 

The stress reactions of fight, flight, freeze, or collapse don’t just “happen” to you – they are 
specific actions in your body, and you do those actions. 

Why is this good news? If you are doing them, that means you can choose to do something 
different! 

Of course, first you have to notice what you are doing, otherwise you can’t change it – that’s 
why we did our first experiment. 

Stress does not just happen to you – you do stress in your body,  

and you can choose to do something different. 

If this got you curious and you’re wondering what else you might be doing when you’re feeling 
stressed that maybe you hadn’t been aware of before: please go back and do the experiment 
again. Most people are surprised about what they find when they first explore this; and they 
continue to discover new things the more they explore and really pay attention. Every little 
detail you notice about yourself here is important information for you, so please take the time 
to investigate. 

Again, in a nutshell: Stress is something you do in your body. And when you are aware of what 
you are doing, you can choose to do something different. 

What to do instead of stress? We’ll explore that next. 



Bridging the divide 
Part 1: Managing stress and emotions 

 

Chapter 1: Start with your body – manufacturing a more useful foundation 12 

 

Key takeaways: 

➔ A conversation begins when you first think of having it. 
From that moment on, you prepare. 

➔ Challenging conversations pose a potential threat to your 
wellbeing. Humans are designed to react to that danger 
(whether real or imagined) with fight, flight, freeze, or 
collapse (stress reactions). 

➔ Under stress, we generally contract (tense or collapse) our 
posture, breathing, attention, and movement. We cannot 
think clearly or speak well. This is not a useful basis for 
having a challenging conversation. 

➔ It is essential that you first create a useful foundation in 
your body – a state of calm alertness and compassionate 
power. 

➔ Stress is something you do in your body. When you are 
aware of what you are doing as you are doing it, you can 
choose to do something different. 
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Chapter 2: Calm, relaxed, open, and kind 

Replace stress (fight, flight, freeze, collapse) 
with Centering*, Smiling Heart*, and 
Shining*.  

 

* Based on Paul Linden’s mindbody education system. 

Having a difficult conversation – even just thinking about having one – can be risky, maybe even 
dangerous. Something bad might happen if and when you have this conversation! Whether this 
is an actual danger or only an imagined one doesn’t matter. As humans, we react to any 
potential threat with fight, flight, freeze, or collapse – contracting our posture, breathing, 
attention, and movement, making ourselves smaller in some way. Paul Linden calls this 
“smallifying”. 

This is human and there is nothing wrong with you. The truly encouraging part, though, is that 
you are doing stress in your body. What makes this encouraging? When you know what 
specifically you are doing in your body, you can choose to do something different. 

Notice that I didn’t say “don’t do stress” or “stop doing stress”. Why? We often say “stop 
stressing about this” or “don’t stress about it”. Okay, but how do I “not stress” or “stop 
stressing”? Let’s make this even more obvious, and let’s try something together. 

 

Exercise: Stopping vs. Replacing 

When I’m feeling challenged, I often hold my breath. So, if you wish, try this with me: Breathe 
in, and hold your breath. Now stop holding your breath. What did you do? If you did anything, 
you probably started breathing again, right? 

If you are still holding your breath, please breathe      

You cannot simply stop doing something and then do nothing whatsoever. You have to start 
doing something different and incompatible. You have to replace whatever you’re doing with 
doing something else. 
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For example, you can’t just stop holding your breath – you have to start breathing. Those two 
are incompatible – you can’t hold your breath and breathe at the same time. You can’t just stop 
tensing your belly – you have to soften your belly. Tensing and softening are incompatible – you 
can’t tense and soften your belly at the same time. 

So, whatever it is that you are doing in your body when you are feeling challenged: replace that 
with a different, incompatible action. But not just any different and incompatible action – 
replace it with an action that’s more useful. 

What to do instead of stress? So that you don’t have to figure this out all by yourself, I’ll lead 
you through not a formula, but an algorithm – something that helps in most situations and that 
can easily be adapted if and as needed. This is called “Centering” and was developed by Paul 
Linden. 

So that you can really feel the difference, I will guide you to very briefly repeat the experiment 
from the last chapter, and then we’ll practice Centering together. 

 

Exercise: Walking and Counting + Centering, Smiling Heart & Shining 

Video 2 at 4:22 

 

Stand up again, if you wish, and walk around. Again, you are welcome to do this seated, but the 
effects may be more obvious when you are moving. 

As you are walking around (or sitting), recall that challenging conversation. 

➔ Notice what thinking about that challenging conversation does to your walk or your 
seated posture, if anything. Notice what else you are doing in your body as you think 
about this conversation. How are you breathing? What is your muscle tone – are you 
tensing or collapsing somewhere? What are you paying attention to? 

➔ Count out loud again, and notice what that’s like. How does your voice sound? 

➔ How do you feel about having this conversation? 

Centering. 

Keep walking or sitting. Now bring your body vertical so your head is aligned above your hips. 
Let your tongue hang loose in your mouth. Relax your shoulders, let your arms hang by your 
side and swing freely as you walk. If you are sitting, relax your shoulders away from your ears, 
and let your arms rest, perhaps with your hands on your thighs. Let your belly plop loose. 
Release your pelvic floor downward. Breathe gently, in and out, at your own pace. 
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Smiling Heart. 

Stay vertical, opening and softening your body, breathing gently. Now think of someone or 
something that makes you smile on the inside. This can be a person, a pet, a flower, a piece of 
music, a place – anything. Notice what that’s like in your body. Many people experience a sense 
of warmth, softness, and openness. 

Shining. 

Keep smiling on the inside, and let that smiling feeling fill you up, all the way to the edges of 
your skin. Let that smiling feeling radiate outward. If you find images helpful, imagine you are a 
lightbulb, shining inner smiles. Stay vertical, keep softening, opening, breathing, smiling on the 
inside, and radiating that inner smile outward. What does that do? 

➔ If you are walking, notice your tempo. 

➔ What is the quality or “flavor” of your walking or sitting now? 

➔ What are you paying attention to? 

Keep walking or sitting with your upper body vertical, softening your jaw, your shoulders, and 
your belly, breathing gently, smiling on the inside, radiating that smiling feeling outward. Now 
count out loud to five. 

➔ How does your voice sound? 

➔ How is it to speak? 

Stay vertical, keep softening, breathing gently, radiating smiles from the inside. Bring to mind 
that challenging conversation again. 

➔ How do you feel about having that conversation now? 

 

Let’s talk about this experiment. The strategies we just practiced were 
developed by Paul Linden and are called Centering (bringing your body 
vertical, softening the center of your body – tongue, jaw, shoulders, chest, 
belly, pelvic floor; breathing gently), Smiling Heart, and Shining. 

How was this for you? Again, I am not telling you how you should feel; there is no right or 
wrong here. Some examples of what people often notice are: 

 Feeling stronger and less disoriented. 

 A sensation of joy. 

 Being more aware of themselves and the room they are in. No longer checking and 
measuring the room. Looking up and out the window. 
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 A quieter voice, or surprising themselves with a big voice. Hearing the smile in their 
voice. 

 Feeling less apprehensive. 

 Being able to think more calmly and clearly about what needs to be discussed. 

 Feeling more like themselves, and having access to what they can bring to the 
encounter in a positive way. 

 Just wanting to sit down with this person and have a cup of tea. 

You may have experienced something similar – or different. 

When you are in this state – your posture is vertical, your breathing and movement are open 
and relaxed, you are smiling on the inside, your voice is calmer and stronger, you are less 
apprehensive, you think more clearly: is that a better basis for having a difficult conversation in 
a way that’s confident, clear, and kind? 

I think so! 

You could name this state compassion or love. Being calm, open, and kind is essential for 
meeting any challenge effectively. But: is it enough to just be compassionate? I don’t think so. If 
all we are is kind and loving, we’ll most likely be pushovers. We would depend on other people 
to be kind and loving toward us in return; and unfortunately, we don’t live in that kind of world 
– at least not yet. To do life effectively, we also have to be stable and balanced; we have to be 
alert and aware of what is happening in and around us; and we need to have the strength and 
skill to do what needs to be done in the situation. 

So, to build a solid foundation for having a challenging conversation that goes well for us, we do 
need compassion, and we have to add another, equally essential ingredient: power. 

Power without love is brutality. 

Love without power is ineffective. 

(Paul Linden) 

More about that in the next chapter. 
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Key takeaways: 

➔ You cannot simply stop doing stress in your body. You have 
to REPLACE the actions of stress (contracting – tensing or 
collapsing) with different, incompatible actions that are 
more useful (opening and softening). 

➔ Centering, Smiling Heart, and Shining are basic strategies to 
replace the stress reaction of contracting your posture, 
breathing, and attention. 

➔ Centering: Stand or sit with your upper body vertical, so 
your head is aligned above your hips. Let your tongue hang 
loose in your mouth. Let your shoulders and arms hang 
down freely. (If you are sitting, rest your hands on your 
thighs.) Let your chest, belly, and pelvic floor hang loose. 
Breathe gently, at your own pace. 

➔ Smiling Heart: Think of someone or something that makes 
you smile inside (a person, pet, flower, song, place …). Let 
that smile fill you up, all the way to the edges of your skin. 

➔ Shining: Begin with Smiling Heart. Now imagine you are a 
light bulb, shining with inner smiles. Let the smiling feeling 
radiate outward in all directions. 
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Chapter 3: Stable, balanced, alert, and 
powerful 

Establish support, strength, and confidence in 
your body through Power Sitting.  

 

So far, we’ve practiced Centering, Smiling Heart, and Shining that smiling feeling outward. You 
experienced that when you want to have a challenging conversation, instead of tensing or 
collapsing your posture and breathing, it is more useful to open, soften, and relax your body. 

You may be worried that when you are all soft and relaxed, the person with whom you want to 
have this challenging conversation will not take you seriously or they won’t understand how 
important this is to you, or worse, might take advantage of your good nature and walk all over 
you. You are right to be concerned. 

As Paul Linden says:  

Love without power is ineffective. 

If all we needed to do was be loving and then everybody would join us and we’d all hold hands 
and just get along, I wouldn’t have written this, and you wouldn’t be reading it. So, let’s back up 
our loving, compassionate mindbody state with some power. 

When I say “power”, I don’t mean harsh, inconsiderate, brute force. I’m talking about loving 
power. What on earth is that? 

Rather than talking about it, there are some practical ways to establish power in your body, 
including an exercise called “Power Sitting” (also developed by Paul Linden). 

Let’s give that a go together. 

 

Exercise: Slouching 

Video 3 at 1:58 
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Stand up, please. For this exercise, have a chair right behind you – ideally a chair that’s the 
height of a regular office or dining chair and that does not roll. 

Sit down as if you did not care about your posture, and slouch. 

➔ What does it feel like to sit this way? How do you feel sitting this way? How is your 
breathing? 

➔ Count out loud to five. (Yes, out loud. Don’t just think about counting.) How is it for you 
to speak? How does your voice sound? 

➔ In this posture, do you think people would take you seriously? Could you speak in a way 
that is clear and confident? 

 

 

Exercise: Power Sitting 

Video 3 at 3:16 

Now stand up. 

Place your fingers into your hip creases (the place where your leg folds when you lift it up in 
front of you). Bring your attention to your tailbone at the bottom of your spine. 

With your fingers in your hip creases, gently and slowly guide your tailbone back and down. 
This will tip your upper body forward slightly. Don’t look up and crunch your neck; let your head 
move with your upper body. When your bottom makes contact with the chair and your weight 
is on the chair, stay there; don’t lean back or change your posture. 

If you’ve been only reading the instructions, please actually do this now: 

Place your fingers into your hip creases. Bring your attention to your tailbone. 

Gently and slowly guide your tailbone back and down until your full weight is on the chair, and 
stay there. 

Please keep sitting this way. I’ll ask you a few questions. 

➔ What does it feel like to sit this way? 

▪ How do you feel sitting this way? 

▪ How is your breathing? 

▪ Are you more stable and balanced than you were when you were slouching? 

▪ Are you more alert than before? 
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Count out loud to five. 

➔ How is it for you to speak? How does your voice sound? 

➔ In this posture, do you think people would take you seriously? Could you speak in a 
way that is clear and confident? 

Bring to mind the challenging conversation you thought about in our earlier exercises. 

➔ How do you feel about having this conversation now? 

 

Most people find that this way of sitting feels dignified, even regal. They 
feel strong and stable, and it’s easier to breathe. Because the upper body 
is firmly supported from below, sitting takes less effort. When they speak 
in this posture, their voice sounds smoother and stronger. The pending 
difficult encounter seems less intimidating. 

Overall, they feel that this is a much better basis for having a challenging 
conversation. 

Is this position open and relaxed? Yes! But is it collapsed? No! There is a big difference between 
softening and collapsing: 

 

Exercise: Standing up from a slouching position vs. a Power Sitting position 

Video 3 at 8:22 

For contrast, stand up, and plop down like you did earlier and slouch. Count to five out loud. 
How is that? 

Now stand up and notice what it’s like to get up from this slouching position. 

➔ Was getting up a smooth movement, or not so much? 

➔ Was it easy to get up or did it take effort? 

Do Power Sitting again, and count to five out loud. Notice how that feels. 

Now stand up and notice what it’s like to get up from the Power Sitting position. 
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Most people find that, from a Power Sitting position, it’s much easier to get 
up, and the movement is smoother than when they stand up from a 
slouched seated posture. 

From a Power Sitting position – when you are stable, balanced, and alert, you can actually do 
something! 

Many of our challenging conversations take place while we’re sitting. As you are hopefully 
experiencing, how you sit is a simple and very effective way to both feel and look more 
powerful – not in a mean or domineering kind of way, but in a dignified way where you exude 
strength and confidence, and you are quietly, graciously, and firmly communicating to the 
people around you: take me seriously, and don’t mess with me. 

When you combine this way of sitting with Centering (letting your whole body be open, soft, 
and relaxed), Smiling Heart, and Shining (radiating that inner smile outward), you are 
establishing a foundation of calm alertness and compassionate power. 

Key takeaways: 

➔ “Power without love is brutality. Love without power is 
ineffective.” (Paul Linden) 

➔ Power Sitting: Stand with a sturdy chair right behind you. 
Place your index fingers on your hip creases. Bring your 
attention to your tailbone. With your fingers in your hip 
creases, gently and slowly guide your tailbone back and 
down toward the seat of your chair. When your full weight 
is on the chair, stay there (do not lean back or otherwise 
change your posture). 

➔ Power Sitting produces a stable, dignified seated posture. 

➔ Combining Centering, Smiling Heart, Shining, and Power 
Sitting produces a mindbody state of calm alertness and 
compassionate power, which is a more useful basis for 
having a challenging conversation. 
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Chapter 4: Practice, application, and 
“being ready” 

Give yourself credit for what you did well. 
Keep going.  

 

In case you are tempted to say “oh, great, now I know how to do Centering, Smiling Heart, 
Shining, and Power Sitting; I’ll practice that in my next challenging conversation”: please don’t! 
Your next challenging conversation is when you apply what you already do well. Practice has to 
happen beforehand so that you can apply what you practiced and do it well when you need it. 

Start practicing with this book and/or the accompanying videos. Then practice on your own, at 

a time when you’re calm. Ideally, link your practice with something you are already doing. For 

example, when you sit down for a meal, or when you sit down at your desk: do Power Sitting, 

Centering, Smiling Heart, and Shining. Twice a day, five days a week. Once you have practiced 

this for two or three weeks, you can probably do this in 30 seconds or less. No matter how busy 

we are, we all have 30 seconds, and this is time well spent. 

When you can reliably put yourself in a state of calm alertness and compassionate power when 
there’s nothing else happening around you, then you move on to practicing with a tiny 
challenge. Ideally, this will be a challenge that you control and where you can turn the intensity 
up or down (or off) any time, such as listening to music that you find mildly annoying, for 
example. Keep practicing with increasingly challenging situations. 

The more you practice, the better you get at it, and the easier it becomes to do this when you 
really need it – such as when you have a challenging conversation with someone. 

A question that often comes up here is: 

How do I know whether I’m ready for this conversation? 

That’s a great question. 

Ideally, you practice and apply your skills in “easier” challenges – for example, in conversations 
that may be a little uncomfortable, but if you mess up, nothing terrible will happen. When you 
can fairly reliably and consistently handle those, then you move on to something a bit more 
difficult. But you really don’t know whether you’re ready for the next level of challenge until 
you try. 
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Putting yourself in a state of calm alertness and compassionate power is a skill – just like 
playing an instrument or a sport. You may do really well at your current “level”. And then you 
try something that’s harder than what you have done so far, and it may go well, or it may not. 
You may feel like a bloody beginner all over again. That’s normal, and it’s okay. Keep practicing, 
and you’ll get better at it. 

✓ We’re not looking for perfect – that doesn’t exist; we’re looking for better. 

✓ We’re not looking for 100% calm and relaxed and confident – we’re looking for calm 
enough, relaxed enough, and confident enough so you can say what you have to say in a 
way that is kind enough and firm enough. 

I want to emphasize here that being calm and open and kind and confident during a difficult 
conversation is hard. No matter how much you’ve practiced, unless you are a robot, there will 
always be situations where you are doing things in your body you’d rather not be doing (and 
you may not even notice you’re doing them), and there will always be situations where you’ll 
say things that afterwards you wish you hadn’t said. Even with practice, not every difficult 
conversation will be easy and go well. And that’s okay. 

Don’t beat yourself up afterwards; instead, do Power Sitting, Centering, Smiling Heart, and 
Shining right after the conversation, and keep practicing. Make a note of what didn’t work, 
what went wrong, and what you could do differently in the future. But also notice how far you 
have come, and what you are already doing better than you used to. Give yourself credit for 
every single thing that went right and that you did well – no matter how seemingly small. 

You’re practicing, and you’re getting better. You are refining your skills, and they will continue 
to evolve and change over time. You may do great one day, and the next day not and you may 
have no idea why. Or you may not be at your best because you’re hungry or tired or cold or you 
have a headache. 

If something didn’t go well this time, that’s okay. You tried, and you did the best you could. If 
you want and if it’s appropriate, you can try again after you eat or sleep or when you’re not in 
pain or after you practice and prepare some more. That’s enough. 

Rest whenever you need to, and then keep going. 
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Key takeaways: 

➔ Centering, Smiling Heart, Shining, and Power Sitting are 
SKILLS. You have to practice to get better at them. 

➔ PRACTICE before your challenging conversation, so you can 
APPLY your skills when you need them during your 
challenging conversation. 

➔ Calibrate: First, practice when you are calm. Gradually 
practice in more and more challenging situations. 

➔ You do not have to be perfectly calm, relaxed, and 
confident. Aim for being calm enough, relaxed enough, 
and confident enough to have a conversation. 

➔ If a conversation did not go well, that’s okay. Be kind to 
yourself. You did the best you could. Give yourself credit 
for what you did well. Continue to practice and refine your 
skills, and – if you want and if it’s appropriate – try again. 

 

Practice suggestions: 

Practice Power Sitting, Centering, Smiling Heart, Shining. Do this twice a day, 
five days a week. Link it with something you are already doing, for example: 

✓ When you sit down in front of your computer. 

✓ When you sit down to have a cup of coffee or tea. 

✓ Before you compose an email or a text message. 
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Chapter 5: Feelings 

Emotions don’t just happen to you –  
you DO them.  

 

So far, we have been replacing stress with Centering, Smiling Heart, and Shining, and we 
combined this with Power Sitting to create a useful basis in the body for having a challenging 
conversation: a mindbody state that is calm, open, relaxed, and kind – and stable, alert, and 
powerful. 

You may be wondering when we’ll start talking about what to say and how to say things. Well, 
we’re already doing it – not in so many words (pun intended), but we’re establishing a 
foundation. When the foundation is wobbly, the house will eventually fall down. So, before we 
start building the house and talking about words, let’s strengthen the foundation some more, 
and let’s talk about feelings. 

When it comes to having a conversation about something that matters to you, with someone 
you know or suspect will disagree with you, in all likelihood, you have feelings, right? 

In our first walking experiment, I asked how you feel about having this challenging 
conversation. And then I asked that question again after you did Centering, Smiling Heart, 
Shining, and Power Sitting. Most people report that they feel differently – not just in general, 
but about that conversation – even if just a little bit. 

(From personal experience: when it comes to having a challenging conversation, every little bit 

helps      We’ll keep adding little bits that may help a little bit more, and eventually those will 
add up to making a big difference.) 

On that note, let’s go a layer deeper. 

As always, please take care of your wellbeing. If today is not the day, or now is not the time for 
this kind of exploration, please pause and come back to this later. 

 

Exercise: How do you feel about this person and/or their opinion? 
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If you wish, think about a conversation you may want to have with a person or about a topic 
you find challenging. 

Don’t pick someone or something that on a stress scale of 1-10 is a 27. Go for maybe a 3 or a 4 
– a little challenging, but not so intense that you’re freaking out. 

You don’t get extra points, and you will not learn any faster, if you go for the biggest challenge 
right away – on the contrary. Take your time, be kind to yourself. You don’t learn this stuff 
when you’re hopelessly overwhelmed. 

If the person or conversation who brought you here is too much right now, that’s totally okay. 
You could start with someone who is not that important in your life, such as the cashier at the 
supermarket who wears a pin of the political party you don’t like. Baby steps. Repeat this 
exercise as often as you want – for different conversations and different people. 

Pause here if you need more time to think about which conversation you want to work with 
right now. When you have something, continue. 

How do you feel about this person or their viewpoint or both? 

I encourage you to be honest with yourself. Don’t filter or censor whether you want to feel that 
way or you should or should not be feeling that way. 

There is no right or wrong answer here. However you feel, that’s how you feel. 

Maybe you pause here and take a few moments to really sense into that. How do you feel 
about this person or their opinion or both? 

 

I’d like to share with you some of the feelings that often come up – again, 
not to tell you how you should feel, but to illustrate that everybody has 
feelings about challenging conversations, and you are not alone. 

This is obviously not a complete list, but some of the feelings that people 
report most frequently are: 

 I’m angry, fed up, frustrated, disappointed. 

 I’m sad this person is against me in this situation. 

 I’m anxious about what they might do. 

 I’m worried I cannot do this well. 

 I’m judgmental of the person. 

 I’m resentful. 
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 I’m afraid the conversation will end badly, and the person may not want to be in my life 
anymore. 

 I’m conflicted – should I say something or not? 

All of these feelings are completely normal. 

Before we explore what you might want to do with your feelings, whatever they may be, let’s 
investigate: 

What are feelings? 

 

Exercise: Doing an emotion 

Video 5 at 6:40 

Stand up, if you wish, and walk around. You can also do this seated, if you prefer, although 
walking may give you additional insights. 

➔ Now walk – or sit – the way you feel – about this person, their opinion, or the possible 
conversation. 

➔ What does this do to the way you walk or sit? If anything? 

▪ Does your walking or sitting have a “flavor”? 

▪ If you are walking, did you change your tempo? 

▪ Did you change your posture in any way? 

▪ What direction are you going in – on the outside or on the inside? Are you 
leaning or turning somewhere? 

▪ Are you tensing anywhere in your body, and if so, where? Are you collapsing 
anywhere? 

▪ Are you breathing? Please remember to breathe … 

▪ How are you breathing? Slow / fast? Easy / with effort? 

▪ What are you paying attention to? Where are you looking? 
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Take your time with this exercise. Everything you notice is helpful. You are 
gathering valuable information about yourself. 

Maybe you pause here and explore some more. You may also want to take 
notes about what you are discovering. 

Depending on the situation you envision and on the feelings around that situation, what you 
are doing in your body may be very subtle. If and when you experience that “oh, I’m not doing 
much of anything” or “I can’t tell what I’m doing” or “it’s unclear, I’m not sure what I’m doing”, 
you could try this experiment: 

 

➔ Become a pantomime and act out how you are feeling – make it big, 
so the people in the back of the room can see what you are doing. 

➔ Maybe exaggerate even more and portray a caricature of your 
feelings. 

Often, this play-acting can bring some lightness to a situation that may be quite serious. More 
importantly, you get a lot of insights when you exaggerate. You may notice that even though in 
a real conversation you may not be doing a caricature version of anger, you are doing a more 
subtle version of that. Once you have done an exaggerated version of how you feel in your 
body, it becomes easier to notice when you do the more subtle versions. 

 

Perhaps you pause here and play some more with this. 

Whenever you’re ready, continue. 

I believe it’s safe for me to assume that, in our last experiment, you were doing something in 
your body. Again, there is no right or wrong thing to do here. You do what you do; and when 
you notice what you do: great – now you have valuable information. 

When I guide this experiment live, and I ask people to walk around the way they feel about a 
challenging person or conversation: 

 Some people report that they can hardly walk. Some speed up, some take smaller steps, 
some describe their walking as uncertain or shaky, some start walking backwards. 

 Some people feel heavy, or that their feet are really big. 

 Some people curl up or lean forward. 
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 Some clench their fists. 

 Some people hold their breath, others breathe heavily like they are climbing up a steep 
mountain. 

 For most people, their voice changes in some way – it sounds tighter, or lower, or 
constricted. 

 Many people also report that they look down, their attention narrows, or that they have 
their eyes open, but they don’t really see anything. 

 Some people feel nauseated. 

Of course, you may have experienced something else entirely. Different people do different 
things, and the same person may do different things on different days and in different 
situations. 

I am genuinely curious how this went for you. If you would like, please send me a message, and 
tell me what you discovered – I would love it. 

In the meantime, let me explain what this experiment was all about. We were investigating: 
What are feelings? 

In most languages, we usually talk about feelings this way: 

➔ “They did something, and they made me sad” or 

➔ “They did something, and that is sad” or 

➔ “They did something, and now I am sad”. 

Based on our language structure, this is our concept of feelings: 

➔ Feelings happen to me, based on what other people say or do and what happens around 
me. 

➔ Other people or circumstances cause my feelings. 

➔ And then I am sad, angry, frustrated, resentful … whatever the feeling may be. 

But what did you just experience? 

➔ Feelings don’t just happen to you, and it’s not that you are an emotion. 

➔ You are doing something in your body, and your “feelings” are what those actions that 
you do in your body taste like to you. You give that taste a name and you call your 
experience, for example, “sad” or “angry”. 
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I find Paul Linden’s explanation very useful: 

Emotions are actions in the body. 

Feelings are what those actions taste like to you. 

Paul uses this analogy: Emotions (or actions you do in your body) are the sandwich you eat; 
feelings are what the sandwich tastes like to you. 

For example, someone may have told you something, and now you may be rounding your back, 
letting your head hang, and collapsing your chest and belly. 

 

Try this right now, if you wish: round your back, let your head hang, collapse 
your chest and belly. 

In your body, this will have a certain “flavor” or “taste”, and in this particular situation you 
might name your experience “sad”. You may name your experience differently, and that’s okay. 
I’ll go with “sad” for now. 

But it’s not that they made you sad by telling you something; it’s not that whatever they told 
you is sad; and it’s not that you are sad: You are doing sad about them or about that thing they 
told you – by rounding your back, letting your head hang, and collapsing your chest and belly. 

If you’ve tried this just now, bring your upper body vertical again, breathe, let your tongue hang 
loose in your mouth. Think of something that makes you smile on the inside. 

So, it’s not that they made you sad, that is sad, or you are sad; you are doing sad about them or 
that. Why is that an important distinction? Is that even useful? I believe this is extremely useful, 
for two reasons: 

➔ First, if you can train yourself to think and talk about your emotions as actions you do in 
your body, you take responsibility for your emotions. Your emotional state is not 100% 
controlled by other people or your circumstances; you are not helpless. 

➔ Which brings us to the second, even more important reason why this approach is so 
useful: Even though taking responsibility for your own emotions may be inconvenient 
and take effort, and it’s not fair (somebody else said or did something, and now you 
have to deal with it), taking responsibility for your emotional state is empowering: You 
are the one doing your emotions, which means if there is an emotion that you don’t 
want, you can choose to do a different one! 
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It’s the same concept we experienced earlier with the stress reactions of fight, flight, freeze, or 
collapse: you are doing stress in your body, which means you can choose to do something 
different that’s more useful. 

Again: Emotions are actions you do in your body. When you notice what those actions are and 
you notice when you are doing them, then you can choose to do something different. 

Why would you want to do something different? 

As you experienced before, when you tense or collapse your posture, breathing, attention, and 
movement, that’s not the most useful basis for having a complex conversation in a way that’s 
clear, compassionate, and confident. 

It would be more useful to replace the tensing or collapsing with stabilizing, opening, 
expanding, and softening your body. Then you can think more clearly, you can evaluate your 
options, and you can speak and move and do something that’s helpful in the moment. 

So, if you are doing an emotion that’s contracted and not useful, choose to do a different 
emotion. 

Please don’t get hung up with “correctly naming” or identifying the emotion you are doing and 
the one you should be doing instead. For example, don’t stress (pun intended) over “I think I’m 
doing frustration. What’s incompatible with frustration?” Don’t worry about what emotions are 
called. Focus on the actions in your body that are not useful, and on replacing them with 
different, incompatible actions that are more useful. That alone will make a big difference. In 
the next chapter, I’ll guide you through another experiment to illustrate that. 
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Key takeaways: 

➔ In common language use, we say “They did something, and 
they made me sad” or “They did something, and that is 
sad” or “They did something, and now I am sad”. It would 
be more accurate (albeit unusual) to say “They did 
something, and I did sad about them / that”. 

➔ Emotions are actions you do in your body. Feelings are 
what those actions taste like to you / the name you give 
your experience. 

➔ Emotions are actions you do in your body. When you notice 
what those actions are and you notice when you are doing 
them, then you can choose to do something different. 
Taking responsibility for your emotions is empowering. 

➔ “Negative” emotions are some combination of tensing 
and/or collapsing your posture, breathing, attention, and 
movement, which is not a useful basis for having a 
challenging conversation in a way that’s clear, 
compassionate, and confident. 

➔ Stabilizing, opening, expanding, and relaxing your body is 
more useful: in this state, you can think more clearly, 
evaluate your options, and do something that’s helpful in 
the moment. 

 

Practice suggestions: 

Whenever you experience a “negative” feeling (for example: anger): 

➔ Acknowledge: I am doing anger. 

➔ Then investigate: How am I doing anger in my body? Notice your 
posture, breathing, awareness, and movement. 
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Chapter 6: Manufacturing  
more useful feelings 

Replace unhelpful emotions with different, 
incompatible, more useful ones.  

 

In the last chapter, you experienced that emotions are actions you do in your body; feelings are 
what those actions taste like in your body. If you notice you are doing an emotion that’s not 
useful, do a different one! 

For example, you may be holding your breath, leaning forward, and tightening your abdominal 
muscles, and this may taste like anger in your body. You may conclude that this particular set of 
actions in your body is not useful for when you want to have a complex conversation. You 
cannot simply stop holding your breath, stop leaning forward, and stop tightening your 
abdominal muscles; you have to replace those actions with something different and 
incompatible that’s more useful for your purposes: Instead of holding your breath, you breathe 
gently. Instead of leaning forward, you sit or stand keeping your upper body vertical. Instead of 
tightening your abdominal muscles, you soften them. 

In the previous chapter, I talked briefly about naming your feelings: 

You may find it helpful to label what the actions in your body taste like (for example: resentful, 
or disappointed) because it gives you a quick reference for the framework you are operating in 
– a shorthand description of a series of actions in your body. 

You may also find that the labeling is not helpful because you get lost in analyzing, or you may 
find that you don’t need a label. 

Whether you use labels or not: Focus on what you are doing in your body, and what you could 
do instead. Replace the not-so-useful actions you are doing (tensing, holding your breath etc.) 
with different, incompatible actions that are more useful (opening and softening your body, 
breathing gently). 

What those different, incompatible actions are obviously depends on what actions you want 
to replace. In a live session, we would figure out together what emotion you are doing in your 
body and how you are doing that, and based on what you are doing, we would experiment with 
what you could do instead that you may find more useful. 

Since this is a book, we cannot do that. But I want you to experience how this works and what 
this might feel like in your body, so I’ll guide you through an example. To be clear, I am not 
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presenting a formula that works in every situation and for every emotion. If this example 
happens to address the specific emotion you want to replace, that’s great. But my aim here is 
to illustrate the principles – the algorithm. When you understand the algorithm, you can adapt 
and apply it to what you want to do. 

In a recent live version of this workshop with a group of wonderful humans, I asked everyone to 
walk around the way they were feeling about a challenging conversation in their own life that 
they may want to have. As they were walking, each person noticed quite a few things they were 
doing with their posture, breathing, movement, and attention, and what their actions tasted 
like in their body. Each person was thinking about a conversation in their own life, and they 
were doing a variety of different things. I’ll guide you through what we explored in the 
workshop. 

 

Exercise: Manufacturing a different feeling 

Video 6 at 4:44 

If you wish, stand up and walk around. If you’re not up for this right now, please pause and 
come back when you’re ready. This is not something you understand from just listening to 
instructions or reading about it; you have to experience it in your own body. 

So please stand up and walk around. 

The main “themes” that came up in the recent workshop group were feeling shaky, insecure, 
sad, and nauseated. 

Maybe you are already thinking of a conversation in your life that tastes like this. If so, do 
whatever you do in your body that you would label shaky or insecure or sad or nauseated. You 
don’t have to do all of these emotions at once – one is enough. Walk like that. 

If the challenging conversations in your life taste differently, or you want to simply do the 
experiment without thinking of anything specific in your life, perhaps you walk around and 
wobble a bit as you walk, hunch over, and say to yourself “I cannot do this”. 

Continue walking like this for a few moments, with this feeling that we already concluded 
earlier is not useful for having a calm, confident conversation with a difficult person or about a 
difficult topic. 

Now let’s explore whether we could manufacture a different, more useful feeling. We’ll try a 
few things. Take what works for you and leave the rest. 
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Centering. 

➔ Bring your torso vertical so you are not leaning forward or back or to the side, but your 
head is aligned above your hips. 

➔ Let your tongue hang loose in your mouth. 

➔ Release your shoulders down and away from your ears, and let your arms hang freely. 

➔ Soften your chest and your belly. 

➔ Let your pelvic floor release downward. 

➔ Remember to breathe, in and out, gently, smoothly, at your own pace. 

Grounding. 

➔ As you are walking, bring your attention to your feet. With every step, feel where the 
soles of your feet make contact with the floor. With every step, let your whole weight 
sink into the ground. 

▪ Maybe you need to take smaller steps to do that – or bigger ones. 

▪ Maybe walking faster would be useful for you – or maybe you need to slow 
down. 

▪ Experiment. Take charge and do what you need to do to feel solid and stable. 

➔ Perhaps it’s helpful for you to stand still for a while. 

▪ If so, step your feet a little wider apart, and bend your knees slightly. Investigate: 
How wide does your stance need to be so you feel stable and solid? 

▪ Again, feel your weight sink downward. 

▪ Notice that the ground is there to support you. 

▪ Perhaps bring your hands out slightly to the side and in front of you, palms facing 
down. See what that does, if anything. 

▪ You could also try a movement like this: palms facing up and gently raising your 
hands as you inhale, palms facing down and gently lowering your hands as you 
exhale. Synchronize the movement with your breathing. Inhale up, exhale down. 
When you lower your hands, do not press down tensely; gently move the air, 
that’s all. If this gives you something useful, keep doing that. 

➔ As you are standing or walking, keep your body relaxed and open: let your tongue hang 
loose in your mouth, let your belly soften. 
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Breathing along your vertical axis. 

➔ Keep breathing – gently, smoothly. For this next part, if you were doing the hand 
movement, replace that with holding your hands still, palms facing downward at a 
position that’s comfortable for you, or simply let your arms and hands hang by your side 
and rest. 

➔ As you are breathing in, let the air gently fall down into your belly, and as you are 
breathing out, let the air continue to fall, down through your pelvic floor, your legs, and 
your feet, into the ground. Of course, the air doesn’t actually go there, but have the 
image, the intention, the feeling of inhaling into your belly, and exhaling down through 
the pelvic floor, the legs and the feet into the ground. 

Breathe like this a few more times – inhale into the belly, exhale down deep into the 
ground. Notice what that does. 

➔ On your next breath, breathe into the belly, and exhale up through your chest, the back 
of your neck and the crown of your head toward the sky. Again, the air doesn’t actually 
go there, but have the image, the intention, the feeling of breathing into your belly, and 
out and up through the chest, back of the neck and crown of the head, up toward the 
sky. 

Breathe like this a few more times – inhale into the belly, exhale up, up, up toward the 
sky. Notice what that does. 

➔ On your next breath, inhale into your belly, and exhale down into the ground and up 
toward the sky at the same time. 

Inhale into your belly, exhale down into the ground and up toward the sky at the same 
time. 

▪ Perhaps think “long” or “tall” as you exhale down and up at the same time. 
Notice what that does. 

▪ If this is too confusing, don’t worry. Perhaps breathe in one direction at a time: 
Inhale into your belly, exhale down into the ground. Then inhale into your belly, 
exhale up toward the sky. Keep alternating – down, then up, then down again. 

What do all these actions taste like in your body? 

We started out with a taste of shaky or insecure or sad or nauseated, a sense of “I cannot do 
this”. Did you create a different feeling in your body? If so, which one? It’s okay if you don’t 
have a name for the feeling; simply feel. 

Slowly bring your experiment to a close. Move whatever wants to be moved right now. Look 
around your room. Whenever you’re ready, continue. 
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Before you read on, you may find it helpful to pause and take some notes 
about what you experienced, or spend a minute or two to sit quietly and 
reflect. Take your time. 

In the live version of this workshop, each person in the group manufactured a different feeling 
in their body: 

 It was not surprising that even though everybody was doing the same new actions in 
their body – feeling their feet on the ground, opening and softening their body, 
breathing into the belly and exhaling down and up – these actions tasted differently for 
different people. 

 For example, one person named their new feeling “confidence”. Another one found 
strength. Another person felt calm. Someone created balance. And another person 
experienced grace and dignity. 

The important part is: Each person had recognized their initial feeling (the not-so-useful actions 
they were doing in their body and what those actions tasted like for them – for example, 
“insecure”) and each person then replaced those actions with different, incompatible, and 
more useful actions and manufactured the new feeling they needed (for example, “confident”). 

I deliberately say “manufacture” a new feeling. 

This may sound mechanical, maybe even dry or cold. If you prefer to use a different word, such 
as “create”, please do. For the record: I am not asking you to be a robot. I am offering a way for 
you to be a happier, more effective human. 

In my experience, when we are already “emotional” and we’re doing a lot of things in our body 
that don’t feel good, it’s often helpful to approach things from a more neutral perspective and 
ask: what are the musculoskeletal mechanics here? 

Instead of going around and around and being caught up in an internal narrative of naming the 
feeling, and why am I feeling like this, and what does this mean, and I don’t want to feel like 
this, and why can’t I get it together, you focus on actions in your body. 

We could use a poetic mantra like “inhale courage, exhale fear”. That’s a beautiful image, but 
how would we actually do that? I have no idea. Courage and fear are not “things” that we can 
breathe in or out. 

I’d much rather give myself instructions such as: Bring your body vertical. Bend your knees. Let 
your belly hang loose. Breathe down and up. This is called “operational language”. It tells you 
exactly what to do and how to do it. This approach is practical and concrete, and it simplifies a 
lot of things. 
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To recap: 

Emotions are actions you do in your body. 

Feelings are what those actions taste like to you. 

If you are doing an emotion that’s not useful, 

choose to do a different emotion! 

Replace the not-so-useful actions with 

different, incompatible actions that are more useful. 

Be your own scientist: 

➔ What are you doing in your body that creates a certain taste or feeling? 

➔ What could you do instead to manufacture a different taste or feeling? 

Some things are generally helpful as a foundation, such as Centering, Smiling Heart, Shining, 
and Power Sitting. Beyond that: find what works for you and leave the rest. 

The better you know yourself, the more effectively you can manufacture what you need. 

You may be doing something subtle and profound that takes a lot of detective work to uncover. 

Other things are really simple and mundane, and you may even think “oh, that’s ridiculous” – 
but those are often the things that make the biggest difference. 

For example, you may realize that when you’re hungry, you do all sorts of actions in your body 
that may taste like “irritated” or “agitated” or any number of things, and no amount of 
Centering helps you manufacture a different feeling. Fantastic! Now that you know this about 
yourself, make sure you eat before you have a difficult conversation. Sometimes it really is that 
simple – if you notice. 

There are a lot of other, very practical things to take into account when you’re preparing for a 
conversation, and we’ll get to that later. 

For now, perhaps you repeat the experiments in this chapter and in the last one with different 
feelings that you are experiencing around difficult conversations. Remember that emotions are 
actions you do in your body, and you can choose to do a different emotion that’s more useful. 
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Key takeaways: 

➔ Labeling your experience (as, for example, “angry” or 
“sad”) can be useful, but may not be necessary. 

➔ Identify the not-so-useful actions you do in your body, and 
what you could do instead that is different, incompatible, 
and more useful. 

➔ Manufacture a different feeling: Instead of getting caught 
up in stories, focus on and change your musculoskeletal 
mechanics. 

➔ Be your own scientist: Experiment, find what works for 
you, and leave the rest. 

 

Practice suggestions: 

Whenever you experience a “negative” feeling (for example: anger): 

✓ Acknowledge: I am doing anger. 

✓ Then investigate: How am I doing anger in my body? Notice your posture, 
breathing, awareness, and movement. 

✓ Replace at least one not-so-useful action with a different, incompatible 
action that is more useful. 
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Bonus Chapter: Being “authentic” 

Should you show your “true” feelings? 

(eBook only)  
 

What often comes up for workshop participants when I introduce the concept of “doing a 
different feeling in your body” is: 

But wouldn’t that be suppressing my “true” feelings? I have very good 
reason and every right to be angry! I don’t want to suppress my anger; 
that’s not authentic, it’s disingenuous, dishonest, and artificial. Plus, they 
should know how I really feel. 

If any of this comes up for you: I’m sure you have very good reason and every right to feel how 
you feel. Your feelings are not wrong. The question is: are they useful for what you want to 
accomplish? 

If they are not, I am suggesting that you manufacture a more useful feeling. And I understand 
that, at first glance, this may seem like suppressing your true feelings or being inauthentic. 

I’d like to offer a few thoughts here: 

First, to clarify: I’m not in favor of suppressing all feelings. But as I mentioned before, some 
feelings, however justified and genuine and honest they may be, are just not useful. 

Let’s do a quick experiment, if you’re up for it. 

 

Exercise: Being “honest and authentic” 

Look at the image on the left. 

What do you see? 
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What is this person doing in their body? Are they tensing 
anywhere? Where is their attention? How might their voice 
sound? 

Do you believe that right now, in this state, this person can 
have a conversation that’s open-minded and respectful? (You 
probably think that they can’t, and you’re probably right.) 

Let’s call the combination of actions that the person in the 
picture is doing “superior and critical”. 

 

If you’re up for it, imagine this person is doing superior and critical not toward the painting, but 

toward you.  

What are you doing in your body as this person is doing superior and critical toward you? You 

are probably doing some form of tensing or collapsing – some stress reaction. 

Do you want to talk to them? Could you listen to them and really hear them? Maybe, but that 
would probably be challenging. 

So, is this critic’s honest display of feelings useful? Useful for what? 

  If this person’s goal is to stress you out so much that you’ll either go away or that you 
can have a glorious argument about whose opinion is more idiotic: then yes, them 
doing superior and critical toward you is useful. 

  But if this person wants you to stick around and listen to them and hear what they 
have to say, then their honest display of feeling superior and critical is not useful; it’s 
counterproductive: 

They may have very good reason to feel superior and critical, but they are doing stress 
in their body, and they can’t listen or talk well; they’re not even paying attention to 
anybody else! 

You, on the receiving end of their honest display of emotions, probably are also doing 
stress in your body, you can’t listen well, and you may not even want to listen to 
them. 

Showing your “authentic” feelings may not be a useful basis  

for having an open-minded, respectful conversation. 
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Maybe the other person should know how you feel. But should they really? 

How would you know? 

Center yourself, then ask: Should they really know? 

Sometimes, the urge to “give them a piece of your mind” goes away when you calm down. 

Or, you may come to the conclusion that yes, they should know, but maybe you don’t have to 
shout, for example, or roll your eyes, or frown, or lean forward and “get in their face”. You can 
tell them how you feel without doing that feeling in front of them. 

This is where some people say “okay, but then they won’t believe me that I feel a certain way, 
or they won’t take my feelings seriously”. Yes, that could happen … The other person may think 
“She’s so calm; she’s not really frustrated; she’s just claiming that she is.” I’ve had that 
experience myself. 

You do not have to be a robot. But please keep in mind that there’s a tricky balance between  

  getting someone’s attention or having them believe that your feelings are real (“oh 
wow, I had no idea you felt this way; let’s talk”) and  

  doing so much of that emotion that you become a threat to them and they go into 
defense mode (“well, I’m angry, too!”), and then the conversation just becomes a 
competition of who is angrier or who is the bigger victim. 

So, at the very least, it’s worth pausing and sorting out before you approach someone to have a 
conversation, what kinds of feelings you want to do in their presence. Not everything is useful 
to send out, no matter how justified and authentic it is. 

Just because something is true and honest, doesn’t mean it needs to be public. 

If it would be helpful for you, perhaps you vent in private – to a trusted friend or in front of a 
mirror. 

Some feelings you may want to keep to yourself altogether. 

I find it helpful to ask myself: 

➔ Is this useful for what I want to accomplish here? 

➔ Do I really want to practice being stressed – doing anger, frustration, etc.? Or would I 
rather practice a different emotion? 

If the answer is: it’s not useful, and I’d rather do a different emotion, then I’ll do my best to do a 
different one. 
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Can that feel effortful or even artificial? You bet. But that’s true for any new skill you learn. 

Can you think of a physical task that you had to learn and practice, like cutting vegetables or 
riding a bicycle? That probably felt artificial or weird or effortful in the beginning, right? With 
any new task, the more you practice, the easier the task gets, and eventually you don’t have to 
consciously think about the required movements anymore and you do them “automatically”. 

“Manufacturing” a different feeling is just like that. It takes time and practice. Gradually, it will 
feel easier and more “natural.” 

 

Key takeaways: 

➔ “Manufacturing” a different, more useful emotion can 
seem like you are suppressing your true, authentic 
emotions. 

➔ Just because something is true and honest, doesn’t mean it 
needs to be public. 

➔ In many situations, doing your “authentic” emotions in 
front of another person is not useful: You are in stress 
mode, which may put the other person in stress mode, and 
now both of you are less capable of having a constructive 
conversation. 

➔ If you are doing strong emotions around a topic, honestly 
ask yourself – before you approach someone to have a 
potentially challenging conversation: Considering what I 
want to accomplish, is it useful to do that emotion in front 
of the other person? 
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Part 2: Shifting your mindset 

Be curious and cultivate positive relationships. 

#1 Replacing not-so-useful attitudes or mindsets (such as “I know I’m right” or “these 
people are insane”) with curiosity. 

#2 Replacing not-so-useful goals we may have for difficult conversations (such as proving 
they’re wrong or getting them to change their mind) with a long-term focus on building 
a relationship based on what you have in common, and on keeping the channels of 
communication open. 
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Chapter 7: “More useful” – for what? 

Understanding, changing someone’s mind, 
agreeing to disagree …  
are these useful goals?  

 

We’ve been talking a lot about replacing stress with a more useful mind-body state of calm 
alertness and compassionate power, and manufacturing more useful feelings. 

It’s time to address the question: “more useful” for what? 

What is your goal, your purpose when you are talking to someone about a controversial topic? 
What do you want? 

Let’s start with an exercise. Remember, you don’t have to do anything I suggest. 

 

Exercise: Let’s hang out. 

Video 7 at 0:37 

You can do this seated if you prefer, but often things become more obvious and you get 
additional insights when you move. So, stand up if you wish, and walk around. There is no 
particular way to walk, no destination – just walk. 

Now say out loud: I NEED you to UNDERSTAND! Walk with that goal: I NEED you to 
UNDERSTAND! 

➔ What does this do to your walk, if anything? 

▪ How is your posture? 

▪ How are you breathing? 

▪ What are you paying attention to? Where are you looking? How is your field of 
awareness? 

➔ Count to five out loud. How is it to speak? How does your voice sound? 
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Keep walking. Now say out loud: Let’s just hang out. Walk like that. There’s no agenda. We’ll 
just hang out. 

➔ What does this do to your walk, if anything? 

▪ How is your posture? 

▪ How are you breathing? 

▪ What are you paying attention to? Where are you looking? How is your field of 
awareness? 

➔ Count to five out loud. How is it to speak? How does your voice sound? 

 

 

What did you notice when you walked with the goal of I NEED you to 
UNDERSTAND? 

What did you notice when you walked with the goal of Let’s just hang out? 

What was different, if anything? 

Perhaps you pause here and take some notes about what you experienced. Whenever you’re 
ready, continue. 

Many people experience that walking with the goal of “I need you to understand” feels narrow 
and tight, perhaps even disagreeable. On the other hand, walking with the goal of “let’s just 
hang out” feels softer, gentler, more open and expansive, wider, and more flowing. 

You may have experienced something similar or something else entirely. Whatever you noticed 
– this is valuable information about yourself. 

Let me ask you something: When you think about having a challenging conversation, about 
something controversial, where the other person might disagree – what are your goals, your 
desires, your hopes? Before you read on, take a few moments to think about that. 

The most common goals in conversations of this sort are: 

 The other person listens. 

 They hear what you are saying. 

 They understand your perspective. 

 They consider what you are saying. 

 They acknowledge that your viewpoint may have merit. 

 They reflect on their own opinion or behavior. 

 They change their mind about the topic in question or they change their behavior. 
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 Perhaps your goal is to get or keep something to which this person controls access – 
maybe an invitation to an event, or spending time with a family member, or being 
accepted within a group, for example. 

 Perhaps your goal is simply that you agree to disagree and you “peacefully co-exist”. 

Those are all perfectly valid goals to have. There is nothing wrong with wanting those things. 
After all, if you were perfectly happy with the status quo – you keep your perspective to 
yourself, they keep their opinion, everything stays the same – you wouldn’t be thinking of 
having a conversation in the first place, right? 

So, it’s not wrong to have those goals. But those goals can backfire, depending on how we go 
about accomplishing them. What do I mean by that? 

Again, all these goals I listed are productive goals to pursue, and it’s important for you to be 
really clear what exactly it is you want to achieve. Also, it is entirely possible to achieve every 
single one of those goals. It may be challenging, sometimes unlikely, but it is possible. 

However: Can you accomplish any of these goals all by yourself, only through your own efforts, 
without anybody else’s cooperation? No! 

➔ Ultimately, it’s up to them whether they listen, hear you, understand you, think about 
what you’re saying, and change their mind or their behavior. 

➔ It’s up to them whether they even have a conversation with you to begin with, or 
whether they’ll keep talking to you after this conversation, or whether you still have a 
relationship of any kind. 

➔ It’s up to them whether they give you something, or let you keep something to which 
they control access. 

In other words, achieving those goals is not 100% in your control. 

And when you get fixated on a goal so much that you feel you MUST accomplish it, but the 
outcome is not in your control, what happens? 

Let’s try this, if you’re up for it: 

 

Exercise: I MUST change your mind. 
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Feel into this scenario: 

Say there is a proposed change of policy in our neighborhood that will affect everybody. The 
community is vehemently opposed to this change, but the person in charge wants this new 
policy. You have been tasked with talking to this person and convincing them to change their 
mind. The whole community depends on you to be successful. 

➔ Are you already doing something in your body? Maybe you changed your posture or 
your breathing, or you are tensing or collapsing somewhere? 

Now say to yourself out loud “I HAVE to change this person’s mind. I just HAVE to. There is no 
other option.” What does that do? 

What if I told you that the change of policy is happening tomorrow, and the schedule of the 
person in charge is really full today, but they agreed to meet with you for 10 minutes. This is 
your only chance. You have to change their mind today, and you have 10 minutes to do that. 

➔ What are you doing in your body now? 

Maybe you are tensing and leaning forward, ready to fight for what you believe in. 
Maybe you started to get anxious or freeze, worried How am I going to do this?!?  
Or maybe you collapsed with a sense of This is hopeless, I give up.  
Maybe you were doing a combination of all of these things, maybe something slightly 
different. 

What all responses to this type of scenario have in common is some form of contracting, 
making yourself smaller – either in anger (I HAVE to change their mind) or fear (please don’t do 
this) or numbness (I just need to brace myself get through this. Okay, here are the facts) or 
resignation (I know they have all the power, so I’m depending on them to do the right thing). 

These are all normal human reactions, because for most people, a situation where you HAVE to 
accomplish something that’s not in your control is really stressful! 

And, as you already experienced, when you are doing stress in your bodymind, that’s not a 
good basis for anything. 

So, the more you are fixated on I want you to LISTEN! I just NEED you to UNDERSTAND etc., the 
more you feel you HAVE to accomplish this, the more pressure you put on yourself, the more 
stress you will be doing in your body, and the less capacity you have to say or do something 
that’s productive. 

In addition, the more you push, the more the other person will feel they need to defend 
themselves – no, YOU listen! No, YOU need to understand! The more stress you create for 
yourself, the more stress you create for the other person. (We’ll get back to that later.) 

So, ironically, but not surprisingly, the more you focus on getting the other person to listen, 
understand etc., the less likely it becomes that they are able and willing to listen, understand 
etc. and that you are able to HELP them do that. 
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The operative words here are HELP THEM. You cannot make someone listen, understand, 
change their mind etc. (You can, to some extent, but that might not be great for the 
relationship long-term. That’s a topic beyond the scope of this book.) But there is a lot you can 
do to make it more likely that they listen, understand etc. 

More about that in the next chapter. 

Key takeaways: 

➔ Common goals toward bridging a divide: the other person 
listens, hears, and understands what you are saying, 
acknowledges your viewpoint and its merits, reflects on 
their own viewpoint, and changes their mind; the other 
person changes their behavior in some way; the other 
person gives you something or allows you to keep 
something you want; or you and the other person agree to 
disagree. 

➔ These are valid goals to pursue, and it is possible (albeit 
challenging and sometimes unlikely) to accomplish them. 

➔ You cannot accomplish any of those goals without the 
other person’s cooperation. 

➔ Being fixated on accomplishing a goal that is not within 
your control creates unnecessary stress for yourself and for 
the other person. 

➔ It is generally not advisable to attempt to force the other 
person to cooperate, but you can help them and make it 
more likely that they will cooperate of their own accord. 

 

Practice suggestions: 

When you consider having a challenging conversation, ask yourself: 
What do I really want? What is my goal?  
Then walk around with that goal firmly in mind and body. 

Notice: Are you contracting in some way and doing stress? 
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Chapter 8: Make it safe, motivating, and 
easy to hang out with you 

Focus on keeping the channels of 
communication open and on cultivating a 
positive relationship.  

 

You cannot make someone cooperate with you, but you can help them cooperate – you can 
make it more likely (not guaranteed, but more likely) that they are able and willing to do what 
you want – that they will listen, hear you, understand where you’re coming from, think about 
your perspective, and maybe even change their mind or their behavior. 

What can you do? As I said, you can do a lot. Yes, this can be complex, and there are a lot of 
factors to be aware of and to consider and to navigate, but once you understand some basic 
principles, you’ll discover that it’s fairly manageable. 

If you want someone to engage in a conversation with you on a topic that may be hard to talk 
about, you will vastly increase your chances of success with any goal if you can do three things: 

1. Make it safe enough, so they talk with you and keep talking with you; 

2. Make it motivating, so they want to talk with you; and 

3. Make it easy, so they can talk with you. 

This algorithm works in a lot of situations. As Paul Linden likes to say: It’s all the same, except 
for the differences. And as I usually add: sometimes the sameness is not that obvious, so we’ll 
keep reminding ourselves and testing the algorithm in the situation at hand. 

The good news is: You already know a great deal about making it safe, motivating, and easy for 
someone to talk to you: 

We already explored Centering, Power Sitting, Smiling Heart, Shining, and manufacturing more 
useful emotions. When you are open and relaxed (and stable) and compassionate (in an 
empowered way), that’s a great foundation. 

Let’s do a quick repeat of our earlier experiment, so you can integrate all the things we just 
talked about. 
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Exercise: Let’s hang out. 

Video 8 at 2:33 

 

Stand up again and walk around. Say out loud: I NEED you to UNDERSTAND. I HAVE to MAKE 
you CHANGE YOUR MIND. Notice what you are doing in your body. 

➔ When you walk around with this attitude, does this feel like it will be safe, motivating, 
and easy for them to talk to you? Probably not so much. 

➔ Does it feel like it will be safe, motivating, and easy for you to talk to them? Probably not 
so much. 

Keep walking. Bring your body vertical. Let your tongue hang loose in your mouth, and let your 
belly hang loose. Let your arms hang and let them swing freely as you walk. Breathe, in and out, 
at your own pace. Think of someone or something that makes you smile on the inside. Let that 
smile fill you up. Now say out loud: Let’s just hang out. 

➔ When you walk around in this mindbody state and with this attitude, does this feel like 
it might be safer, more motivating, and easier for them to talk to you? Probably! 

➔ Does it feel like it is safer, more motivating, and easier for you to talk to them? Probably! 

If you’d like, you can repeat this experiment with any other goals that you may have in the 
forefront of your mind when you talk to someone about something controversial. Walk around 
and really fixate on that goal – and notice whether you have been starting a stress response 
without being consciously aware of it. 

Whenever you’re ready, come back and continue. 

Again, it’s perfectly okay to want the other person to listen to you, hear you, understand you, 
reflect on their viewpoint, and to change their mind or their behavior. But it’s generally not 
useful to have these goals front and center in your mind, because that’s stressful for you and 
for the person in front of you, and it actually makes it less likely that you achieve any of those 
goals. 

It is generally more useful to shift your attention to goals that take a long-term, big-picture 
approach. Specifically, I encourage you to focus on these two overarching and closely related 
goals: 

#1 Keep the channels of communication open: Keep talking with each other – even if it’s 
infrequent, and even if you talk about things that are completely unrelated to the 
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controversial thing that you really want to talk about. As long as you’re talking with each 
other, there is hope. 

#2 Cultivate a positive relationship: You can only change someone’s mind if they are 
willing to have a conversation with you and listen to you. And if they don’t know you, or 
they don’t want to be around you, that’s less likely to happen. But if you cultivate a 
relationship that ideally is friendly, at least respectful, or at the very least civil, there is 
hope. 

So, in terms of goals for talking about a controversial topic to bridge the divide, it’s generally 
much less stressful for everyone, and much more useful and productive, to focus on keeping 
the channels of communication open and cultivating a positive relationship. Let’s just hang out. 

Key takeaways: 

➔ To increase your chances that someone willingly and 
productively engages in a potentially difficult conversation 
with you, focus on (1) making it safe enough for them to 
talk with you, (2) making it motivating so they want to talk 
with you, and (3) making it easy so they are able to talk 
with you. 

➔ Shift your attention to these two long-term, big picture 
goals: keeping the channels of communication open and 
cultivating a positive relationship. 

➔ This approach is generally less stressful for everyone 
involved, which makes it more likely that you achieve your 
goals (whatever those goals might be). 

 

Practice suggestions: 

In your daily interactions, notice whether you have an “agenda”. 

✓ If you have an agenda, how do you do that in your body – your posture, 
breathing, muscle tone, awareness, and movement? 

✓ Play with replacing your agenda with “let’s just hang out”. What changes? 
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Chapter 9: Check your attitude 

Knowing closes.  
 

What could be a useful attitude for keeping the channels of communication open and building 
or maintaining a positive relationship? What could be a useful attitude so that someone wants 
to hang out with you – and you want to hang out with them – even though you disagree on 
something that’s important to you? 

Let’s experiment. 

 

Exercise: Knowing vs. Curious Walking 

Video 9 at 0:31 

If you wish, stand up please, and walk around. You can also do this seated, but you may get 
additional insights when you move. 

Walk around the room like a jaded know-it-all. You’ve seen everything in here. Nothing new. So 
boring. Ugh … stupid room. 

➔ What do you notice about your walk? 

➔ What are you doing in your body? 

I know it all. I’ve seen it all. Yeah, whatever. 

▪ How is your posture? 

▪ What direction are you going in (outside or inside)? 

▪ How is your breathing? 

▪ How is your muscle tone? 

▪ What are you paying attention to? 



Bridging the divide 
Part 2: Shifting your mindset 

 

Chapter 9: Check your attitude 54 

 

Now walk around like a fascinated child. You’ve never been here before. A new place – all right! 
Oooh, what’s that? 

➔ What do you notice about your walk? 

➔ What are you doing in your body? 

All these treasures in here! Oh, what’s over there?!? 

▪ How is your posture? 

▪ What direction are you going in (outside or inside)? 

▪ How is your breathing? 

▪ How is your muscle tone? 

▪ What are you paying attention to? 

 

What did you notice about walking around like a jaded know-it-all? 

What did you notice about walking around like a fascinated child? 

What was different, if anything? 

Perhaps you pause here and take some notes. 
Whenever you’re ready, continue. 

This can be a quite powerful experience. 

Many people report that when they walk around like they know it all, they’ve seen it all,  

 their walk turns into a swagger, or it becomes stiff, or it becomes slouchy; 

 they feel so bored, or everything seems annoying, or they don’t care about anything, 
and they find it depressing to be here – it’s pointless; 

 they may just look at the ground, because there’s nothing interesting; or they look 
around, but they are not really paying attention to anything because they know it all so 
there’s nothing to pay attention to. 

On the other hand, when they walk like a fascinated child, 

 their walk becomes strong and purposeful, or playful and uplifted, maybe they’re even 
tip-toeing around; 

 their posture becomes more upright, they are breathing more freely, they feel more 
expansive and relaxed. 
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 They also notice a dramatic shift in their mood: they feel invigorated, everything is a lot 
more fun, there is so much to see and so much opportunity, they are interested in 
everything and taking it in, some people describe this as “life is more worth living”! 

When you walked like “I know it all” and then contrasted that with walking with a fascinated, 
curious attitude, you probably felt some difference, whether that difference was dramatic or 
more subtle. Isn’t it fascinating (pun intended) what a simple shift in mindset or attitude does, 
even without much substantive context? 

How does this apply to talking about something controversial with someone who disagrees 
with you? 

As our experiment showed, we create much of our experience ourselves. You were walking 
around in the same room – the room did not change. But you experienced your environment 
differently, simply by choosing to shift your attitude from knowing to being curious. 

Let’s experiment with how this might play out at the beginning of a conversation. 

 

Exercise: Setting the tone – I know, and I’m right. 

Let’s say you and I are hanging out, and I decide to bring up the topic of climate change, 
because I think that you are just wrong and I’m going to set you straight. So, I start the 
conversation like this: I’ve done all the research, and I know I’m right on this. Let me lay out the 
facts for you. 

➔ When I start like this, does it sound like I want to have a conversation? 

Not really. I know everything, so there’s really nothing for us to talk about. I’ll just give a 
lecture. 

▪ Are you going to enjoy my lecture? Probably not. You came here to hang out 
with me, not to be lectured. 

▪ Do you feel like you will be respected and heard in this “conversation”?  
I seriously doubt it. 

▪ Are you going to hear what I have to say? Maybe, but probably not. 

▪ Is it more likely that you are going to sit there, not really listening to me, but just 
waiting for your turn to speak, so you can lay out the real facts for me and 
explain all the reasons why you’re right and I’m wrong? Probably. 
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➔ When I start out with I know everything, and I’m right (and basically suggesting that you 
don’t know anything and you’re wrong), do you feel threatened or attacked, at least a 
little bit? Like you need to defend yourself? Probably! 

➔ When it comes time for you to give your lecture,  

▪ are you going to attack me back, at least a little bit? Probably. 

▪ Are you going to share with me what’s beneath your position – what you are 
feeling, what you are afraid of, what you’re hoping? Maybe, but not very likely.  
I basically just set myself up as your enemy, so why would you tell me about your 
deepest hopes and fears? 

So, if I start with the attitude of “I know everything, and I’m right”, I’m setting the tone – not 
for a conversation, but for a debate. We’re not having a dialogue – we’re just trading positions. 

Debates rarely bridge the gap – they usually solidify or widen it. 

If I set a tone of “I know all there is to know, and I’m right” I’m creating problems all around: 

 I’m creating a problem for you, because you are now stressed, which means you don’t 
have access to the areas of your brain that are needed for logic, reasoning, and 
empathy (that’s what happens in humans under stress), so you cannot do all the clear 
thinking and logical reasoning I want you to do. You could not understand that I’m 
right, even if I were, and you could not change your mind, even if you wanted to, 
because you are stressed and too busy defending yourself to even hear what I am 
saying. 

 This in turn creates a problem for me: 

▪ I now have a stressed-out person in front of me, which means I have to work 
even harder to stay somewhat calm and centered myself and not get more 
and more into fight mode. 

▪ You’re not hearing me, so you’re not learning anything from me, and you 
certainly won’t change your mind, so I’m not accomplishing my goals. 

▪ And because I’m most likely getting more frustrated, more stressed, and 
more into fight mode by the minute, and I’m only interested in giving a 
lecture, I’m not learning anything from you that could help me understand 
you on a deeper level and talk to you in a way that you could understand. 

So, we’re not having a real conversation, and I’m getting nowhere with my goals. 
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And who did that? I did – with my attitude of I’m right: I’m not learning anything because I 
already know everything (my cup is full), and you’re not learning anything because you can tell I 
think you’re stupid and ignorant, so now you’re stressed and busy defending your identity as a 
smart and well-informed person. 

My attitude of  
- I know (and you don’t) 
- I’m smart and well-informed (and you’re not) 
- I’m right (and you’re wrong) 

closed the possibility of a real conversation that might bridge the divide between us. 

To be clear: It may be true, at least to some extent, that I know and you don’t. I may actually be 
right. But it is not useful to start a conversation with the attitude or mindset of I’m right and 
you’re wrong; it’s not a useful tone to set. As we say in Austria: The tone makes the music. 

Knowing closes. 

Key takeaways: 

➔ The attitude of “I know, and I am right” sets the tone for a 
lecture or a debate. This closes off the possibility for 
dialogue and deeper understanding. 

➔ By setting a tone of “knowing”, you put needless pressure 
on yourself. You also present yourself as a threat to the 
other person (you think they’re wrong, which makes it less 
safe to talk with you), you reduce or remove the other 
person’s motivation to talk with you (why should they 
bother – you already know everything), and you make it 
more difficult for them to engage in a conversation (the 
more convinced you are that you’re right, the more effort it 
will take for them to get through to you). 

➔ It may be true that you know (and they don’t), that you’re 
smart and well-informed (and they’re not), and that you’re 
right (and they’re wrong). But it is not useful to start a 
conversation with this attitude. 

➔ Remember: The tone makes the music. 
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Chapter 10: Shift your attitude 

Curiosity opens.  
 

When you want to have a conversation that will actually help you and the other person 
understand each other better, I’m right and you’re wrong is not a useful starting point. What 
might be a more useful tone to set? You probably guessed it already: being curious – 
approaching someone with the attitude of What can I learn here? 

Let’s test this. 

 

Exercise: Setting the tone – I don’t know everything, and I want to learn. 

 

For contrast, let’s briefly re-examine the scenario from the previous chapter: 

You and I are hanging out, and I decide to bring up the topic of climate change, because I think 
that you are just wrong and I’m going to set you straight. So, this is how I start the 
conversation: I’ve done all the research, and I know I’m right on this. Let me lay out the facts for 
you. 

➔ What are you doing in your body right now? 

▪ Did you perhaps change your posture, even if only a little bit, as I got into your 
face? 

▪ Did you perhaps tense somewhere or change your breathing? 

▪ What are you paying attention to right now? 

Shake that out a bit. Now let’s try a different tone. 

You and I are hanging out, and I decide to bring up the topic of climate change, because I’m 
aware you and I see things differently, and maybe I can learn something here. I start the 
conversation like this: I’ve done a lot of research, and boy is this a complex topic! I definitely 
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don’t know everything, but I’d love to share my perspective with you. And I really want to hear 
what you think. Maybe we can help each other get a fuller picture. 

➔ What are you doing in your body now? 

▪ Is your posture different? 

▪ Are your muscle tone and your breathing different? 

▪ What are you paying attention to now? 

Many people say that when I start a conversation with this attitude – let’s learn from 
each other – they feel more relaxed and open. 

➔ Does this sound more like I want to have a conversation? I think so. 

▪ Do you feel like you probably will be respected and heard? I hope so. 

▪ Are you more open to hearing what I have to say? Probably. 

▪ Do you feel threatened or attacked, or that you need to defend yourself? 
Hopefully much less so, if at all. 

Granted, I don’t have 100% control over whether you feel safe. You may feel 
threatened, despite my best efforts to not come across like I’m attacking you. 

But if I am calm, open, relaxed, and genuinely interested in what you have to 
say, there is a much better chance that you don’t see me as a threat. 

▪ If I asked you respectfully, and with genuine curiosity, would you be open to 
sharing with me what’s beneath your position – what your hopes and fears are? 
Maybe, maybe not. But I’m guessing I stand a better chance of finding out what’s 
really going on for you if I approach you with genuine, caring curiosity. 

So, if I start with the attitude of I don’t know everything, and I want to learn, I’m opening the 
door for an actual conversation, and I’m setting a tone that’s all-around more helpful: 

✓ I start out being less stressed: all I need to do is share my perspective – I don’t have to 
convince you of anything. Phew! I am not in fight mode, and I’m modeling being open 
and curious. 

✓ You are probably less stressed, because I’m not attacking you and you don’t have to 
defend yourself, which means you have access to your higher brain functions, and you 
are actually able to hear and process what I’m saying. You may even mirror my open 
and curious attitude. 

✓ Since you’re less stressed, I don’t have to work so hard staying calm and open myself, 
and instead I can pay attention to what you have to say and focus on gathering new 
information that can help me understand you on a deeper level. 



Bridging the divide 
Part 2: Shifting your mindset 

 

Chapter 10: Shift your attitude 60 

 

✓ Since I’m genuinely interested – and not a threat – you’re more likely to actually share 
information with me that will help me understand you on a deeper level, and you’re 
probably more willing and able to hear what’s really going on for me so you can 
understand me on a deeper level. 

✓ And once we understand what’s really going on for each of us, I can talk to you in a way 
you can hear and understand, and I can address your concerns, and you can talk to me 
in a way that I can hear and understand, and you can address my concerns. 

✓ And when we are both genuinely interested in each other and understand each other 
better: 

 We probably feel (and are) safer in each other’s presence. (Oh, you’re not the 
evil enemy; you’re a human just like me.) 

 We probably feel friendlier toward each other. (I may not agree with you, but I 
understand where you’re coming from.) 

 We are probably more open to hearing what we each have to say and better 
able to understand and process any new information we may receive from each 
other, because neither one of us is feeling threatened. (Oh, I never looked at it 
this way; tell me more about that.) 

 And even if we continue to disagree, we have probably narrowed the divide. (Oh, 
we’re trying to solve the same or similar problems, and we have similar concerns 
and needs that we’re trying to address, but we go about it differently. We’re not 
as far apart as we thought!) 

Knowing closes. Curiosity opens. 

Being curious is a very useful attitude when you want to listen with an open mind, speak with 
respect, and find your common humanity. But it’s one thing to understand this theoretically, 
and to be motivated to be curious, but it’s a whole other thing to actually be open and curious. 

We’ll explore that next. 
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Key takeaways: 

➔ The attitude of “I don’t know everything, and I want to 
learn” sets the tone and opens the possibility for dialogue 
and deeper understanding. 

➔ By setting a tone of “curious learning”, you take pressure 
off yourself. You also present yourself as a safer person to 
be around (because you are not attacking their identity as a 
smart, good person), you make it more motivating for the 
other person to talk with you (because you are genuinely 
interested in what they have to say), and you make it easier 
for them to engage in a conversation (because you are 
already open to learning, so it will take less effort for them 
to share their perspective). 

➔ Setting a tone of being genuinely curious and willing to 
learn makes it more likely that you and the other person 
will find your common humanity. 

 

Practice suggestions: 

Pick any opinion where you are convinced that you are right. Do “I’m right” in 
your body. Then bring the attitude of a fascinated child to your bodymind. Say 
“I may be right, but what else is going on here that I don’t know?” 

Notice: 

✓ What is the difference between embodying those two attitudes? 

✓ What is more useful for accomplishing your goals? 
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Chapter 11: Manufacturing curiosity 

What can you be genuinely interested in?  
 

Knowing closes; curiosity opens. You may understand this theoretically, you may even have 
experienced this very clearly in your body. 

Even so, maybe you still don’t really want to hear what a particular person has to say. You don’t 
care. Their opinion is stupid. All these people are insane. You sat through this empty rhetoric 
and that lecture so many times, you can’t stomach listening to it anymore. Why waste time 
with that nonsense? 

I’ve had that experience before, and I’m guessing you did, too. 

You may know it would be helpful to be curious, but you are everything but curious. Now what 
do you do? 

Well, we already experimented with something similar earlier: When we wanted to replace a 
not-so-useful feeling, we manufactured a more useful one. 

So, when being uninterested is not useful, you manufacture a more useful attitude of being 
curious. How would you do that? 

For contrast, let’s start with the not-so-useful attitude: 

 

Exercise: How do you do “I know, and I’m right”? 

Video 11 at 1:32 

 

Stand up, if you wish, and bring to mind a challenging conversation you may want to have. Take 
a few moments to do that. 

Now be convinced that you know, and you’re right.  
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➔ Walk around like that – “I know, and I’m right”. What does that do to your walking? 

▪ How is your posture? 

▪ What direction are you going in? 

I know, and I’m right. 

▪ How is your breathing? 

▪ How is your muscle tone? Are you tensing or collapsing somewhere? 

▪ What are you paying attention to? Where are you looking? 

I know, and I’m right. 

➔ Count out loud to five. 

▪ How is it to speak? 

▪ How does your voice sound? 

➔ How do you feel about having that conversation? Do you want to find out what your 
conversation partner is thinking and feeling? 

 

Exercise: Manufacturing curiosity (walking) 

Video 11 at 3:39 

 

Keep walking. Shake the attitude of I know, and I’m right out a bit. Take a deep breath. 

➔ Now walk around like a fascinated child who has never been in this room before. Ooh, 
what’s that? What does that do to your walking? 

▪ How is your posture? 

▪ What direction are you going in? 

And what’s that over there? 

▪ How is your breathing? 

▪ How is your muscle tone? Are you tensing or collapsing somewhere? 

▪ What are you paying attention to / where are you looking? 

Oh, look at that! 
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➔ Count out loud to five. 

▪ How is it to speak? 

▪ How does your voice sound? 

➔ How do you feel about having that conversation? Do you want to find out what your 
conversation partner is thinking and feeling? 

 

How was it to walk around like you know and you’re right? 

How was it to walk around like a curious child? 

Did you notice something different or new this time around? 

If you want to take notes about what you experienced, do that now and 
then continue reading. 

 

 Some people report that when they walk around like they know and they’re right, their 
whole embodiment is forward, and they want to get in somebody’s face. Some people 
cross their arms in front of them, or their mouth gets small. Some say this feels like a 
power trip, and they didn’t like themselves. 

 Then when they shift to walking like a curious child, it’s like a relief. They feel less 
serious, and more playful. 

Whatever you may have experienced – notice that. It’s valuable information for you. 

Realistically speaking, a lot of our difficult conversations don’t allow us to get up and walk 

around the room like a fascinated child      So, how would you manufacture that same attitude 
sitting down? Let’s experiment. 

 

Exercise: Manufacturing Curiosity (seated) 

Video 11 at 6:54 

 

➔ We’ll start with Power Sitting. With all this being open and relaxed and friendly, let’s 
not forget about power. 
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Stand up, please, and have a chair right behind you, ideally one that’s dining or office 
chair height and that does not roll. Place your fingers in your hip creases (where your leg 
folds when you lift it in front of you). Slowly and gently guide your tailbone back and 
down. This will tip your upper body forward slightly. When your full weight is on the 
chair, stay there, don’t move back or adjust your posture. 

➔ Now we’ll add Centering, Smiling Heart, and Shining. 

▪ Let your tongue hang loose in your mouth. Let your shoulders and arms rest. 
Soften your chest and belly. Release your pelvic floor down toward your seat. 
Breathe gently, in and out, at your own pace. 

▪ Now think of someone or something that makes you smile on the inside. Let that 
smiling feeling fill you up to the edges of your skin. Shine that feeling outward. 

➔ And finally, we’ll “manufacture” curiosity: 

▪ Lean forward very slightly – just a quarter of an inch or half a centimeter. 

▪ Let the back of your head float up just a little bit – a quarter of an inch or half a 
centimeter. 

▪ Tilt your head to the side just a little bit. 

▪ Breathe in more consciously and really let your body open with every inhale. 
Keep that open sensation as you exhale. 

▪ Say “hmmm” or “oh!” 

▪ Let your tongue hang loose in your mouth. Sometimes when we do curious in 
our body, we start tensing without being consciously aware of it. Soften your 
shoulders and your belly. 

➔ Keep breathing, opening, softening, doing curious in your body. 

➔ If you wish, bring to mind that challenging conversation you may want to have. Keep 
doing curious in your body. 

▪ What could you be genuinely interested in finding out about this person or their 
viewpoint? 

▪ Ask yourself: What could I learn here that would be useful for me? 

This does not have to be related to the topic you want to discuss. Is there anything 
at all that you can be genuinely interested in finding out about this person? 

Take your time here; don’t rush. 
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Did you find something to be curious about? 

Pause if you want more time, and continue whenever you’re ready. 

Most people find something to be curious about in the other person. Some people find that 
they need to be curious about themselves first: What’s really going on for me here? Some 
people realize they are not ready to talk about this topic with this particular person. That’s a 
valuable insight! Not having a conversation is a valid option – we’ll get back to that later. 

To be very clear: 

Manufacturing curiosity is not about faking or pretending. 

 “Manufacturing curiosity” is not declaring (perhaps in a sarcastic tone, with arms 
crossed, glaring at the other person) “Well, I want to hear what you have to say for 
yourself” or (perhaps while rolling your eyes and looking away) “Yeah, sure tell me what 
you think”. 

 It is certainly not asking rhetorical questions such as “you don’t really think this makes 
sense, do you?” 

 It’s also not asking questions with a negative value judgment already built in, along the 
lines of “where did you get that information from?” or “how can you believe such a 
thing?” 

Even when you’re less obvious about it, people can sense when you’re faking or pretending to 
be interested, or when you’ve already concluded that they’re stupid or a bad person. 

Manufacturing curiosity starts with  

finding something you can be genuinely curious about. 

If you really put your body and mind to it, you can do this in most situations. Even when you 
think you know what’s going on for the other person – especially when you think you know – 
it’s really important to be curious. In all likelihood, it’s the things that you don’t know (yet) that 
will help you understand someone better and talk to them in a way they can hear and 
understand, and that’s how you make progress in bridging the divide. 
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Another point I want to be very clear on: 

It’s okay to be convinced that you’re right. 

It’s okay to draw conclusions and to make judgments. 

At the same time: 

For purposes of talking to someone who disagrees with you, 

soften your convictions, conclusions, and judgments a bit 

with genuinely curious questions. 

For example: 

 Instead of saying: This doesn’t make any sense  

✓ you might say: I’m having trouble following this train of thought; can you walk me 
through that, please? 

 Instead of saying: That’s just empty rhetoric  

✓ you might ask: When you say …, what do you mean by that? 

 Instead of saying: That’s not reality / that’s not what the research says  

✓ you might say: Interesting! I’ve read a few things that suggest something different, 
and I would love to get a more complete picture. Can you point me to your sources, 
please, so I can read more? 

Of course, you don’t have to use these specific words. I don’t offer “scripts,” because they 
generally don’t work. Please establish an attitude of genuine curiosity and a desire to learn and 
understand, and then use your own words. 

Another thing to watch out for is: Don’t go from one extreme to another. 

 I know everything → I don’t know anything 

 I’m right → I’m wrong 

 You’re wrong → you’re right 

In all likelihood, that’s not true, either, so your mindbody system will simply reject that 
attempted new attitude – and rightfully so. You probably know something, and you’re probably 
right about some things, and they’re probably wrong about some things. 
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It’s more useful to start with: 

✓ There may be some things I don’t know and understand – yet. 

✓ There may be some things I may be wrong about, and there may be some things you 
may be right about. 

✓ And: It’s in my best interest to find out what those things are. 

If you can be genuinely curious about the other person’s opinion, that is a goldmine for 
potentially useful information: 

Ask yourself: What is motivating their viewpoint? 

Remember: Their opinion is valuable and useful to them in some way. Find out what that is. 

 What hopes, dreams, and goals are they trying to accomplish? 

 What fears are they trying to address? 

 What problem are they trying to solve? 

 What benefits do they receive from holding this viewpoint? 

 What need does this meet for them? 

▪ Their opinion might help them make sense of something that’s difficult to 
understand. 

▪ They may need someone to blame because it’s too hard to take responsibility 
themselves. 

▪ Perhaps it would be too overwhelming for them to acknowledge and face a 
problem, so they deny that the problem exists so they can go on living without 
sinking into despair. 

▪ Maybe their opinion gives them a sense of belonging to a group; the situation 
may be terrible, but at least they’re not alone. 

▪ Some people just need that sense of righteous indignation to feel that they are a 
good person. 

When you go below the surface of someone’s position, and you understand on a deeper level 
what’s going on for them,  

✓ more often than not, you can see them more as a human being with hopes and worries 
– perhaps not much different from yours, 

✓ more often than not, you can find something that you have in common or that you can 
at least relate to and where you can both connect, 
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✓ and then you can begin your next step of exploring: Can I maybe show this person a 
better way to solve their problem, a better way to accomplish their goal, a better way to 
meet their need? 

Of course, you may also find the opposite – that you’re as far apart as you thought, or maybe 
even further apart; that you can’t find anything you have in common (although that is rare); 
and that you really have nothing to talk about. That is valuable information for you as well, and 
it will help you when you decide what to do next. But you can only find out if at first you are 
genuinely curious about them. 

If you can start a conversation being centered and curious, and whenever you lose your cool 
you can keep centering yourself and keep asking questions, and you keep making it safe, 
motivating, and easy for them to talk with you, that’s a solid foundation and a winning 
algorithm for any goal you may have. 
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Key takeaways: 

➔ Begin with Power Sitting, Centering, Smiling Heart, and 
Shining to establish a basis of calm alertness and 
compassionate power in your body. Create a feeling of 
being stable, open, expansive, relaxed, and friendly. Then 
add some elements of embodying a fascinated child, for 
example: lean forward very slightly (only a centimeter or 
half an inch), let the back of your head float up very slightly, 
tilt your head to one side very slightly, and make some 
curious sounds such as “hmmmm” or “oooh” or “aah”. 

➔ “Manufacturing” curiosity is NOT faking or pretending to be 
interested. Find something in the other person or in their 
opinion that you can be genuinely interested in – whatever 
that may be. 

➔ As much as you can, soften your convictions, conclusions, 
and judgments with genuinely curious questions. 

➔ Do NOT replace “I know everything, I’m right, and you’re 
wrong” with “I know nothing, I’m wrong, and you’re right”. 
Neither statement is 100% true, and neither attitude is 
useful. Instead, try this approach: There may be some 
things that I don’t know yet. I may be wrong about some 
things, and you may be right about some things. It’s in my 
best interest to find out what those things are. 

➔ Remember: The other person’s viewpoint is useful and 
valuable to them in some way. Find out what goals, hopes, 
dreams, fears, problems, and needs their opinion addresses 
for them. This will give you valuable insights: You will be 
better able to talk with them in a way they can hear and 
understand, and you may be able to help them change their 
mind by showing them a better way toward what they are 
trying to accomplish. 
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Practice suggestions: 

Exercise your “curiosity muscles” by practicing being interested. 

✓ When you wake up and open your eyes in the morning, be interested in 
the first thing you see. What can you notice that you did not pay attention 
to before? 

✓ Once a day, pick a random person in your life or on TV. What would be 
interesting or fun to know about them? 
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Chapter 12: Ripple effects – the power 
of relationships 

Be part of the “pool” of people who can 
potentially influence each other.  

 

On the topic of manufacturing a more useful attitude or mindset for talking with someone who 
you disagree with, I’d like to share a few things with you that many people find very helpful 
when it comes to trying to change someone’s mind or behavior. 

There are two issues that come up frequently: 

#1 I have a good relationship with this person, but I just cannot get through to them on this 
particular point. 

#2 I’m trying to build a relationship, but I just cannot find anything we have in common. 

Let’s talk about that. 

First of all, if you already have a good relationship, or you are trying to build one, well done. 

I’ll emphasize again: the two most important “goals” when you want to bridge a divide are: 
Keeping the channels of communication open, and maintaining a relationship that ideally is 
friendly, at least respectful, and at the very least civil. 

You can only change someone’s mind if they are  

willing to have a conversation with you. 

If you are a perfect stranger or they don’t like you, it’s much easier for them to just ignore you 
or to tell you to go away. 

If you have a relationship they experience as negative, you may face an added challenge: the 
other person may reject whatever you are saying – not because of what you are saying, but 
because of who you are. The psychologists call this reactive devaluation – if something comes 
from you, it’s automatically a bad idea or a stupid opinion. Sometimes a person will do this 
despite your best efforts (it is the other person who is doing the devaluing, so this is not in your 
control). 
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On the other hand, if you have a relationship that’s positive or at least neutral, people are more 
likely to listen to you and consider your perspective – not necessarily because of what you are 
saying, but because of who you are. 

So, focus on building a relationship. Especially if you’re having a really hard time being 
genuinely curious about their opinion: Get to know them. Be interested in them as a person. 

 What do they like? 

 What do they care about? 

 What stresses them out, what scares them, what keeps them up at night? 

There’s a backstory, often a whole life history that led them to their current beliefs and 
behaviors, and it’s in your best interest to find out about that. If you get to know the 
person, more often than not you’ll eventually discover something that you can connect 
on and that will help you talk about the issue you really want to talk about. 

As you are building that relationship: Highlight the things you have in common. Anything is 
helpful to notice and emphasize, even when it’s completely unrelated to the topic you really 
want to discuss – for example, you like the same food, you root for the same sports team, you 
have similar taste in clothing, you share a hobby, or you like their earrings … anything! 

If you have things in common, 

✓ you are less scary in their eyes, because you are like them, at least in some way, and 

✓ they are less scary in your eyes, because they are like you, at least in some way, 
however small. 

Closely related to this: 

Don’t get so invested in your perspective that you make your opinion part of your identity and 
their opinion part of theirs. Stay away from labeling yourself or the other person as “I AM pro-
something-or-someone” or “they ARE a something-or someone-supporter”. 

o You are not a pro-something. You support something. You believe something. 

o They are not a supporter of … or a believer of …. They support something or 
someone. They believe something. 

You are not your opinion. And they are not their opinion. 

You are both human beings with different perspectives. 
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You may be thinking okay, that’s all very nice, I’ll focus on maintaining a relationship and on 
our common humanity, but what good does that do me when they are still holding on to that 
stupid opinion or that awful behavior? 

That’s a great question. I’d like to offer two thoughts that may help take some pressure off for 
you: 

One: Please take a long-term perspective. Of course, it would be nice if they would understand 
you right now. But maybe they’re not in a place to hear you today, or next week. Be patient, 
keep the channels of communication open, cultivate the relationship – maybe don’t talk about 
that controversial topic at all for a while. The understanding may come later, based on the 
connection you formed. They may be able to hear you next month, or in a year, or whenever 
they’re ready. 

Bridging the divide is a long-term project. 

And to take even more pressure off: 

Two: You are not the only person who can talk with them. And you may not be the right 
person to change their mind or their behavior, or even to talk with them about a particular 
topic. They may not be able to hear you for any number of reasons, such as your history with 
them, your role in their life, or your “status”, age, or gender. For example, they may not listen 
to you simply because you are their boss or their employee, or you don’t have any academic 
qualifications in that area, or because you’re Mom or their younger cousin. You may not be able 
to get through to them, no matter what you say, because of who you are in their life. 

But please don’t get discouraged: You may not be the one, but you can open the door for 
someone else who is: 

Because in their eyes (even though they may not be consciously aware of that), you are a 
representative, an ambassador of all the people with your viewpoint. If this person gets to 
know you as a friendly, caring, interested, reasonable human being who is pleasant to be 
around and with whom they can have a relationship – even though you are pro-this or anti-that 
– then 

✓ they will be more inclined to see others who disagree with them as human as well 
(rather than de-humanizing them), and they will be more open to talking to other 
people who disagree with them, and one of those people may be able to reach them. 

✓ Also, they may become an ally or ambassador for you and your community of people 
who think like you within their community: She is a decent person – we have a good 
relationship despite her politics (good grief!). Not ALL of them are stupid or evil, so let’s 
not write them all off. 
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So, simply by maintaining a positive relationship, you not only keep the door open for yourself, 
but you also open the door – and possibly pave the way – for everyone else who may 
potentially be able to discuss that topic with them and who may be able to convince them to 
change their mind or their behavior. 

How you are with someone has a bigger ripple effect than you may realize. 

Never underestimate the power of a relationship. 

You are not the only one, and you may not be the right one. 

There is a flipside to this as well: You may not be the right person to talk with them about 
something, and they may not be the right person for you to talk with! 

This goes to the second issue I mentioned earlier: What if I can’t find anything we have in 
common, and there’s no point of connection? What if there seems to be no basis to build a 
relationship on? 

Again, this is rarer than you may think. But if that is truly the case, don’t despair: 

If you really cannot find anything, that’s good information, too. Maybe they are not the person 
you should be talking with – perhaps your time and effort are better invested talking with 
someone else in their circle or community: 

✓ Someone who you already have a relationship with, and who knows, trusts, and likes 
you, 

✓ Someone who will listen to you and who can hear you, 

✓ Someone who will consider taking what you say on board and reflecting on their own 
opinion, and 

✓ Who is perhaps open to changing their mind, based on who YOU are, and because they 
respect you and feel safe with you. 

Start a ripple effect elsewhere, and maybe that other person who you are supposed to talk with 
is the one who can reach that person whom you could not reach. 

Become part of the “pool of influence” by cultivating positive relationships. 

Start a ripple effect elsewhere. 
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Please remember this, especially when someone is rejecting everything you’re saying and 
they’re stuck in this reactive devaluation I mentioned earlier where whatever you say is 
automatically a bad idea or nonsense: You may not be able to reach them, but maybe someone 
else can. You are not the only person who can be useful here. 

There’s a big “pool” of people who can potentially talk with each other and influence each 
other. So, think “long-term”, and be part of that “influence pool” by cultivating relationships 
with whoever you can. 

Focus on building deeper connections, rather than on accomplishing your immediate agenda. 
This makes your interactions less stressful and more meaningful, and in the long run this 
approach takes less effort and is more effective for actually accomplishing your goals. 

 

Key takeaways: 

What if you have a positive relationship with a person, but you 
simply cannot get through to them on a particular topic? 

➔ Continue to be interested in them as a person. 

➔ Highlight the things you have in common – including those 
completely unrelated to the topic in question. 

➔ Take a long-term perspective: They may not be able to 
hear you today or this month. Be patient, keep the 
channels of communication open, and continue to cultivate 
a relationship. Focus on building deeper connections, 
rather than on accomplishing your immediate agenda. This 
makes your interactions less stressful and more pleasant 
and meaningful, and in the long run this approach takes 
less effort and is more effective for actually accomplishing 
your goals. Understanding may come later, based on the 
connection you built. 

➔ Consider: You are not the only one who can talk with them, 
and you may not be the right one to talk with them. They 
may not be able to hear you, but they may be able to hear 
someone else. By continuing to be a positive presence in 
their life, you preserve the possibility that they may hear 
you – or someone else – in the future, when they are ready. 
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What if you are unable to cultivate a positive relationship with 
someone? 

➔ Having absolutely nothing in common is rarer than you may 
think. 

➔ If you truly cannot find a point of connection or common 
ground, consider: They may not be the right person for you 
to talk with. Start a ripple effect elsewhere: communicate 
with someone you can relate to more easily. Perhaps this 
other person (or someone they know) is the one meant to 
talk with the person you cannot reach. 

➔ There’s a big “pool” of people who can potentially influence 
each other. Be part of that “influence pool” by cultivating 
relationships with whomever you can. 

 

Practice suggestions: 

Exercise your “commonality detector muscles”: 

Once a day, pick a random person in your life or on TV or social media. Find 
something – anything – you have in common. 
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Part 3: Stepping up 

Manage fear and resistance  
by learning how to pause, redirect, and  

end a conversation. 
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Chapter 13: The foundation 

Calm alertness, compassionate power, 
genuine curiosity, positive relationships,  
and safety.  

 

A quick recap of what we covered so far – to give you a bird’s eye view of the bigger context for 
what comes next: 

Talking about something that’s important to you with someone who may disagree – most of the 
times, that’s stressful – sometimes only a little bit, sometimes very stressful – and there are 
usually emotions involved that we tend to consider “negative” – such as anger, frustration, fear, 
or feeling fed up, insecure, scared, or full of self-doubt. 

The stress reactions of fight, flight, freeze, or collapse, and “negative” emotions, all involve 
some form of contracting – either tensing or collapsing: you “smallify” your posture (whether 
that’s tight with anger, or limp in resignation, for example); your breathing gets more labored 
or shallow; your awareness shrinks (you only see what’s right in front of you, or you space out 
and don’t notice much of anything); when you speak, you sound edgy or timid; you don’t move 
as smoothly or easily anymore; and you cannot think as clearly. 

All of this is not useful when you want to have an intelligent, confident conversation about 
something controversial and you want to keep it calm and respectful. 

To have a better conversation, you need to counteract that contraction and actively replace 
stress and unhelpful emotions with a more useful way of being – one that is calm, relaxed, 
open, kind, stable, alert, and powerful. 

How can you do that? 

Well, how you do stress or a particular emotion may be different from the person next to you, 
or from how you did that last week when you didn’t get enough sleep, or yesterday after 
drinking a double espresso, for example. 

Ideally, you would be aware of what specifically you do in your body in the moment and, if 
that’s not useful, replace that specific action with a different, more useful action which, in your 
body-mind system, produces a state of calm alertness and compassionate power and the 
specific emotion you want. 
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However, tough conversations are not an ideal situation. Often, there is so much going on, and 
things are happening so fast, that you don’t have enough capacity or time for this kind of 
personalized intervention. 

In case of doubt, go with the generic intervention of Power Sitting, Centering, Smiling Heart, 
and Shining. This will do something that’s useful, if you have practiced. Please don’t just read 
this book or watch the accompanying videos and then forget about it. If in the middle of a 
conversation you realize Oh, I better calm down – how did that go again? it’s too late – you 
won’t remember, and you won’t be able to do it when you need it most. 

So, Power Sitting, Centering, Smiling Heart, and Shining take care of replacing stress and 
unhelpful emotions, at least to some extent. They are also a great basis for manufacturing a 
more useful attitude or mindset of curiosity, and setting a tone for the conversation that is 
open and inviting – replacing “I know and I’m right” with “what can I learn here?” 

This is essential for accomplishing the two overarching goals in bridging a disagreement: 
keeping the channels of communication open and cultivating a positive relationship – 
replacing “I have to change your mind” with “let’s just hang out”. 

All these algorithms put together – what you do in your body, your attitude, your big-picture 
long-term goals – these go a long way toward making it safe enough, motivating enough, and 
easy enough – both for you and for the other person – to talk with each other and keep 
hanging out, even when you disagree. 

You’ll use these algorithms at every stage of a challenging interaction – before, when you start, 
during the conversation, as you end it, and afterwards! 

Of course, these algorithms do not magically make someone understand you or change their 
mind, but they create a foundation that makes it much more likely that this can happen: When 
you can pull off Power Sitting, Centering, Smiling Heart, and Shining, being curious, and making 
it safe, motivating, and easy for them to continue to hang out with you – when you can do at 
least some of that, at least a little bit, at least some of the time, you will be in a much better 
position to say something productive and make progress – whatever “productive” and 
“progress” may mean to you in your relationship with this specific person, on this specific topic, 
and in this specific conversation. 

But even with all of these algorithms in your toolkit, you may still be facing some obstacles and 
resistance to stepping up and actually having this challenging conversation. We’ll talk about 
that next. 
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Key takeaways: 

➔ Talking about controversial topics is stressful. Under stress, 
we contract (tense or collapse) our posture, breathing, 
awareness, and movement. We experience that contraction 
as various “negative” emotions. This is not useful for having 
an open dialogue. 

➔ Through Power Sitting, Centering, Smiling Heart, and 
Shining, you replace stress and unhelpful emotions with a 
more useful foundation of being calm, open, kind, stable, 
alert, and powerful. 

➔ Replace the attitude of “knowing” with curiosity – a 
genuine desire to learn and understand. 

➔ Focus on two overarching goals: keeping the channels of 
communication open and cultivating a positive relationship. 

➔ Make it safe, motivating, and easy enough – for you and 
the other person – to keep talking and hanging out with 
each other, even when you disagree. 

➔ Use these algorithms at every stage of an interaction: 
before, during, and afterwards. 

➔ Applying these algorithms will not magically make someone 
understand you and agree with you, but: applying at least 
some of these algorithms, at least in part, and at least some 
of the time, will make it more likely that this can happen. 
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Chapter 14: What is holding you back? 

“Getting over” your fears: Is it enough to be 
motivated and calm?  

 

Let’s take the proverbial bull by the horns and explore what to do when a conversation is not 
going well – how to deal with emergencies and avert a potential disaster. 

You may be wondering: Wait a minute! I haven’t even started the conversation – that’s where 
I’m really stuck. I thought we were going to talk about what’s holding me back, and now we’re 
jumping ahead to how to deal with emergencies during the conversation? Is that supposed to 
help me with stepping up and speaking up in the first place? 

I’m glad you asked      

There are a lot of possible reasons why we don’t start a potentially difficult conversation. 

 

What are some of your reasons? 

If you’re up for it, maybe you bring to mind a specific conversation that you 
are reluctant to have. What is holding you back? 

Maybe you pause here and think about this for a few moments. Don’t go 
into a long story; just a very brief description of what is preventing you from 
having this conversation, or tough conversations in general. 

Continue when you’re ready. 

In my experience, most of the reasons why people (Including me) hesitate to bring up a 
controversial topic fall into the same category: fear. 

More specifically, you are probably worried that something is going to happen during the 
conversation that you really don’t want to happen, for example: 

 You may get angry – they’re always trying to get a rise out of you, and they can, and you 
don’t want to give them that satisfaction. 

 They may get angry and lose their temper, and you’ve been on the receiving end of that 
before, and it’s not pleasant. 
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 You may get upset, and you don’t like it when that happens in public, especially not in 
front of this person. 

 They may break down in tears or be offended or hurt, and then you’ll feel guilty for 
bringing up this difficult thing, because you don’t want to hurt someone’s feelings. 

 You’ll get off track because they will bring up that other thing that happened seven 
years ago that they haven’t forgiven you for, and once they start on that topic, forget it. 

 Your mind may go blank, or you may get tongue-tied and not know what to say and 
you’ll look stupid. 

 They won’t hear you or understand you, or they’ll dismiss you, and you’ll be 
disappointed. 

 Maybe nothing has changed since the last time you talked, you have nothing new to say 
to them, so why bother – you would just be wasting your time repeating yourself. 

 Talking about this may take more emotional resources than you currently have. 

 When you bring up this topic, you could make things worse than they already are. 

 They might react in a way that shows your relationship with them is not what you 
thought it was, or that this relationship cannot be what you would like it to be, and 
you’re not ready to face that … 

In other words: something bad might happen if you start this conversation. 

If you are worried about any of those things: Congratulations, you’re human. You are not alone, 
and it’s completely normal to be scared. Also: these are smart and very real concerns! If you 
step up to this conversation, bad things might happen. 

Now how can you step up anyway? 

At this point most people say: well, I guess I just need to get over my fear, or I need to get over 
myself. Maybe, but maybe not in the way most people think. 

 

Exercise: Flying Rotten Tomatoes 

 

Rather than just talking about this, let’s try something. Remember you don’t have to do 
anything I suggest. You are in charge – only do something if you want to, and definitely don’t do 
anything you shouldn’t do. Please take care of your wellbeing. 
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This is my favorite new prop – a squishy yarn ball. We’ll pretend this 
is a big juicy rotten tomato. Ew. 

You and I are going to talk about climate change. You are on a quest to bring awareness about 
this to everyone you know, and I am next on your list. You heard that I love throwing rotten 
tomatoes at people who disagree with me on this topic, and I have really good aim, so you will 
have a juicy rotten tomato splattered all over your face sooner or later in this conversation. 

What are you doing in your body right now? 

 Did you change your posture? 

 What direction are you going in (externally or internally)? 

 How are you breathing? Are you breathing? 

 How is your muscle tone? Are you tensing or collapsing somewhere? If so, where? 

 Where are you paying attention? What is your field of awareness like? 

Most people change something in their body. More often than not, they contract in some way – 
they move away and make themselves smaller and less of a target, or they move forward and 
narrow their focus on the tomato that’s about to come flying, for example. You may be doing 
something similar, or something different entirely. 

Again, congratulations: you’re human. A rotten tomato in the face? Ew! 

Do you want to step up to this conversation? Maybe you like a challenge. So, you want to throw 
rotten tomatoes at me? Well, bring it on! Maybe you go Uh … this is not what I signed up for. 
My guess is that in either case, you’re not exactly looking forward to this conversation, at least 
not the rotten tomato part, and I don’t blame you! 

 

Exercise: “Motivating” yourself 
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… Motivational Speech Alert … But, you know, climate change is such an important topic! If you 
talk with me, you’ll feel so good about yourself for speaking up. You’re going to broaden my 
horizons – someone really needs to do that. And this is definitely going to improve our 
relationship – we’ll understand each other better, probably we’ll also respect each other more. 
You’ll be doing yourself and me a great service; actually, all of humanity will benefit from your 
courage to step up. Never mind the rotten tomatoes flying at your face. What do you say? 

 Are you doing something different in your body now? Maybe, maybe not. 

 Some people experience a softening in their body. Some people sit up a little straighter, 
and they feel more resolute. 

Maybe my motivational speech resulted in you going Okay, I can do this. I will do this. 

Sometimes, reminding yourself of all the potentially good things that could happen if you have 
this conversation helps you speak up; you may find that the potentially good things that could 
happen outweigh the potentially bad things, and it’s worth taking the risk. 

But: You probably already are motivated – otherwise you wouldn’t consider talking with me in 
the first place. Granted, a motivational speech may “motivate” you even more to talk with me, 
despite the flying rotten tomatoes, but what that means in many situations is that you’ll simply 
push yourself more to get past your fear (or the Ew or whatever is holding you back). 

 

Exercise: Pushing yourself 

How do you “push yourself”? Let’s find out. 

Do disgust in your body. Ew. Now push yourself to face the rotten tomato anyway. It’s a service 
to humanity. 

How do you do that in your body? How do you push yourself to talk with me anyway, because 
you’re oh-so-motivated? 

Most people tense more (I can do this!) or they collapse more (it’s important, so I guess I’ll just 
deal with whatever comes up). And as you have already experienced, more tensing or more 
collapsing is generally not the best thing to do when you want to have a tough conversation. 

Also, you may be more motivated – you may be more willing to speak up, but are you looking 
forward to this conversation now? Are you excited? Probably not. 

Even more importantly: You may be doing humanity a great service, but you are still getting hit 
with rotten tomatoes! Ew. 
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So, let’s try something else. 

 

Exercise: Power Sitting, Centering, Smiling Heart, Shining 

Video 14 at 11:54 

 

➔ Power Sitting. Stand up, if you wish. Have a chair right behind you – ideally one that is 
office or dining height and does not roll. Place your fingers into your hip creases (where 
your leg folds when you raise it in front of you). Bring your attention to your tailbone, 
and slowly and gently guide your tailbone down and back toward your seat. This will tip 
your upper body forward slightly – allow that to happen, and also let your neck and 
head follow the rest of your spine (don’t look up and crunch the back of your neck). 
When all your weight is on the seat of your chair, stay there (do not lean back). 

Notice how it feels to sit this way, with your upper body supported from below. Many 
people experience a sense of ease, strength, and dignity. 

➔ Centering. Now let your tongue hang loose in your mouth. Notice what that did to your 
neck and shoulders. Let your arms and hands rest. Soften your chest and belly. Invite 
your pelvic floor to release down toward your seat. Breathe gently, in and out, at your 
own pace. 

➔ Smiling Heart. Can you think of someone or something that makes you smile on the 
inside? Do that. Let that inner smile fill you up all the way to the edges of your skin. 

➔ Shining. If images work for you, be a lightbulb, shining inner smiles outward. You don’t 
have to light up the whole universe – just a centimeter or half an inch beyond your skin 
is a great start. Radiate that inner smile outward. 

Keep breathing gently, opening and softening your body, shining inner smiles. 

We’ll talk about climate change. I will throw rotten tomatoes at you. 

 What are you doing in your body now? 

 How do you feel about talking with me about climate change now? 

When they’re in this stable, open, relaxed mindbody state and a rotten tomato comes flying,  

 most people say they are less afraid (more precisely: they do less fear in their body), and 
they don’t care as much; 

 some people feel more alert and “ready” to deal with whatever comes; 
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 some say they no longer feel like this helpless person who is going to be offended; 

 some say “I’m less likely to ‘break’ because I’m more relaxed”; and 

 some people feel they can slow down now, they don’t have to respond right away, they 
can listen and then take a moment to be silent and sit with whatever the other person 
may say or do. 

All of that makes it feel safer to have that conversation. Maybe you experienced something 
similar, maybe something different. 

Let’s say you’re all motivated and calm and empowered, maybe even feeling friendly toward 
me. So what if I throw rotten tomatoes at you – it’s all good, right? I hope not! 

Granted, sometimes there are rotten tomatoes flying and all you can do is be centered and 
make it feel a little less Ew or Eeek and not care so much. 

But: you still get hit with these nasty things, and then you have to do laundry afterwards! By the 
way, I have a whole basket of rotten fruit here, and I can do this all day long. Target practice! 

So, no matter how motivated, calm, and empowered you are, there are still rotten tomatoes 
flying. How do you deal with that? Let’s play with this in the next chapter. 

Key takeaways: 

➔ When you step up to a tough conversation, all sorts of “bad 
things” might happen. It is human and completely normal 
to worry about this. 

➔ You do not need to “just get over your fears” or “just get 
over yourself” to step up to a conversation. 

➔ Getting more motivated may make you more willing to step 
up, but you may “push yourself” by tensing or collapsing 
more, which is not useful. Also, simply being more 
motivated to step up does not prevent bad things from 
happening, and it doesn’t make you more capable of 
dealing with those things. 

➔ With Power Sitting, Centering, Smiling Heart, and Shining 
you become better able to deal with whatever you are 
afraid of, but you still have to deal with whatever you’re 
afraid of! 
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Practice suggestions: 

Notice: Where are you “pushing yourself” to do something because you are 
really motivated? 

✓ Do you tense or collapse more when you are “motivated”? 

✓ What happens when you bring your body vertical and let your tongue, 
shoulders, and belly hang loose? Do you feel less motivated or more? Is it 
more difficult to do something or easier? 
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Chapter 15: When a conversation is not 
going well 

Getting out of the way: evading and 
redirecting  

 

How do you deal with flying rotten tomatoes? It’s important and useful to be motivated and to 
be calm and empowered, but that’s generally not enough, and it generally doesn’t have to be 
enough. 

What else could you do? Let’s try something. Remember: you don’t have to do anything I 
suggest; you are in charge. 

 

Exercise: Evade and Redirect 

Video 15 at 0:34 

 

Stand up, if you wish. Place your feet roughly hip distance apart so you are stable, and bend 
your knees slightly. Let your tongue hang loose, let your shoulders, chest, belly, and pelvic floor 
hang loose. Keep breathing gently, staying stable, opening and relaxing your body. 

Step-drag. 

Now we’ll move to the side in a particular way – in Kempo Karate this is called a step-drag. Let’s 
say you want to move to your right. Step with your right foot into a wider stance by pushing off 
your left foot, and then immediately drag your left foot in so you end up with your feet about 
hip distance again. 

Do the same thing going in the other direction: Step wider with your left foot by pushing off 
your right foot, then drag your right foot in to return to a hip-width stance. Step-drag. Step-
drag. 

Stay low. 

Keep your feet fairly close to the ground; lift them up only as much as you need to move – 
you’re not hopping like a bunny or a gazelle; you’re gliding or sliding as if you were a snake or 
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as if you were skating. Why? Try both ways to feel the difference. Which is faster? Which is 
more stable? The close-to-the-ground version. 

In Aikido, this would be called a slide; in Kempo it’s called step-drag – same move, different 
name; it doesn’t matter what you call it. 

Do this a few more times. Step wide, and then immediately drag the other foot in. Step-drag. 
Step-drag. 

Attention and intention. 

Let’s talk about attention and intention for a moment. 

Move your center. 

When you step-drag to the side, what part of you are you moving? All of you, obviously! But 
which part of your body are you paying attention to the most as you are stepping? 

Try this: 

 You’re going to step to the right. Bring your awareness to your right foot. Reach out with 
your right foot, then bring the rest of you along to step-drag. Notice how that feels. 

 Now bring your attention to your “center” – the area just below your belly button. 
Instead of thinking about moving your foot, move your center. Notice how that feels. 
Different? 

Many people find that when they make their center the center of their attention (pun 
intended), their movement becomes smoother, easier, and faster. 

Say Yes. 

Try one more thing. 

 Step-drag to the side with the feeling, the thought, the intention “I don’t want to get 
hit”. Say No to what you don’t want, what you want to avoid – getting hit. No, I don’t 
want to get hit. Notice how that feels. 

 Now step-drag to the side with the feeling, the thought, the intention “I want to get out 
of the way”. Say Yes to what you do want – getting out of the way. Yes, I want to get out 
of the way. Notice how that feels. Different? 

Many people find that moving with a Yes feeling is more relaxed, faster, and more powerful. 
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Now here’s my pretend rotten tomato. I will pretend to throw this 
at you. 

Remember this is a book, and I cannot hit you with anything. Also 
remember the safety contract: you don’t have to do anything I 
suggest. If thinking of having a pretend rotten tomato thrown at 
you is too much for any reason whatsoever or you simply don’t 
want to do this right now, you don’t have to. Pause and come back 
to this later.  

So, I will pretend to throw this pretend tomato at you. Every time I do, please step-drag to the 
side and let the tomato pass by you. We’ll start slowly. I throw, you step-drag to the side and 
get out of the way. Move your center with a Yes feeling. Yes, I’m getting out of the way. 
Remember to breathe; let your tongue, shoulders, chest, and belly hang loose. 

Small movements. 

If you watched the video accompanying this chapter, you may have noticed a folded karate belt 
lying on the floor. In case you were wondering what the belt is about: It is meant to show the 
“line of attack” – where the rotten tomato comes flying. How far do I need to step to get off the 
line of attack to avoid being hit by the tomato? Do I need to go all the way to the other side of 
the room? Not really! 

If you’d like, try this by placing an object on the floor in front of you – or on a table, which may 
make it even more obvious. You could use a letter opener or a pen pointing at you, for 
example. This object shows the “line of attack”. Now step-drag to the side and notice how far 
you need to step to get out of the way. Not very far, right? A fairly small step is all that’s 
needed. 

I’ll pretend to throw a rotten tomato at you again, and you get out of the way. Move your 
center with that new awareness. Yes – easy, not a big deal. 

Let’s try another thing. Keep your letter opener or pen pointing at you. You can stand right in 
front of it, if you’d like. 

Hinge step. 

Stand with your feet hip distance apart, knees slightly bent. Step back with one foot and turn 
your body sideways – like a door that’s opening. Some people call this a hinge step. As you 
hinge open, allow your front foot to swivel so the toes point in the new direction you’re facing 
now; don’t keep them glued in place – that’s not good for your knee. With the same foot that 
just stepped back, step forward to your original position. Let your other foot swivel so the toes 
point forward again. 

Hinge-step open, allow your front foot to swivel, then hinge closed to your original position and 
have the toes of both feet point forward again. How big of a movement is that? Pretty small, 
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right? If your pen or letter opener was a flying tomato, it would not take a big movement or a 
lot of effort to hinge and get out of the way. Again, move your center with that awareness: Yes, 
I’m getting out of the way. Easy. No big deal. 

Let’s try one more option: 

Swat. 

Hold up your hand in front of your face, palm facing away from you – it’s a pretend frying pan. 
(You can use a real frying pan for this part if you’d like). Put the frying pan down again. When 
the next tomato comes flying, hold the frying pan up in front of you so the tomato hits the 
“pan” instead of your face. If you’d like, redirect the tomato and send it somewhere else – off 

to the side, or right back at me! Yes! Splat! This will be messier for me than for you      How big 
of a movement is that? Not that big, right? 

So, you have options:  

 Step-drag 
 Hinge 
 Frying pan 

I’ll pretend to throw tomatoes at you again. You get out of the way. Use whichever option you 
want, or a combination. Increase the pace a little. Keep getting out of the way or swatting the 
tomatoes away. 

Whenever you’re ready, read on about what we just did. 

In martial arts terms, you were practicing Evading and Redirecting. Is that complicated? Not 
really. Does it require a lot of effort? Not really. 

So, you and I are going to talk about climate change, and I’ll be throwing rotten tomatoes at 
you. 

 Do you have to just stand there and get hit with those tomatoes? No! 

 Do you have to get me to stop throwing tomatoes? Not really – you just have to get out 
of the way. 

 Is that complicated or difficult? Not really. 

 Does it take a lot of effort? Not really – all you need is a small movement. 

 Is this doable? I think so. 

So, I may be throwing rotten tomatoes at you, but it’s unlikely that you’ll get hit. No extra 
laundry! 

How do you feel about our conversation now? 
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After having done this exercise, many people say they feel more prepared, 
more empowered, more hopeful. The interaction now seems more like a 
dance than a duel. 

Many people say: “Yeah, I’ll start this conversation. Why not – what do I 
have to lose? Sure, you’ll be throwing rotten tomatoes at me, but I know 
what to do about it, and I can do something about it effectively!” 

Maybe you feel the same way. And maybe you still don’t feel like facing flying rotten tomatoes, 
even when you know how to evade and redirect. That’s okay. And hopefully, whatever 
challenging conversations may lie before you, there will not be any actual flying rotten 
tomatoes involved. So, what was the point of this exercise, then? We’ll talk about that in the 
next chapter. 

Key takeaways: 

➔ Practice physically getting out of the way: step-drag, hinge 
step, and redirect. 

➔ Move from your center. 

➔ Move with a “Yes” feeling – focus on what you do want. 

➔ Notice how small of a movement is required to evade (get 
off the “line of attack”) and to redirect an attack. 

➔ How do you feel about potentially being attacked when you 
know what to do about that (evade and redirect), and you 
can deal with an attack effectively? 

 

Practice suggestions: 

✓ Practice step-dragging, hinge stepping, and redirecting. Do what is needed 
– no less, and no more. Notice what it feels like in your body to move with 
a sense of “Yes, I can do this. Easy. No big deal.” 

✓ Where in your life could you use more of this? 
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Chapter 16: Permission to leave 

You don’t necessarily have to stay in a 
conversation and endure, stop, or “fix” every 
bad thing that is happening.  

 

What do pretend flying rotten tomatoes have to do with difficult conversations? Let’s first 
briefly summarize what we played with in the previous two chapters: 

In our practice scenario, you were considering to have a conversation with me about a 
controversial topic (climate change), and if you were to step up to that conversation, you would 
be hit by flying rotten tomatoes. 

Just thinking about that, you’re probably tensing or collapsing: you’re doing stress in your body 
(fight, flight, freeze, or collapse), and all sorts of “negative” emotions may come up such as 
anger (How dare you throw rotten tomatoes at me!), fear (Yikes! Oh no!), resignation (Ugh, 
seriously?”), or disgust (Ew!), for example. 

You cannot simply think yourself out of these stress reactions and emotions, because you are 
doing them in your body. Also, you cannot motivate stress or negative emotions away. Granted, 
what you think and what you tell yourself may help to some extent, but you still have to do 
something different in your body. 

Very effective go-to strategies to replace stress and negative emotions with something more 
useful in your body are Power Sitting, Centering, Smiling Heart, and Shining. 

Now you’re better able to deal with the Flying Rotten Tomatoes, but you still have to deal with 
them! Otherwise, you’ll be a very calm, relaxed, and friendly person, covered in rotten 
tomatoes. And you’ll have to do extra laundry. That’s not an inviting prospect. 

But: If you know what to do when those tomatoes come flying at you – evade and redirect! – 
and you can do that effectively, that’s a completely different situation for you now. Yes, flying 
tomatoes are bad, but you know you can handle them. You can get out of the way, and it’s not 
a big deal. 

Did it just get safer, more motivating, and easier to step up to that conversation, despite the 
prospect of rotten tomatoes flying at you? I think so. 

The Flying Rotten Tomatoes were our stand-in for all the bad things that might happen during a 
tough conversation – someone gets really angry or upset, the other person drags out a different 
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topic that you don’t want to talk about, or you freeze and you don’t know what to say, for 
example. 

What makes this stressful? Obviously, the thing that’s happening – the emotional outburst, the 
mind going blank etc. – the “rotten tomato”. 

But what makes this really stressful is what we think we have to do when the “rotten tomato” 
comes flying at us: 

▪ We often think that we are stuck there, we can’t leave. 

▪ We think we have to just put up with whatever is happening. 

▪ Or, we think we have to fix the thing that’s happening – we have to calm down, or we 
have to calm the other person down, we have to get that brain to think etc. – but we 
don’t know how or we can’t! 

Are you doing something in your body right now as I describe this? 

My guess is you are smallifying in some way – tensing or collapsing, at least a little bit … 

So, bring your upper body vertical, breathe, let your tongue hang loose, relax your shoulders, 
soften your belly. Now let me try and take some pressure off for you: 

When there is a mini-emergency – when someone (either you or the other person) is getting a 
little bit frustrated or a little bit sad, for example – you may be able to center yourself and be 
with what’s happening. You may even be able to replace what you’re doing by manufacturing a 
different emotion in yourself, and you may even be able to co-regulate the other person so that 
they behave and feel differently. Maybe. Maybe not. 

But when there is a full-blown emergency – someone is completely losing their temper or 
having a complete breakdown for example – I’m guessing that you do not want to “just be 
with” that, and in all likelihood, no amount of Centering on your part will be enough to stop or 
“fix” that. In many (if not most) cases, you cannot make that emergency all better in the 
moment, right then and there, with this person right in front of you who either is in a state of 
emergency or who triggered a state of emergency for you or both. Please don’t expect that of 
yourself – it’s too much. 

I’ll illustrate with our scenario: Imagine I’m throwing pretend rotten tomatoes at you. 

 Just sit there and let the tomatoes hit you. Um … Do you want to do that? I don’t think 
so! 

 Make me stop throwing rotten tomatoes. Um … Can you do that? Maybe, maybe not. At 
the very least, it will be difficult. 

 Now, catch the rotten tomato. Actually pretend to catch it. Now you’re holding a rotten 
tomato. Do you want to do that? No! Nobody does; it’s not pleasant! 
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 Now make the tomato un-rotten. Um, what?!? Wave a magic wand and turn it into 
beautiful rose petals. Um, what?!? Ridiculous, right? Nobody can do that – it’s 
impossible! 

So, often, what makes the prospect of a difficult conversation really stressful is that we know, 
or we fear, that something bad is going to happen, and we think we’ll have to do something 
about it that’s unpleasant, difficult, or impossible – and we don’t want to do that, or we can’t. 
But a lot of times, we don’t have to! 

Usually, the better approach in an emergency – when a “rotten tomato” comes flying – is to 
simply evade and redirect. 

You do NOT have to endure, stop, or “fix”  

every bad thing that is happening during a conversation. 

What would be the verbal equivalent of evading and redirecting emergencies – unpleasant 
behaviors (someone yelling at you, for example, or calling you names, or blaming you for all 
sorts of things that are not your fault) and strong emotions (angry outbursts, or crying, for 
example)? 

 You do NOT have to simply endure that. 

 You do NOT have to stop or “fix” whatever bad thing is happening – you don’t have to 
get them to stop yelling or make them “not angry” or “not upset”! You’re probably too 
stressed to do that, and even if you are completely centered, it may not be possible to 
stop or “fix” their behavior or emotions. They may still yell, or be angry or upset, no 
matter what you do. 

The same thing applies if you are the one who is angry or upset or frozen:  

 You don’t have to pull yourself together. 

All you really have to do is get out of the way – evade and redirect. 

The verbal equivalent of that is: 

✓ take a break, 

✓ change the subject, or 

✓ end the conversation. 

Granted, there are situations where you really cannot leave, or you really should stay (for 
example, because the other person is too distraught to be by themselves). If, in that moment, 
you have the capacity to stay (even though something bad is happening) and staying would be 
beneficial, do that. 
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But in most cases, you do not have to stay right where you are – you can take a break or end 
the conversation. And even if you cannot leave or you choose to stay, you do not have to keep 
talking about that difficult topic – you can change the subject. You can evade and redirect. 

How do you do that? 

Before we get to that, we should answer a different question: 

When do you do that? 

You may be saying: well, that’s obvious – you do it when you need it! When things get a little 
heated, I’ll take a break to cool down or I change the subject; or when someone gets too tired 
to continue, I’ll end the conversation. 

You are right, of course. But sometimes that’s not quite enough, and it may be too late. 

Let’s say you’re on a lake in a rowboat, rowing along, and the boat is starting to sink. You go Oh, 
I need to put on a life vest and swim to the shore. So, you get out your cell phone and you 
Google “Learn to swim in two minutes or less” and you sign up for this course that comes with a 

life vest magically express delivered to the middle of the lake, right?     No, you learn to swim, 
and you buy a life vest and put it on before you get into the boat. Once you’re in the middle of 
the lake and the boat is sinking, it’s too late. 

The same concept applies to difficult conversations: Be prepared for emergencies before you 
start. What am I talking about here? On to the next chapter. 

 

Key takeaways: 

➔ What makes stepping up to a conversation stressful 
(besides the prospect that something unpleasant or painful 
might happen), is our belief that we cannot leave the 
conversation: we think we have to stay and endure, stop, or 
fix unwanted behavior or emotions – but we don’t want to 
and/or we can’t. 

➔ Do not expect of yourself to endure, stop or “fix” unwanted 
behaviors or emotions. In many situations, you can’t – and 
you don’t have to. 

➔ Utilize the verbal equivalents of evading and redirecting: 
take a break, change the subject, or end the conversation. 
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Chapter 17: Planning ahead 

Be prepared for emergencies.  
 

Being prepared for emergencies before you start a conversation is very useful: make sure you 
are able to evade and redirect when you need to. 

You may be wondering: How do I prepare for changing the subject, taking a break, or ending a 
conversation? Why would I even need to prepare for that? 

Let me ask you this: Have you ever been in a fire drill – maybe in a school, or an office building 
or an apartment complex? There’s no actual fire, but the siren goes off, and then everybody 
does what they should do if this was a real fire. 

Nobody really likes fire drills. The siren is so loud, and you have to interrupt what you’re 
doing (so annoying), and you follow the crowd and walk down the stairs (because you can’t use 
the elevator), you go outside (and somehow these drills always happen when it’s really hot or 
really cold or when it’s raining), and then you stand and wait until someone says it’s okay to go 
back in. The whole thing seems like such a waste of time. 

But when there’s an actual fire, and everybody is freaking out, and you can’t remember 
where the nearest exit is, and you can’t get that fire extinguisher to work, that’s when you wish 
you had paid more attention during the fire drill. Only then it’s too late. 

Basically, preparing for potential emergencies in a conversation is the same as being prepared 
for a fire: you want to make sure that, should you want to get out for whatever reason, you 
can. You want to make sure there is an exit you can use, you want to know where that exit is 
and the fastest way to get there; ideally, you practice getting out quickly, and just in case, you 
better find out where the fire extinguisher is and learn how to use it – before the building is 
burning. 

So, let’s play a bit with preparing some exits and emergency exits for a tough conversation. 

Official Exit 

You know, I would love to talk with you about the latest conspiracy theory. One of us thinks this 
is real, one of us thinks this is total bogus. We both have the weekend off, so how about we get 
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together on Saturday first thing in the morning, and we’ll keep going as long as it takes for us to 
agree. 

What do you think? Is this a good setup? 

I don’t think so. 

Most people don’t want to talk about a controversial topic for two days straight – especially not 
with someone who disagrees. And even if you go ooh, that sounds like a fun weekend, we’ll 
have some lively discussions, and it will be fascinating – maybe three hours or seven hours in, 
you’re not having so much fun anymore. Then what do you do? Do you want to be stuck there 
for the rest of the weekend? Probably not … 

It’s often a good idea to set some boundaries in the form of a time limit – both for yourself and 
for the other person. 

Ask yourself before you start a conversation: How much of this topic – or this person – can I 
take? How long can I stay present, calm, open, and curious? 

Of course, there’s no way to know for sure. Take your best, informed guess. But be honest with 
yourself – this is not the time for wishful thinking, martyrdom, or pushing yourself 
unreasonably. 

Maybe your limit for not getting upset or angry with this person is 15 minutes. Maybe you 
already know that the other person cannot stay civil for more than 5 minutes on this topic. 
Work with that. 

Work with what is, not with how you would like things to be. 

How could you set a time limit in advance? 

✓ You could officially suggest or agree upon a time, maybe with a buffer. “Let’s plan to 
meet for an hour, but I can stay longer if needed.” If that feels too “formal” for the 
occasion or for your relationship: 

✓ Use a “natural” time limit: “Let’s meet during my lunch break.” Or “Let’s meet right 
after work. That gives us an hour before my appointment that I can’t be late for.”  
Or “I have an hour before I have to go pick up my kids from school / catch the 4 o’clock 
train / get to the bakery before it closes.” Pick something that you can insist you stick to, 
even when the other person wants you to change your plans. “I’m sorry, I can’t. I have 
to go now.” 
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✓ You could create a boundary using the other person’s commitments. However, this is not 
ideal, because they are in control of their commitments, and if they change their plans, 
you lose your boundary. 

Consider what would be helpful under the circumstances. 

✓ If the other person tends to go on and on and on, you may want to create some outside 
boundary – “we’ll talk for no more than an hour.” 

✓ If the other person has a tendency to storm out of the room or change the subject, you 
may want to agree on a minimum amount of time for your conversation – “Let’s 
commit to talking for at least 5 minutes, unless one of us absolutely cannot continue.” 

✓ It may be helpful to agree beforehand that you’ll take a break at a certain time, and that 
nobody can “make” the other person stay longer than agreed. 

Whether this type of “official exit” is useful in your situation or not, it may be a good idea to 
have an “official emergency exit” in place: 

Official Emergency Exit 

For example, you could agree that anybody can ask to pause or stop the conversation at any 
time. Some people like to agree on a “safe word” – if anybody says that word, that’s the signal 
We’re taking a break now or We’re done, no questions asked. 

This takes a lot of stress away – you both know you won’t be stuck; you can leave any time! 

If the safe word is a little silly (zebra or potato, for example), that has the added benefit of 
lightening the mood a bit – and when you have reached a point where you need to use the safe 
word, you probably appreciate some lightening up. 

Also, you take a break on a somewhat “positive” note, with something that you both agreed on 
in advance. This may not register consciously, but subconsciously it’s quite powerful. Potato! 
Right – we agreed on that. We can agree on something! 

With an official emergency exit in place, nobody has to storm out of the room – there’s an 
orderly departure. This will help to keep the channels of communication open – if that’s what 
you want. 

Caveat: There are situations where these kinds of “official” boundaries such as time limits and 
safe words are too formal or too much or even counterproductive – they may make the other 
person apprehensive: What kind of conversation is this going to be that we need a safe word – 
now I’m freaking out … or What, you can’t take more than an hour of talking with me??? 

In those situations, perhaps you have a time limit in place for yourself, but you don’t 
communicate that to the other person. 
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Private Emergency Exit 

I highly recommend that you always have your own private emergency exit – some way out if 
all else fails, where you don’t need the other person’s cooperation. 

We’ll talk about that in the next chapter. 

 

Key takeaways: 

➔ Conduct some “fire drills” before the conversation – don’t 
wait until the house is burning. 

➔ Consider whether setting a time limit for your conversation 
– officially or unofficially would be useful. 

➔ Consider whether having a “safe word” would help. 

 

Practice suggestions: 

✓ Pick an everyday activity that you find slightly uncomfortable or 
unpleasant. Set a private time limit for doing that activity – one that is 
ridiculously small and doable (one minute, for example). 

✓ State your time limit out loud, and set a timer. Start the timer and do the 
activity until the timer goes off, then stop the activity. When there is a 
time boundary in place, how does it feel to start the activity, do it, and 
stop it? 
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Chapter 18: Taking a break 

Create “emergency exits” so you can leave the 
room temporarily if needed.  

 

So, maybe it wasn’t appropriate for you to set “official” boundaries, or you thought you didn’t 
need them, or maybe you forgot, or you tried but you couldn’t agree. Or maybe you have 
boundaries in place, but it’s too soon for your official exit, and you don’t have a safe word or 
you don’t want to use it, but you need a break. Now what do you do? 

I bet you have used an emergency escape route before – you made up some reason or excuse 
to leave the room. 

 My personal favorite: Hold that thought; I really have to use the bathroom. Too much 
coffee this morning. Or: I must have eaten something that doesn’t agree with me. It’s 
hard to argue with that one! I have never met anybody who insisted that I stay and pee 
in my pants. 

 Another option: It’s a bit stuffy in here; I need some fresh air. 

 Or: Start coughing. I’m sorry – something’s really irritating my throat. Let me get some 
water; I’ll be right back. 

 You can also utilize this curse/blessing that most of us seem to be attached to 
nowadays: the cell phone. 

Set an alarm on your cell phone for a certain time. When it goes off, do whatever is 
useful in the moment, for example: 

▪ I’m sorry, that’s still in there from yesterday or oh, I’ll turn that off. 

▪ Oh, that’s my reminder to make a quick phone call or I have to take my antibiotics. 

▪ That’s my reminder that I have to go in 5 minutes. 

 You could also ask a friend to call you at a specific time. If you need to, you can claim 
you have to take that phone call. If you need to, you can then claim there’s an 
emergency and you have to go. You set up your personal fire escape. 

You may need more than one break, so have a few options ready to go. 

Maybe this is easy for you: Making up some excuse to take a break? No problem. 
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But maybe you find this quite challenging. You’re interrupting the flow of conversation, and 
that may not feel right. There may be some explicit or unspoken cultural norm or social 
etiquette that makes taking a break during a conversation awkward or inappropriate or maybe 
even rude. For some people, and in some situations, taking a break may be difficult. 

In either case, I highly recommend you practice using your emergency exit beforehand, even 
when this seems easy! Let’s play with this for a moment, and you’ll see why. 

 

Exercise: Taking a break. 

 

Let’s say you and I are in the middle of a conversation, and you want to take a break, so you 
claim that you have to make a quick phone call. Let’s practice a few variations of this: 

➔ To start, please say: I have to make a quick phone call and do that with a No feeling – 
you don’t want to be here. Then get up with that same feeling. Go ahead and actually 
do that. Continue when you’re ready. 

➔ Now tell me I have to make a quick phone call, but do that with a Yes feeling – Yes, I’m 
taking a break. Then get up with that feeling. Continue after you’ve done that. 

➔ Now tell me again that you have to make a quick phone call, and feel bad about it. 
You’re interrupting the flow of our conversation, this is terrible, and you have to 
apologize profusely. Then get up with that feeling – I feel so bad, and this is a big deal. 
Continue when you’re ready. 

➔ One more experiment: Tell me that you have to make a quick phone call, and do that 
just matter-of-factly. I have to make a quick phone call. I’ll be back. Then get up with 
that feeling – just a short break – it’s not a big deal. Continue when you’re ready. 

 

How was that? What did you notice about the different ways of using 
essentially the same emergency exit? 

Maybe you recognized yourself in some of these variations? 

Maybe announcing that you have to make a quick phone call is not as 
straightforward or simple as you thought? 

If you did not do the exercise and you were just reading about it, I really encourage you to go 
back – either now, or later, whenever you’re up for it – and actually do this. It’s very different 
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when you experience this in your own body, and you might discover some things that surprise 
you or you didn’t know about yourself. Often, we think Oh, I have this all worked out in my 
head, but then when we actually do it and say something out loud, it feels weird, or it sounds 
differently than we intended. 

When I did this live with a group recently, the responses were quite varied: 

 Someone found there was a lot of drama around being apologetic, and when they 
switched to “Oh, I just gotta do this”, that took away the drama. 

 Another person realized that it’s not that impactful that they have to make a phone call; 
what creates a big impact (and starts a big ripple effect both on the inside and in the 
relationship) is their own feeling of “this is so impactful and it’s all my fault”. 

 Another person experienced: “Oh, when I organically say hey, I gotta do this, I’ll be back, 
and I owned my choice, I felt much more in control of my reaction, and they can think 
whatever they want about what I just did.” 

 And yet another person discovered that this was actually difficult – it felt like acting, and 
they had to slow down before saying something. 

You may have noticed something similar, or something different entirely. But it really is worth 
experimenting with this, and noticing what you do in your body, and how the words sound 
when they come out of your mouth, and how you feel when you’re saying them, and how that 
might come across to the other person. 

 

Exercise: Taking a break. 

Video 18 at 8:40 

Regarding that last point, so you can experience what this may be like on the receiving 
end, I’ll demonstrate three options. With each one, notice how you are with me taking a 
break. 

Option 1: Oh, I’m SO SORRY. Normally I turn my phone off, because I think it’s just so rude to 
have your phone ring during a conversation, but I actually REALLY have to take this phone call. 
Please forgive me. It shouldn’t take more than 5 minutes. [I get up, then come back.] Again, I 
apologize. I promise to be back in no more than 5 minutes. I’m so sorry! 

How do you feel about me leaving the room? Are you on board with this? 
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When I do this live, some people go “No! How dare you leave in the middle of our 
conversation! So rude!” Other people go “Ugh, this is annoying. Just go and take the 
#$%*& phone call already.” 

Option 2: Oh, I have to take this phone call. Five minutes tops. I’ll be back. 

How do you feel about me leaving now? 

When I do this live, some people go “yup, no problem”. But some people go “Um, what? 
Am I chopped liver?” (That’s an expression for “you don’t care about me at all, do 
you?”) 

Option 3: Oh. I know we’re in the middle of something important, but I have to take this phone 
call. It’s not more important than our conversation, but it’s more urgent. I promise I’ll be back 
in no more than five minutes. 

How does that feel to you? More acceptable than the first two options? Too much? Not 
enough? 

There’s no right or wrong way to feel here – but notice how you feel, notice what makes a 
difference for you, and then ask yourself whether that might make a difference for the person 
in front of you as well. 

A few things to keep in mind here: 

✓ In most situations, it really is okay to take a break, and it’s not a big deal. 

✓ In some situations, and for some people, all you need to say is Five minutes, tops. 

✓ And, in some situations and for some people, some explanation may be helpful. 

 

➔ Consider what’s appropriate for the situation: Are you breaking any social rules? If so, you 

may want to acknowledge that, or even apologize – briefly      

➔ Also, consider who is in front of you: What is that person’s communication style? What’s 
your style? What’s your relationship? They may need a little more than just you pointing to 
your phone and getting up, or the opposite: anything more than pointing to your phone and 
getting up may be unnecessary or you’d be wasting their time. 

➔ The purpose of explaining what you are doing or why you’re taking a break is to create 
safety. 

✓ Say as much as you need to accomplish that. Not enough explanation may be 
considered rude and disrespectful. Too much explanation may be annoying. 

✓ Whatever explanation you give, be aware: is this for them, or more for you? 
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✓ Often, it’s less about what you say or how much you say, and more about how you say 
it. So: Don’t smallify – be confident in your delivery, and at the same time be 
considerate. Practice until it’s no longer awkward, and you can follow through even 
when the other person gives you a hard time. 

Of course, how the other person chooses to respond is up to them, but if it’s not a big deal for 
you to take a break, and you don’t make it into a big deal for them, it’s more likely that they’ll 
be okay with it. 

More than that: they may be grateful for a break! Maybe they were looking for an emergency 
exit themselves, but they couldn’t find one, and you are doing them a favor. Oh, thank 
goodness she had to make a phone call. I can breathe for a few minutes. 

Key takeaways: 

➔ Have some “private emergency exits” in place: for example, 
claim that you need to use the restroom, get some fresh 
air, or make a phone call (whether that’s true or not). 

➔ Practice using your emergency exits until you can do this 
with a sense of “Yes, I’m taking a break. Easy. No big deal.” 

➔ Be considerate of the other person and the situation. To 
the extent possible, do only what is appropriate and 
acceptable under the circumstances. 

➔ Be confident. If you are okay with taking a break, it is more 
likely that the other person will be okay with it, too. 

➔ Remember: They may need a break as well, and they may 
be grateful that you gave them one. 
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Practice suggestions: 

Find one or more friendly practice partners and play with the I have to make a 
quick phone call scenario. 

✓ Notice how different “flavors” of taking a break feel in your body, and how 
your voice sounds. 

✓ Ask your friend(s) how the different “flavors” felt and sounded for them, 
and whether they had a preference. You may be surprised …  

✓ What might be useful for taking a break in a more difficult conversation 
with a perhaps not-so-friendly person? Practice that with your friendly 
partner(s). 
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Chapter 19: Changing the subject 

Open a “safety valve” to release tension.  
 

Random Safety Valve 

So, maybe you created an official exit and an official emergency exit (or not), but at the very 
least you have a few private emergency exits in place. 

Now what do you do when there’s no big emergency, and you don’t really need to take a break 
from the person and leave the room, but it would be good to lighten the mood or relieve the 
tension a little bit, so this doesn’t become an emergency? Maybe you just need a break from 
the topic – a safety valve like the ones on a pressure cooker, for example. 

 

Let’s say we’ve been talking about climate change for an hour now, you are 
passionately explaining your point of view for the third time, because I just 
don’t seem to get it, and you’re getting a bit worked up. I look at you and 
say: This is frustrating for you, isn’t it? 

What did I just do? 

I changed the subject! We are now no longer talking about “the thing” / climate change – we’re 
talking about how you are feeling. We are taking a break from the topic that’s frustrating you 
(or more precisely: the topic about which you are doing frustrated in your body). Our new topic 
is “you are frustrated”. 

Besides changing the subject, I acknowledged how you are feeling. This is frustrating for you, 
isn’t it? I get it. I would be frustrated, too. What does that do? Several things: 

✓ When you acknowledge how the person in front of you is feeling, you affirm for yourself 
that they are human. They are not a machine. They have feelings. 

✓ You also signal to the other person: I recognize you as a human being. I see you. I see 
how you are feeling. 
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✓ If you can demonstrate that you genuinely care and you want to understand, even 
better! What specifically is frustrating for you here? I have some ideas, but I don’t want 
to make assumptions. I really want to understand what’s going on for you. 

✓ This makes you a safer person to be around! You see them, and you care, which means 
you are less of a threat in their eyes. This in turn means that they can relax a little, and 
they have less need to defend themselves. 

You’re really frustrated (or upset / angry …). This is such an effective safety valve – you can 
release a lot of tension in the room, and it’s so simple and easy. Simply acknowledging how 
someone is feeling may even lower their stress level and calm their emotion a bit. 

Opening a safety valve by changing the subject  

may help you and the person in front of you. 

 

 

So, we’re still talking about climate change. You’re a bit worked up, so I look 
you in the eyes and say: I admire your passion and your enthusiasm. You 
know, I’m usually softspoken and calm, and people often misinterpret that, 
and they think I don’t feel strongly about a topic. So, I would love to have 
some of your passion. Really. 

What did I do now? 

I changed the subject again – we are now talking about your passion instead of climate change, 
and I did that by paying you a compliment. 

This can go such a long way in softening tension – if the compliment is genuine, and it’s 
received that way. Please do not lie – people can sense when you’re being fake. 

 

What if I turned to you and said: I’m not trying to change the subject, even 
though I know I AM changing the subject, but just so I can stop staring and 
thinking about this: I really like your shirt. I’ve been looking for one of those. 
Where did you get that? 

I changed the subject again, I paid you a compliment, and I did it with a hint of humor. 

Humor can be very disarming and relieve a lot of tension, if it works. 
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Use humor with caution. The other person may find it distasteful for you to make a joke when 
you’re talking about something important. 

Be prepared to apologize if your attempt to lighten things up was not well-received or did not 
work. Not funny, huh? I’m sorry. I was trying to lighten things up a bit, but I know I’m not a 
comedian – I should keep my day job. 

If you want an endless supply of safety valves: 

Do something together that you both enjoy. 

This doesn’t have to be fancy: sharing a meal, taking a walk, gardening, washing the dishes … 
Anything that can be done safely without a lot of attention or thought. 

This has several advantages: 

✓ First of all, you have a readily available natural opportunity to take a quick break from 
the conversation or change the subject completely – any time you need, as often as you 
need. How are the potatoes? Or: Oh, look at that beautiful bird! Is that a Cardinal? 

✓ Also, when you’re doing something together that you both enjoy, subconsciously you 
are continuously reminded that you have something in common, and that you agree on 
something. This makes it more likely that you see each other as fellow human beings 
rather than as an “other” – some dehumanized entity with a terrible opinion. You were 
right – the pizza here is delicious! 

✓ In addition, talking while doing something else together may feel less formal or 
confrontational. For example, when you are taking a walk, you are both looking forward 
in the same direction, which sends a very different subconscious message than looking 
at each other. Even sitting next to each other – as opposed to directly opposite each 
other – can be a subtle cue that you are “in this together” so to speak, and this is not a 
“me vs. you” situation, but “me & you vs. the problem”. 

That being said, not looking at each other, and possibly being too distracted by an 
activity, may also feel too casual and take away from the importance or seriousness of 
what you are discussing. 

Consider the context and your and the other person’s comfort level and preference, and 
use your best judgment of what would be most useful under the circumstances. 

To recap: When you need to relieve some tension and lighten things up a bit, acknowledge how 
the other person is feeling, pay them a genuine compliment, use humor if it’s appropriate, talk 
about whatever you’re doing together (This pizza is delicious; how is yours?), or comment on 
something around you (Oh, I never noticed that beautiful painting over there. Is that new?). 
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Of course, the other person may see that and go I know what you’re doing! Okay. You might 
respond: Busted! [pause] Did it work? [pause] No? I’m sorry. I won’t do that again. 

All of this is a lot easier when you have cultivated a positive relationship with the person: 

 The better you know them, the more “material” you have for changing the subject. 

 Also, you may have said something that didn’t land the way you hoped, but when they 
know you, and they generally feel friendly toward you, they are more likely to see the 
good intention behind whatever faux pas you may have committed (assuming, of 
course, that you had good intentions), and they are more likely to forgive you and keep 
hanging out with you. 

So, changing the subject every now and then, however briefly, may be enough for you to be 
able to keep talking about a tough topic. Or maybe that brief relief is a good segue to Actually, I 
think this was enough talking for now. Let’s just enjoy dinner. 

 

Key takeaways: 

There are many possible ways to “naturally” redirect a 
conversation. 

➔ Consider what is appropriate and useful under the 
circumstances. 

➔ Be genuine – don’t merely use a technique. 

➔ Acknowledge how the other person is feeling. (This makes 
you a safer person to be around.) 

➔ Pay them a compliment. (Remember to be genuine.) 

➔ Use humor. (With caution!) 

➔ Divert attention to something in your environment, or to an 
activity you are engaged in together. 

➔ If you have cultivated a positive relationship, it will be 
easier to change the subject when needed. 
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Practice suggestions: 

✓ During a friendly conversation with a friendly partner, pay attention: are 
you changing the subject sometimes? If so, how? 

✓ Experiment with changing the subject deliberately. How does that feel – 
to you, and to the other person? Can you redirect the conversation 
smoothly and “naturally”? 

✓ What might be useful for changing the subject in a more difficult 
conversation with a not-so-friendly person? Practice that with your 
friendly partner. 
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Chapter 20: Ending a conversation 

Leave, but leave the bridge standing.  
 

Sometimes, you do need to leave, whatever the reason may be – you’re out of time, out of 
energy, out of things to say … 

So, how do you end a conversation? More importantly: How do you end a conversation without 
burning the bridge? How do you stop talking (at least for now), but keep the channels of 
communication open and maintain a positive relationship? 

After the last few chapters, hopefully this already seems less daunting. And with a little bit of 
prep work, it may even be not that big of a deal anymore – because in many situations, it really 
isn’t. 

 The easiest way to end a conversation is to use an official exit, if you have one – whether 
you communicated that to the other person or not. I have to go pick up my kids from school 
now. 

 You could also use an official emergency exit, such as a safe word, if you have one. Potato, 
potato, potato. I’ve reached the end of my capacity today. Let’s continue this conversation 
some other time. 

 If needed, use a private emergency exit. I must have eaten something that doesn’t agree 
with me, and I really don’t feel well. I should go home. 

 If it’s a true emergency, as in “it’s not safe for me to stay here”: claim you need to use the 
bathroom, leave the building, and once you’re at a safe distance, call to apologize for your 
abrupt departure, but you got an emergency message and you had to leave right away (or 
whatever story you need to make up that’s plausible). 

 Sometimes, you don’t need to do anything special; you can simply declare that this is the 
end of the conversation. Remember: The tone makes the music. 

 We’re done here. [Get up and leave.] That’s one way to end a conversation, and 
it is effective – if you want to burn the bridge. But you didn’t have to read this 
book to do that. And if you wanted to burn the bridge, you wouldn’t be here in 
the first place. 
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 Granted, sometimes you may really want to burn that bridge. You don’t care if this 
person doesn’t want to talk to you anymore; at the very least, they should not bring 
up this topic again, ever. I get it. 

 And sometimes, burning the bridge may be a good idea. But before you do that, 
please consider a few things: 

▪ First of all, don’t make that decision when you’re stressed. You’re not 
thinking as clearly as you could, so at a minimum, wait until you’ve calmed 
down. Once you are calm: 

▪ Remember that once you burn the bridge, it’s gone. You can’t un-burn it. You 
have to build a new bridge, and that’s hard. Maybe it’s preferable to leave 
the bridge standing and stay away from it for a while. Maybe you’ll try to 
cross it later, when you have more resources – if you want to. 

▪ Also, if you leave the bridge standing, maybe they will come around on their 
own, and they can do that because there’s a bridge they can use. Maybe 
someone else in your pool of influence can use the bridge to cross. 

▪ If, at the end of a conversation, you really don’t want to have anything to do 
with this person anymore, you can usually accomplish that in ways that are 
easier and safer than burning things to the ground. 

To end a conversation,  

  instead of I don’t need to listen to this! Or I’ve had it with your nonsense! Or You’re just 
not getting it. What a waste of time. I’m outta here, 

  maybe you say something along the lines of: Well, this was a lot of food for thought. 
Let’s stop for today and take some time to process what we talked about. Or simply: 
[sigh] I think this was enough for today. 

As always, this is not a script or a formula. Use your own words. 

Whatever you say or do: If you can, remember your overarching goals of keeping the channels 
of communication open and cultivating a positive relationship. 

The end of this conversation is the beginning of the rest of your relationship 

(assuming you want one). 

 You don’t have to resolve every issue in this one conversation. 

 You may not be the one to change this person’s mind, and maybe you just paved the 
way for someone else to do that. 
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 If it’s appropriate and useful: 

✓ Acknowledge that this may have been tough – or that it was tough. This was not 
an easy conversation. 

✓ Thank them for having the conversation, for listening, for understanding, for 
seeing your perspective – anything you are genuinely grateful for. You know, 
some of the things you said were not easy to hear, but thank you for your 
honesty. Or: Your perspective makes much more sense to me now. I’m glad we 
talked. 

When people feel appreciated for their efforts, they usually want to do more of 
that. So, if someone did something you liked, say thank you! 

✓ Set yourself up to have a follow-up conversation in the future. It may be a good 
idea to set a time to talk again; at least leave the proverbial door open. Maybe 
we’ll talk about this some more next week. I wouldn’t mind trying that other 
pizza. 

In case of doubt: leave the bridge standing. 

It may be useful later – for you, for them, or for someone else. 

Even if the conversation did not go as you hoped: 

✓ Give yourself credit for stepping up. 

✓ You planted a seed; you can’t force it to grow. Let them come around on their 
own time – or not. Maybe someone else is going to water and fertilize the seed 
you planted. 

✓ You did what you could under the circumstances. You’re okay. Whatever 
happened, this is okay for today. 

Building a bridge is a long-term project. 

  



Bridging the divide 
Part 3: Stepping up 

 

Chapter 20: Ending a conversation 116 

 

Circling back to our question at the beginning of Part 3: 

How can learning to deal with emergencies during a conversation help you to step up and 
speak up in the first place? 

When you speak up, you probably want the conversation to go well. The more likely you think it 
is that something bad might happen, the more reluctant you are to speak up. That’s normal – 
especially when you think that if someone blows up or breaks down, for example, you have to 
stay there and simply let it happen, or you have to stop the blowup or breakdown, or fix it 
somehow. That’s anywhere from unpleasant to difficult or even impossible, and you don’t want 
to do that, or you don’t know how, or you can’t, or all of the above, so why put yourself in that 
situation in the first place, right? 

On the other hand, when you approach a conversation knowing that: Yes, something might 
happen that I’d rather not have happen. But if it does, I’m prepared, I have options, and I can 
use them: I don’t have to fix anything; I don’t have to keep talking about this difficult thing at all 
costs; I don’t even have to stay in the room. I can change the subject. I can take a break. I can 
end the conversation. It’s not a big deal. – 

That’s different, isn’t it? 

You just have to get out of the way – evade and redirect. 

Is that complicated? Not really, especially when you put some exits in place beforehand. 

Does it take a lot of effort? Not really. All it may take is saying something like How are the 
potatoes? or I really need to use the bathroom! or I think that was enough for today. 

Is that doable? I think so. 

Please give yourself permission to do that. It really is okay to change the subject, to take a 
break, or to end the conversation and leave. That may be the most productive, most value-
creating thing you can do in the moment – for yourself and for the other person and for your 
relationship. 

Maybe you bring to mind that conversation again that you have been reluctant to start. 

Considering that you will NOT be stuck in an uncomfortable and possibly painful situation, you 
don’t have to just put up with everything that happens, and you don’t have to stop or “fix” 
anybody’s behavior or emotions right then and there – you can change the subject or take a 
break or end the conversation and leave – and you can still maintain good will: 

How do you feel about having this conversation now? 

Do you feel a little less resistance? 

Does stepping up to that conversation feel a little less stressful and scary? 

I hope so … 
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When you know you can leave,  

it’s safer, more motivating, and easier to show up. 

And: 

When you show up being at least somewhat calm,  

relaxed, open, kind, stable, alert, empowered, and curious,  

and you stay focused on keeping the channels of communication open and 

cultivating a positive relationship, you will do something that is useful. 

You got this. 
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Key takeaways: 

When you know you can leave, it’s safer, more motivating, and 
easier to show up. 

➔ Use any exits or escape routes available. Ideally, you will 
have put these in place beforehand! 

➔ Remember: The tone makes the music. 

➔ In case of doubt, don’t burn the bridge: it may be useful 
later – for you, for the other person, or for someone else. 

➔ Acknowledge that this may have been (or was) a difficult 
conversation. Thank them for talking with you – and for 
anything else you may be genuinely grateful for that you 
want to highlight. 

➔ Regardless of how the conversation went, give yourself 
credit for stepping up. 

➔ If you did not get the result you hoped, remember that you 
planted a seed. If you want, you can water and fertilize that 
seed later (or maybe someone else will), and hopefully, it 
will sprout when it’s ready. Building a bridge is a long-term 
project. 

 

Practice suggestions: 

With a friendly partner, play with different “flavors” of ending a friendly 
conversation. 

✓ Notice how the different “flavors” feel in your body, and how your voice 
sounds. 

✓ Ask your friend how the different “flavors” felt and sounded for them, and 
whether they had a preference. 

✓ What might be useful for ending a more difficult conversation with a not-
so-friendly person? Practice that. 
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Bonus Chapter: Dealing with unplanned 
conversations 

When you have no desire or capacity to talk. 

(eBook only)  
 

You may be wondering: What could I do when someone else unexpectedly starts a conversation 
with me, and I don’t want to talk with this person or about this topic right now, or I just can’t? 

Great question. If you don’t want to talk or can’t talk right now, here are some general 
guidelines and considerations that may be helpful: 

✓ Acknowledge their desire to talk right now. 

✓ State your preference to talk later (or not at all) – if appropriate or helpful, with an 
explanation. (“No” is a complete sentence, but some situations warrant a little bit of 
context.) 

✓ Be polite, yet firm. 

✓ It’s okay to decline or postpone, and it may be better to decline or postpone. 

Just because someone else wants to talk right now doesn’t mean you have to or you 
should! 

Sometimes, the best thing you can do for your long-term goals (keeping the channels of 
communication open and cultivating a positive relationship) is to NOT talk about certain 
topics – at least not now or not yet. 

Wellbeing is a big factor in how a conversation will go, so this is an important consideration, no 
matter who initiates the conversation. Always ask yourself: 

✓ Am I well enough to talk to this person, now, about this particular topic? 

 Am I physically well enough? If you are sick, this may not be good time to have a 
challenging conversation. Also: Have you slept, eaten, used the bathroom, …? 

 Am I emotionally up for this today? If you just got fired from your job, or you just 
had a big fight with your significant other, this is probably not the best time to 
talk about something where you feel strongly and the other person disagrees 
strongly. 

You don’t have to be in your best form ever, super excited about this conversation, 
and feeling on top of the world; you just need to be okay enough to talk – whatever 
“okay enough” is for you and your goals under the circumstances. 
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Practice manufacturing “okay enough” in your body by Power Sitting, Centering, 
Smiling Heart, Shining. Based on that mind-body state, make a thoughtful decision 
on whether talking about this topic right now would keep the channels of 
communication open and cultivate a positive relationship. 

If you’re not well enough, or simply not up for having that conversation right now, 
it’s generally better to postpone. 

✓ Are they well enough to have this conversation right now – physically and emotionally? 

They may have initiated a conversation, but that doesn’t mean they are in a good 
place to talk. If they’re not well enough – for example, really angry or frustrated or 
distraught – perhaps it’s better to postpone. Also consider: If they are not well 
enough to have a tough conversation, they may not be well enough to recognize 
that they’re not well enough. It’s okay for you to make the decision to postpone – for 
yourself, and for them. 

If you are the one who initiates a “surprise” conversation, it may be helpful to ask 
the other person at the beginning whether they are okay enough to talk right now, 
and to keep checking in with them periodically during the conversation. 

✓ If you believe you must talk, even though someone is not doing well: 

Honestly assess how urgent this really is: Is it imperative that you have this 
conversation now? If not, postpone. Note that important does not equal imperative! 

If it’s merely important or preferable to have the conversation now: postpone. In 
most situations, a cost-benefit analysis will show that your long-term goals are 
better served by talking when everyone is feeling well enough. 

If you can, regulate everyone’s stress level, emotional state, and attitude first! There 
are studies showing that warm beverages are really helpful in that regard, as is sugar 
– that’s why the big conflict resolution firms in the U.S. have a constant supply of 
freshly baked, warm, super-sweet cookies on hand for their clients … 

✓ Consider both yourself and the other person. 

It’s not only about your needs and preferences, and the other person will have to 
deal with whatever you request. And: it’s not only about the other person’s needs 
and preferences, either – you don’t have to be a martyr and sacrifice yourself and do 
everything the other person wants. 

There are two people in this relationship, and there is usually a way to acknowledge 
everyone’s needs and meet at least the most important ones. 

 Maybe you only talk for 10 minutes now, and you reconvene later. 
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 Maybe the person who really needs to get something off their chest can talk for 
a few minutes, the not-so-well person listens, and then you stop, and you have a 
lengthier conversation some other time. 

But what do I SAY to them?!? 

It’s very common for people to be at a loss for words when it comes to postponing or declining 
a potentially challenging conversation – especially when they are caught off guard. 

Remember what we played with in Chapters 16 – 20 (taking a break, changing the subject, 
ending a conversation)? Declining a surprise invitation to a tough talk is a variation on that. 

There are many ways to postpone or decline a conversation and be firm, polite, and caring and 
keep the channels of communication open and cultivate a positive relationship. 

You could say something along these lines:  

 Now is not a good time. 

 I know you really want to talk about this, but frankly, I don’t. Please don’t bring this up 
again. 

 That’s an important conversation, and I want to talk about this with you. Let’s do that 
[tomorrow, next week …] 

Whatever you say, remember to smile on the inside. The tone makes the music. 

If appropriate and helpful, give a reason or explanation (even if you have to make something 
up): 

 Every time we discuss this topic, we end up arguing. Or: I have a sense that, if we talk 
about this now, we’ll end up arguing. It’s more important to me to have a pleasant 
relationship with you. Let’s just hang out. 

 Let’s have this conversation in private. 

 Let’s set a time when we’re both focused and not rushed. 

 Let’s talk after lunch so we’re not distracted by my growling stomach. 

 I have an appointment that I can’t be late for. Let’s talk [this evening …]. 

 How about we have a cup of tea first, and then we talk. 

Of course, these are not scripts. Use your own words, and language that is appropriate for the 
situation. As you play with different “exits” and practice (!) using them, this will get easier. 
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Key takeaways: 

If you receive a surprise “invitation” to a difficult conversation, 
but you’d rather not talk, or you can’t: 

➔ Acknowledge the other person’s wish to talk, and firmly 
and politely state that you would prefer to talk at some 
other time (or not at all). 

➔ In most situations, it is okay to postpone or decline a 
potentially challenging conversation. It may even be better 
for everyone involved to do so. 

➔ Consider whether you and the other person are physically 
and emotionally well enough to talk. 

➔ If someone is not well enough, honestly assess: Is it 
imperative that we talk now or can this wait? Important or 
urgent ≠ imperative. 

➔ Practice using your “exits”, and this will get easier. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Thank you for reading! 

I hope this book helps you build and cross many bridges. 

 

May you be well. 

May you be happy. 

May you be safe. 

May you be at peace. 

Elisabeth 


