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Communication: Introduction 
by Elissa Joy Watts 

Before typing this letter, I sat down to draw a quick mind map. My 

youngest was in the room next door spending time with Mister 

Rogers. With piping coffee by my side, I turned a fresh page and 

picked up my pen. This will sort my thoughts. 

Ha! What optimism. I should have known better. Ideas poured out 

faster than I could peg them with words. My hand cramped in two 

minutes flat. The web sprawling across my page confirmed what you 

and I already know: communication is categorically complex. What’s 

more, its complexity influences every inch of our lives.  

Messages soar between people around the clock. We call, text, email. 

We offer hugs and roll eyes and shrug shoulders. We ask questions, 

defend opinions, greet strangers, and, if we’re wise, listen carefully.  

We communicate when we speak; we communicate when we don’t. 

And in the end, relaying accurate signals is only part of the equation. 

Where one message ends, an interpretation begins. 
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Communication is a skill to master. Intentional words cultivate well-

being, just like self-care or decluttering. In the same way tidying 

begets a sweeping sense of harmony, refining communication can 

also transform life in surprising ways. 

Tinkering with how we transmit thoughts is a process, a practice. 

Timing, tone, diction, delivery—it all works together. If you’re willing 

to lean in and learn, mastering communication pays off handsomely.  

People who speak and listen well enjoy a sense of satisfaction. Clear 

words delivered with care can open doors to new ways of being. 

Relationships blossom. Knowledge grows. Ideas expand and wounds 

begin to heal, one conversation at a time. 

This issue zeroes in on verbal communication. We’re covering 

subjects from small talk to money talk. There are tools for heated 

conversations, sibling conflict, and one of life’s most complicated 

sentences: “No.” You’ll hear from acclaimed authors, a language 

coach, family therapists, and—get this—a mother who successfully 

raised 10 articulate children. (Yes, 10. And for the record, she leaned 

on Mister Rogers too.) 

On the subject of public speaking, Franklin D. Roosevelt imparted 

advice in six small words. “Be sincere. Be brief. Be seated.”  
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And just like that, I’ll sit down and turn things over to our 

contributors.  

You’re in for a treat. 

Sincerely, 

Elissa Joy Watts 

Managing Editor 
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Some Conversations Are Harder 
than Others: How to Talk to 
People You Disagree With 

Page  of 6 106



NO. 016 — MAR 2021

by Celeste Headlee 
I’ve been told many times in recent years that there are some people 

“you just can’t talk to.” One person told me she can’t speak to anyone 

who won’t acknowledge the existence of institutional racism. 

Another said that if someone he knew supported a particular 

presidential candidate, then “we have nothing in common and 

nothing to say to each other.” These days, it seems that there are more 

and more deal breakers than ever when it comes to who we’re willing 

to talk to. And yet the need to have difficult conversations has never 

been greater. 

A good conversation is not necessarily an easy one. There are subjects 

so sensitive and topics so emotionally charged that discussions about 

them can be tricky and even dangerous. But there is not a human 

being on this planet with whom you have “nothing in common.” And 

there is no topic so volatile that it can’t be spoken of. 

The Civil Rights Advocate and the Ku Klux Klan Leader 

Let me tell you the story of an African American woman, named 

Xernona (pronounced “zer-NO-nuh”) Clayton. In the 1960s she 

worked for the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, or SCLC, 

the civil rights group whose first president was Dr. Martin Luther 

King Jr.  
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Xernona worked hard to desegregate Atlanta’s hospitals so that 

patients wouldn’t have to be transported miles away to an institution 

that catered to their race. Her work was noticed by the mayor of the 

city, Ivan Allen Jr. He appointed her to lead Model Cities, a program 

designed to improve poor neighborhoods and foster a new 

generation of black civic leaders. 

As head of Model Cities in Atlanta, Xernona oversaw five 

communities. Each had a chairperson. Mayor Allen warned her about 

one of those chairs, Calvin Craig. Craig, at that time, was a grand 

dragon in the Georgia Realm of the United Klans of America, Knights 

of the Ku Klux Klan.  

Over the course of the next year or so, Xernona and Calvin ended up 

talking almost every day, not just about race but about all kinds of 

things. For some reason, Calvin Craig kept returning to her 

downtown Atlanta office. 

And so they would sit and chat, always friendly and always respectful. 

She says he never called her by her first name. “I mean, he acted so 

gentlemanly, and we would have such laughter,” Xernona says. “And I 

asked, ‘Why do you keep coming here? You and I don’t agree on 

anything.’ He said, ‘Ha, ha. Oh, Mrs. Clayton, you’re fun to talk to.’” 
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If you were unaware that Clayton and Craig were talking so often, it 

must have been a stunning development when Calvin Craig held a 

press conference in April 1968 to announce that he was leaving the 

KKK. He said he would henceforth dedicate his life to building a 

nation in which “black men and white men can stand shoulder to 

shoulder in a united America.” 

Like most stories, this one is more complicated than it appears on 

the surface. Craig would eventually rejoin the KKK, only to quit again 

years later. But it is not an exaggeration to say that Xernona talked 

him out of his racism. Craig himself credited her with his conversion. 

Xernona has explained that she didn’t set out to change Craig’s mind. 

Dr. King had told her, “You’ve got to change a man’s heart before you 

can change his behavior.”[1] 

I love this story because it exemplifies the power of conversation 

between two people who are willing to listen to and learn from each 

other. It shows us how transformative conversation can be. It’s also a 

response to all of the people who claim they “just can’t” talk to 

someone else because their opinions are too offensive. 
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If an African American woman can talk respectfully and openly with 

a grand dragon in the KKK, I find it hard to believe that you can’t talk 

to the guy in the coffee shop who’s wearing an offensive T-shirt or the 

woman in your office who can’t stop talking about her vegan diet. 

At the same time, it’s obviously true that some conversations are 

harder than others. Some topics are riskier and carry a higher danger 

of offending someone or hurting their feelings. So let me offer some 

tried-and-true methods for having a difficult exchange without 

getting into an argument. 

How to Talk When the Talking’s Not Easy 

Through my experience and research, I’ve identified five key 

strategies that help facilitate a productive dialogue. They are: be 

curious, check your bias, show respect, stay the course, and end well. 

The first component, being curious, speaks to a genuine willingness to 

learn something from someone else.  

In 2016, former Central Intelligence Agency clandestine service 

officer Amaryllis Fox gave a somewhat controversial interview to Al 

Jazeera. Some took issue with her characterization of the war on 
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terror, but I think her remarks are valuable for the student of 

conversation. 

Fox explained how she was able to talk with terrorists and extremists 

in her work. “Everybody believes they are the good guy,” she said. “The 

only real way to disarm your enemy is to listen to them. If you hear 

them out, if you’re brave enough to really listen to their story, you can 

see that more often than not, you might have made some of the same 

choices if you’d lived their life instead of yours.”[2] 

Fox wasn’t suggesting that you have to believe the person you 

disagree with is a “good guy.” She was offering that it’s helpful to 

understand how that person views himself or herself. She was talking 

about being interested in the culture and events and relationships 

that have formed that person’s opinions and considering how your 

thinking might be impacted if you’d been exposed to the same 

mixture of experiences. 

She was also talking about checking your bias. Putting yourself in 

someone else’s shoes is one way to do that. Another is to resist the 

impulse—and it is a strong one—to constantly decide whether you 

agree with everything someone says. Listening to someone doesn’t 

mean agreeing with them. The purpose of listening is to understand, 

not to endorse. 
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Often we decide quickly whether or not we will agree with someone. 

We listen for certain words that might be clues to their politics or 

faith and we use them to categorize people into groups. Into one 

group we gather all of the people who think like we do, and into the 

other go all of those who think differently. The problem is, these kinds 

of groupings are not very accurate. 

Research suggests that while most of us acknowledge that bias exists, 

we don’t think we are influenced by bias all that often. We accept the 

existence and pervasiveness of unconscious bias but aren’t conscious 

of our own. 

Here’s the bald truth: we are all biased. Every human being is affected 

by unconscious biases that lead us to make incorrect assumptions 

about other people. Everyone. 

To a certain extent, bias is a necessary survival skill. If you’re an early 

human, perhaps Homo erectus, wandering the jungles, you may see 

an animal approaching. You have to make fast assumptions about 

whether that animal is safe or not, based solely on its appearance. 

The same is true of other humans. You make split-second decisions 

about threats in order to have plenty of time to flee, if necessary. This 

could be one root of our tendency to categorize and label others 

based on their looks and their clothes. 
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Decades ago, some psychologists thought prejudice was an 

unfortunate side effect of bad parenting. We now know that it’s based 

both in survival instinct and in our need to make sense of a 

complicated world. 

It might be tempting to believe that all stereotypes are rooted in 

history and ignorance, but some are actually quite modern and new 

ones arise regularly. For example, it wasn’t all that long ago that pink 

was considered a masculine color. Obviously, the opposite gender 

stereotypes prevail today. While the color of a baby blanket may seem 

like a frivolous example of stereotyping, its very silliness shows us 

how flimsy stereotypes are.  

When we enter a conversation, all of our preconceived notions—

most of which have no basis in reality—will affect its outcome. No 

matter how right and true your opinion feels, consider that it may be 

a stereotype and not fact. Try to acknowledge your bias and set it 

aside for the duration of the conversation. Do your best to listen 

without judgment and to stop yourself from making minute-by-

minute decisions about what you agree with. 

My third suggestion is to show respect at all times. In my opinion, 

respect is the cornerstone of any meaningful exchange of ideas. It is 

more important than finding common ground. In order to show 
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respect, you’ll have to view the other person as a human being, 

deserving of respect. And you’ll need to find a way to empathize with 

them, in spite of your disagreements.  

One way to do this is to assume that everyone is trying to bring about 

some kind of positive result in their lives. When you encounter 

someone you don’t like or don’t understand, try to identify what that 

goal is. Focus on their positive intentions. It’s not easy, is it? But it’s 

essential if you want to respect that person. Perhaps they have made 

different decisions than you have, perhaps they’ve learned different 

lessons, but in their mind, they are doing their best. 

I try to practice my empathy skills in the car, which, for me, is 

challenging. If someone cuts me off or runs a red light, my first 

instinct is to assume—and sometimes say aloud—terrible things 

about their intelligence and their upbringing. But what I’ve tried to 

do lately is imagine why they are in such a hurry or why they’re in 

such a bad mood. Instead of the expletives that I want to say, I’ll 

think, She’s probably had a bad day. Maybe she’s just trying to get home 

to see her kid. As a parent, I can empathize. 
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It doesn’t really matter if my imagined scenario is true or if the person 

is just a terrible driver, because the point of the exercise is to train my 

mind to see others as individuals who face daily challenges that are 

equal to mine. The point is to get into the habit of viewing others as 

fallible human beings who are just trying to make it in a difficult 

world. The exercise benefits me, not the other person. 

It is hard to have a productive conversation with someone you don’t 

respect, and your opinion of them, and what they say, is not likely to 

be accurate. 

My next piece of advice for navigating difficult conversations is to 

stick it out. If you’re talking to someone and a taboo topic comes up—

whether it’s death, divorce, or race—don’t try to change the subject. 

Don’t make a joke or go off on a tangent. Conversations on tough 

issues are often uncomfortable, especially when you don’t know what 

to say. But try to avoid getting frustrated and walking away. Silence is 

preferable to flight. 

If you truly have nothing to say, then just listen. Accept that you may 

not reach an agreement and that disagreement is okay. Not every 

conversation, or even most, will end with a hug and an epiphany. 

Sometimes, just learning what someone else thinks, without 
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changing any minds, is more than enough. Take joy in the exchange, 

or, at the least, take satisfaction. 

And my final piece of advice really applies to all conversations but is 

especially true of difficult ones: end well. You don’t need to have the 

last word. Let go of that impulse if you want to maintain friendly 

relations with the other person. 

Also, take a moment to thank them for sharing their thoughts. It can 

be scary to talk about politics or religion with someone else, so 

express your gratitude for their time and their openness. If you end 

the conversation in a friendly and gracious way, you set the 

groundwork and the tone for future conversations. 

If It Still Goes Badly… 

Of course, you will not always follow these suggestions, and that’s all 

right. I don’t expect you to be a perfect conversationalist, as I 

certainly am not. I once let an argument over police shootings get out 

of control to the point where my spouse and I slept in different rooms 

for a couple of days. Remember, emotion isn’t a character flaw—we 

are hardwired as emotional creatures. Sometimes you’ll succumb to 

the drama of the moment and your best intentions will go out the 

window. 
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If that happens and you say something you shouldn’t, apologize 

immediately. Acknowledge that your comments were hurtful or 

wrong and make no excuses. Then you can put the mistake behind 

you and move forward. 

Sometimes a tough conversation spirals out of control—intentions or 

words are misunderstood, people become angry, feelings get hurt. 

There’s only one way to move forward: someone has to say they’re 

sorry. 

Apologizing isn’t easy. It can be painful and awkward, but that’s the 

point. When we apologize, the other person sees us struggling, knows 

we feel uncomfortable, and their compassion response kicks in. 

Sincere apologies are powerful agents for reconciliation. I have found 

that a heartfelt apology can work miracles in a conversation and I 

have, at times, apologized for things for which I was not responsible. 

Conversations That Change the World 

If we can learn to talk about the hard things, if we can find common 

ground and begin to discover the issues on which we can agree, it 

could be possible to solve some of the more intransigent problems we 

face. I encourage you to open your mind and your mouth and ask 

some new people new questions. It only takes one good conversation 
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to change your understanding of someone else’s world, your world, 

and the world at large. 

. . . 

Celeste Headlee is an award-winning journalist, professional speaker, 

and author of Do Nothing: How to Break Away from Overworking, 

Overdoing, and Underliving and We Need to Talk: How to Have 

Conversations That Matter, the book from which this article is 

adapted. She is a regular guest host on NPR and American Public 

Media and a highly sought consultant, advising companies around 

the world on conversations about race, diversity, and inclusion. Her 

TEDx Talk sharing 10 ways to have a better conversation has over 23 

million total views, and she serves as an advisory board member for 

ProCon.org and The Listen First Project. Celeste is recipient of the 

2019 Media Changemaker Award. 
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The Art of Small Talk: How to See the 
Big Picture 

by Carol Fleming 
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Small talk has been called “talkin’ bout nothin’”? Well, why is “talkin’ 

bout nothin’” so hard?  

Let me count the ways! 

Small talk usually begins with the impulse to congregate and engage 

in verbal behavior, followed by a search for a topic to justify the 

talking that is already under way. Note that the impulse to chat does 

not begin with matters of the intellect but with a need for 

interpersonal connection. Indeed, the need for belongingness is right 

up there after physiological and safety needs in Maslow’s Hierarchy of 

Needs. The camaraderie is first, the topics are second.  

That is the curious business of small talk. The communication values 

honed in intellectual demands, such as public speaking, debate, 

drama, or negotiation, are of only slight pertinence in this social/

emotional situation. You have to make it up as you go, while playing 

cooperatively with others, who are also making it up.  

What could possibly go wrong?! 

What sounds like it ought to be easy isn’t easy at all. You are literally 

out of your element, 
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• treating strangers as if they were friends, 

• with no reason to talk about anything, 

• and expected to be fluent and engaged  

• while dealing with loads of ambiguities,  

• with a lack of personal experience, 

• and with layers of familial, pedagogical, and cultural training 

having estranged you from your primordial communicative ability  

• just when you need to consciously increase the “trust making” 

signals that are processed subconsciously.  

Socially, you muster the effort to turn a scary “them” into a 

trustworthy “us.” That’s why we’re doing this whole dance of small 

talk, isn’t it? 

It’s clear that this small talk business is not small stuff at all. 

The Big Stuff Behind Small Talk 
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Unbeknownst to you, when you’re doing small talk, your rational 

mind is trying to deal with an irrational situation on several levels. I 

don’t believe that the complexity of this cognitive challenge is 

sufficiently recognized and appreciated. Your discomfort is quite 

understandable. 

Besides what I’ve already mentioned, there are other elements to 

further complicate the social conversation—namely, the context that 

sets the tone, your personal background of social exposure, and your 

social nature (shy or outgoing). 

The Context 

The context sets the expectation of what behavior and conversation 

are appropriate within its confines. A wedding, for example, requires 

certain behaviors and conversation that differ from those at a 

political rally, a football game, or a medical conference. The savvy 

individual needs to be sensitive to these unspoken expectations and 

behave accordingly.  

Your Background  

Are you still operating in the world in which you were raised? It is 

likely that you don’t live in the town in which you were born, may not 

Page  of 22 106



NO. 016 — MAR 2021

even speak the language of your childhood, and certainly are living a 

life undreamed of by your parents. You may have propelled yourself 

into a career world or social community through your own 

intelligence and efforts (and luck), creating a lot of distance between 

the world of your past and your current status.  

Much that you learned about social communication is now most 

likely obsolete or inappropriate. For example, have you had any of 

these thoughts? 

• Should I stand when I’m introduced? 

• Can I eat this with my fingers, or do I have to use a fork? 

• Is it okay to just walk up and introduce myself to someone? 

• Don’t you wait for the woman to stick out her hand to shake hands? 

• When I meet the company president, is it more polite to make eye 

contact or to look down and bow my head? 

• What if my cell phone rings? 

We used to have reliable answers to these sorts of questions. 

Nowadays, not so much. 
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When you’ve identified the pitfalls, the rituals, and the customs, 

you’re in a better position to make them subject to rational attention 

so consciousness, intelligence, and information can help you deal 

with them…instead of running away. Simply paying attention is a 

good start. Even if all you can do at this point is to just show up at an 

event. (It always starts with just showing up, doesn’t it?)  

There is much to be gained by observing other people and their social 

behavior. This is how all children get started. 

Your Social Nature 

Perhaps you deal with painful self-consciousness by trying to look as 

if you were preoccupied or otherwise trying to manage your public 

impression just in case anybody is looking at you. If so, I prescribe the 

18/40/60 rule as formulated by my friend Dr. Dan Amen, a 

psychiatrist. Brace yourself: When you’re 18, you worry about what 

everybody is thinking of you. When you’re 40, you don’t give a darn what 

anybody thinks of you. When you’re 60, you realize nobody’s been 

thinking about you at all. 
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Other people really have a lot better thing to do than critique you. 

But self-consciousness will blind you to those other possibilities. It 

prevents you from accessing your natural sociability and goodwill.  

I use the image of a flashlight when I talk about self-consciousness. 

You are aiming the flashlight of your attention straight into your own 

eyes. You are preoccupied with yourself and unable to look out over 

the glare to focus on others.  

How about aiming that flashlight of your attention at other people? 

This is your benevolent warmth, curiosity, and anticipation of 

welcome. 

I know you are much more fluent and secure in discussing something 

known and familiar to you, to people who are known and familiar to 

you. But you cannot just jump into substantive topic of your choice 

with a stranger, can you? 

What makes you think that this new person even wants to talk to 

you? That’s the work of small talk. 

Understanding Small Talk: Four Similes to Make Sense of It 
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Here are some images that might help you negotiate the “search” 

phase of conversation development from ground zero, similes to help 

you get the style and function of small talk.  

1. Small talk is like an on-ramp to a freeway.  

In this first simile, the freeway symbolizes a lively, meaningful verbal 

exchange. When you enter a freeway, you do so by means of an on-

ramp that allows your car to get up to speed in a protected, safe way 

as you merge with other cars. You don’t just plunk yourself into 

ongoing traffic. You are not expected to be able to negotiate ongoing 

freeway speeds right from the get-go, nor do we think you should be 

able to discuss some deep and interesting topic the minute you open 

your mouth when you meet a stranger. Small talk is your tool to start 

the conversational survey to find the topic of most common interest.  

By thinking “on-ramp,” you legitimatize the open-ended period of 

introduction, aimless pleasantries, and ritualized exchanges, as you 

search for topics that will engage you both. This is the courtesy of 

small talk. 

2. Small talk is like jazz. 
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It’s not like Beethoven’s 5th Symphony. In other words, this is not the 

time to plant your feet and hold forth in a prepared manner. You 

need to be light on your feet and ready to respond to any new idea or 

sidebar that pops up from other people.  

You should say nothing that takes more than a minute to say during 

the introductory period and then let go of your topic to fully commit 

to whatever the other is saying. Listen for both content and emotion. 

Be fully present to the shifts and ebbing of the other, because this is 

how you discover what you have in common.  

Here's a conversational example where two couples do it well.  

Speaker 1 (first wife): “We just came from the Hall of Flowers out in 

the park. What gorgeous orchids they had! Have you ever been out 

there? 

Speaker 2 (second wife): “I’m not sure. Hon, is that the one beside the 

arboretum?” 

Speaker 3 (second wife’s husband): “No, I think she means the one in 

the big glass building.” 

Speaker 2 (second wife): “Oh, that’s the one that is like the one we saw 

in England, right?” 
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Speaker 4 (first wife’s husband): “Oh, when were you in England? 

We’re going next week. Then we’re driving up to the Edinburgh 

Festival.” 

Speaker 3 (second wife’s husband): “We were just talking about that! 

We’ve been wanting to go for a long time. How much time are you 

allowing for the drive?” 

Now they’re really talking. 

Have you seen jazz instrumentalists start grinning during a 

performance as one of them introduces a spontaneous clever theme 

that takes the group down a different path? If they do not have a 

formal, established score to follow, they can end up someplace they 

didn’t anticipate. So can you. That’s the fun of small talk. 

3. Small talk is like volleying that precedes a tennis or ping-pong game.  

During warm-up volleying, you hit the ball back and forth. The 

person doing the talking is the only one having fun, so keep the ball 

moving back and forth; it’s cooperative and experimental.  

Page  of 28 106



NO. 016 — MAR 2021

In volleying, you follow the constraints of the net and the sidelines, 

and there is no keeping score, but you are noticing the style and skill 

of your opponent. (We can say it is aimless, but it is not without 

purpose). Like small talk, it is a period designed for feeling out your 

partner in a safe and formal way, giving you both a chance to “warm 

up.” 

You can err here in at least three ways. 

a. You can err by hogging the ball.  

That is, you don’t give your partner a chance to hit the conversational 

ball. You can see how dumb that is! Minutes roll by and you are still 

talking, blah, blah, blah. Notice the eyes of the other person glaze 

over as you talk too much. 

b. You can err by hitting the ball out of the court. 

Consider this conversational example of a couple of strangers who 

met at a clubhouse restaurant. 

Speaker 1: “Do you come here often?” 

Speaker 2: “No.” 
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That’s it. So if you are Speaker 1, now you have to “serve” another 

opener, and on and on. 

Corollary: If you speak in “orphans” (minimal responses), you are the 

conversation killer. Always add information, as in this alternate 

response in the restaurant small talk. 

Speaker 2: “No. I just happened to see this clubhouse when I was 

walking my dog yesterday. I wondered what kind of food they served 

here.”  

Now, this is something you can work with. 

c. You can err by lobbing the ball over their head.  

Have you met the person who immediately discuss the null 

hypothesis of their Ph.D. dissertation? Gosh, I hope not. But if you 

start with a topic that is not generally available to most people, you 

are putting them on a wrong foot and they will not find you 

charming. They will find you boring and other ugly stuff.  

4. Small talk is like the ignition in a car. 

You love the thrill of travel. It could be a leisurely Sunday drive, or 

maybe you’re the high-speed, thrill-a-minute type. But you are not 

Page  of 30 106



NO. 016 — MAR 2021

going anywhere until you actually start this cold car and get it out of 

the garage. Someone has to get the motor going before you can go 

anywhere at any pace. This is the work of small-talk rituals. 

Turn the key, step on the gas, pick a topic and say something about it, 

then artfully turn the steering wheel to get somewhere fun. Good 

luck! 

. . . 

Carol Fleming is a communications coach and the author of the 

best-selling series The Sound of Your Voice, The Serious Business of 

Small Talk and her latest, It’s The Way You Say It. She holds an M.A. 

and Ph.D. from Northwestern University and specializes in vocal 

development and communication training for individuals and 

corporate clients. She resides in San Francisco, California. 
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Permission to Speak 
By Genevieve Georget 
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I’ll admit, I’m a talker. If you’re hoping to get on a plane and quietly 

read your book, then I preemptively apologize if you ever get seated 

next to me. Part of it is that I just enjoy people and hearing their 

stories. The other part is that, despite my many years traveling 

through the skies, I developed a fear of flying after my children were 

born. Talking helps to keep me distracted.  

So when I got on a flight to Ontario and saw that someone had 

already been seated next to me, it was a comforting sight. Thankfully, 

my seatmate looked up at me--with a smile spread across his face--

giving the impression that he, too, was grateful for the company that 

day. 

I want to say that he was about 15 years my senior but with a soul 

that had lived more than one life. There was a gentleness about his 

presence and a refinedness about his face. He wore an understated 

brown suit and exuded approachability. I liked him immediately. 

We fell into effortless conversation. We shared photos of our families 

and tales of our travels. We talked about our work and our 

experiences flying, and pretty soon he pulled out a bunch of photos of 

his beautiful dogs. 
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“I’m thinking of getting another one,” he said. “I just can’t decide 

which one.” 

“Well, which one does your wife like the most? Maybe she can help 

you decide.”  

That’s when the somberness spread across his face. His eyes fell to his 

lap and I could sense his breathing change. Something had 

happened. After a brief moment, with his head still down, his eyes 

slowly lifted toward me. 

“I haven’t really asked her yet,” he replied. 

“Oh, is it a surprise?” I wondered. 

“Not exactly,” he shared. 

And right there, in that exact moment, the feeling started to wash 

over me. The heaviness. The pain. The hesitation over what he was 

about to tell me next. 

It turns out that he had leukemia and was traveling to our city to find 

out if he needed another bone marrow transplant. He was scared and 

sad and anxious about the days to come. He was contemplating 
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getting a new dog for his wife in case all of this meant that he wasn’t 

going to around much longer. 

Nothing but breathing and silence filled the space between us. 

And then he looked over at me and said, “I’m really sorry. I shouldn’t 

have told you all of that. No one comes on a plane to get bummed out 

by the person sitting next to them.” 

He apologized to me. 

He apologized to me for sharing a piece of his life, his story, his most 

vulnerable self. And I was taken aback by it all. Speechless, really. I’m 

a professional writer and storyteller, so my instinct was to give him a 

pep talk about being unapologetically himself, about never being 

sorry for the story that he was living. But there was something about 

his eyes, about the way he looked at me, that caused me to pause. 

Because I realized that he wasn’t so much apologizing to me as much 

as he was seeking permission from me. He wanted to know that it 

was okay. Okay to be sad. Okay to be scared. Okay to be himself on a 

plane with someone he just met. 
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An Invitation to Share 

Permission. It’s a powerful thing. 

And I think it’s something we wrestle with in our lives and in society 

because we’re not supposed to want permission from other people 

but, deep down, many of us do. Especially right now. So we feel torn. 

Torn between a world that tells us to stand tall in our own right and 

the desire to need each other on a human level. 

We don’t want to burden others with the weight of our pain, but we 

don’t want to carry the heaviness of it all alone. We want to feel seen 

and heard and understood, but we also want to feel safe and 

protected while doing so. And I get it. It’s often easier to apologize for 

our messy story than it is to invite someone else into it. 

But this thing that we’re doing here—this experience, this life, these 

moments that we’re trying to navigate together—there is no right or 

wrong way for that holiness to take place. We’re just here. 

Connecting. Breathing. Trying to make sense of this beautiful mystery 

we’re all a part of.  

And as I sat there next to a man filled with sadness, soaring in the sky 

toward an unknown fate, I began to wonder, What if permission 
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doesn’t have to be bad thing? What if we made permission less about 

approval and more about invitation? 

An invitation to lock arms, to share in the story, to walk among the 

pages. 

An invitation to trust each other, to protect each other, to hold space 

for each other. 

An invitation to simply come as you are. 

A Gift 

An hour later my seatmate and I walked off our plane. We had spent 

our time together talking about his fears and his joys and his deep 

pain over the current season of his life.  

I won’t lie and say that all of it was easy. The empath in me felt an 

ache deep in my bones about the road he was about to walk. But I 

also had a deep appreciation for the fact that we got on that plane as 

two complete strangers and came off of it as two people who had 

entered into the radiant space of human connection. 

As we stood in the terminal, outside our gate—the world a little more 

alive than when we first took off—we knew this was the moment in 
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which we needed to part ways. Families awaited. Appointments 

awaited. Life awaited. 

“Thank you for sharing your story with me,” I said, a little unsure what 

the next right words were at the time. “I sincerely hope that 

everything goes well.” 

He smiled, clearly feeling the same uncertainty that I was. After all, 

how do strangers generally say goodbye? Then he looked up, took a 

step forward, and gave me a hug. 

“Thank you for listening,” he said while handing me his business card. 

“Maybe we can grab a coffee next time I’m in town.” It was a nice 

gesture, though I know we both secretly wished that he wouldn’t have 

to be in town again anytime soon. 

I reached out about a week later to find out how his appointment 

went. He was healthy and relieved and in the midst of choosing a new 

puppy that he and his wife would raise together. 

He emails me every now and then to let me know how he’s doing. I 

smile as I hear the joy radiate through the words. Life gave my 

airplane friend a second chance, and I thank the heavens every time 

his name pops up on my screen. 
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He always thanks me, though. Thanks me for listening. Thanks me for 

sharing. Thanks me for not putting up walls the moment the hard 

parts of life made their way into the conversation.  

He’s the one who really deserves the thank-you. As an artist, I’ve 

never looked at other people’s stories the same way ever again. Every 

piece we offer, every grain we share, every hand we extend. All of it is 

a gift.  

Our stories are precious and transformative and connect us in ways 

that we may never know. It’s a privilege any time someone invites us 

in.  

As a constituent of this planet, I am forever aware of how much 

strangers don’t actually exist. As I see people move about their days 

now, I see it all with a different set of eyes and a different compassion 

in my heart. We aren’t strangers. We never have been. We are simply 

stories waiting to be heard. Moments waiting to collide. Lives waiting 

to be changed. 

We are humans waiting to find each other in this crazy road called 

life. 
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If you ever see me sitting in a coffee shop or strolling through an 

airport terminal, please consider this your invitation to pull up a 

chair and join me. 

Permission granted. 

Come as you are. 

. . . 

Genevieve Georget is the award-winning author of Solace and Her 

Own Wild Winds. She is a full-time writer and photographer whose 

work has been featured on Oprah.com, The Good Mother Project, 

Wedding Bells Magazine, and Huffington Post. She is also an executive 

editor at Round Table Companies, helping other people and 

businesses to bring their own stories to life. 
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Understanding Your Advice Monster 
By Michael Bungay Stanier 
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I caught up with a friend the other day. I love her. She’s smart, 

brilliant, talented. After we grabbed our coffees and had some 

chitchat, she looked at me and said, “Michael, you’re a good guy. I 

need your help. I need your advice.” 

My Advice Monster was delighted. 

She started telling me what was going on, and I started to pretend to 

listen. Because, quite frankly, my Advice Monster already knew 

exactly what it wanted to tell her. 

I’m pretty good at fake active listening: Tip your head to the side, nod, 

look engaged yet caring yet concerned. Provide small, meaningless 

words of encouragement. 

But honestly, my Advice Monster is like, “Can we please hurry up?” 

Finally, she finished. Finally, I was able to share my advice. Make no 

mistake—it was brilliant.  

I started sharing. Shannon tipped her head on the side and nodded. 

Looked engaged yet caring yet concerned. Made small, meaningless 

words of encouragement. My advice was going nowhere. My Advice 

Monster had sabotaged the conversation. Again. 
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We all love to provide advice. It ticks so many boxes in a single act! 

It’s confirmation that you’re a good person willing to help out. It’s 

reassurance that you’ve still got value to add, that you haven’t lost 

your edge. It’s affirmation that you’ve got status (and status means 

control and influence). Above all, you keep things ticking along. Time 

is precious! Move fast! And, please, take my advice… 

The problem is that giving advice is hugely overrated, whether on the 

job, in a marriage, with friends, or pretty much in any situation where 

people are trying to solve problems. Of course, there’s a time and a 

place for sharing insight, experience, and opinion. But it’s not nearly 

as often as you might think. 

Three Reasons 

There are three reasons why advice-giving is so often ineffective. The 

first is that you’re often trying to solve the wrong problem.  

It’s seductively convenient to believe that the first challenge someone 

brings is the real challenge. In truth, that’s rarely the case. It’s more 

likely to be a rough articulation, a first hypothesis, an approximate 

attempt to understand what’s going on. Other than for the most 

straightforward of inquiries, almost certainly the first challenge 

presented is not the real challenge. 
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But let’s say, for the sake of argument, you have in fact uncovered the 

real challenge and you and they are absolutely clear on what needs to 

be sorted out. The second reason why advice goes bad is that your 

advice is not nearly as good as you think it is. 

I realize that sounds implausible. After all, you’re you. A person who’s 

done some things and seen some things and knows some stuff. All 

true. In fact, that’s the problem. Our experience means that we all 

have assorted cognitive biases that get in the way of our delivering 

great advice. 

Here’s a limited selection to help you see the extent of the problem. 

We should start with your Bias Blind Spot—your belief that you’re 

less susceptible to cognitive biases than everyone else—so we can get 

that out of the way. Pair that up with the Overconfidence Effect, the 

quiet certainty that your answers are almost guaranteed to be right. 

We can then layer those two with the Dunning-Kruger effect (the 

inability of people to recognize their lack of ability) and with the Lake 

Wobegon Effect (the belief that you’re above average in pretty much 

everything). And then, to cap it off, and so you can create plausible 

deniability, let’s throw in Beneffectance, the tendency to take credit 

for success and deny accountability for failure. You can see how your 
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own brain has convinced you that your advice is excellent and 

correct and helpful all the time, regardless of its actual impact. 

But let’s imagine for a moment that not only have you uncovered the 

real challenge but also you have a brilliant solution for it. Is now the 

time to give advice? 

Maybe. But quite possibly, no. Now you’ve got to weigh up a choice. Is 

the situation best served by a fast answer or by helping the other 

person find their own answer? It’s an answer that (you’ll think) won’t 

be as good as yours, and at the same time it’s an answer that will 

most likely be good enough. 

If you take the “red pill,” you get speed, a confirmation of your status 

and sense of importance, and a good solution. You also face the dark 

side: not only diminishing the sense of competence and autonomy in 

the other person, but also setting yourself up as the bottleneck for 

progress.  

If you take the “blue pill” and choose not to give an answer right 

away, you empower and encourage that other person and nurture a 

growth mindset … and also get a good solution. What’s difficult is 

that any act of empowerment means handing some of your power 

and control and status over to that other person. That’s difficult, and 
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it’s why the “advice trap” is so pernicious. You, me, all of us … we get 

mugged by our Advice Monster. 

Three Monsters 

Whenever someone appears to need ideas, opinions, solutions, or 

suggestions, or even if they don’t appear to be in need of help, our 

Advice Monster is always rattling the bars, wanting to be let out. 

There are, in fact, three Advice Monsters lurking in our psyche. You’ll 

likely notice one in particular that resonates with you. 

Tell-It 

Tell-It is the noisiest, most obvious of the Advice Monsters. It has 

convinced you, for sure and for real, that the way you add value, 

probably the only way you add value, is to have the ideas. Everyone’s 

looking to you. You need to have the answer. No, you need to have all 

the answers. If you don’t, you’re not doing your job. You’re letting 

down others, you’re letting down yourself, and you’re setting everyone 

up to fail.  

Tell-It shows up everywhere. In “mansplaining,” obviously, but it’s not 

just a gender thing. It can be particularly bothersome for anyone who 

feels insecure about their position and wants to establish respect. 
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And of course, the implied level of expertise is impossible. You can’t 

know all the answers. And the answers you do know … well, it’s 

probably easier just to Google them. 

Save-It 

Save-It is a little quieter than Tell-It, but no less pernicious. It has put 

its arm around you and reminded you that you’re here to rescue 

everyone. Don’t let anyone struggle, stumble, fumble, or fail. Make it 

easy, no matter the cost. Leap in to fix it, solve it, sort it out. Should 

anyone have a hard time of it, then not only are they failing right 

there in front of you, but you’re failing as well. When in doubt, take it 

on yourself. When not in doubt, take it on yourself. 

Save-It shows up everywhere. It often goes in disguise by calling itself 

“a people person” or sometimes “a parent.” And of course, it’s 

impossible. You can’t save all the people. The role of the rescuer just 

exhausts you and infantilizes them. 

Control-It 

Control-It is the sneakiest of the three Advice Monsters, lurking in 

the shadows, pulling strings and levers. It’s convinced you that the 

way you win is to stay in control At. All. Times. At the start, through 
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the middle, and at the end. Don’t invite others in. Keep your hands on 

the wheel. Don’t share. Don’t empower. Keep people in their place. Be 

responsible for everything. 

Control-It shows up everywhere. Any new people, new ideas, new 

options, new thoughts show up, Control-It wants to shut it down. 

And of course, it’s impossible. You can’t stay in control of everything. 

You can’t deny the serendipity of the future. It’s hard enough just to 

manage your own reactions to this crazy world.  

At the Heart of the Advice Monster 

Whichever Advice Monster feels most real to you (and in truth, you 

probably have seen all three in your time), they share a common 

belief, common DNA. When your Advice Monster has you in their 

grip, you believe you’re better than the other person. 

You’re better than them. 

Smarter, wiser, faster, cleverer, more experienced, more interesting, 

more … right. 

It can be hard to read this, but it’s true. When the Advice Monster is 

running the show, you elevate yourself at the expense of those 

around you. 
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Spring the Trap 

The advice trap is twofold. First, we believe that, most of the time, 

we’re the right person to be dispensing answers—we know the 

problem, we have the best solution—when that’s rarely the case. And 

second, we’ve spent a lifetime leaping in fast with the solution, to 

prove that we know our stuff and that we’re helpful. 

What springs the “advice trap” is curiosity. At Microsoft, Satya Nadella 

is leading a cultural transformation from a “know it all” to a “learn it 

all” organization. The engine of that evolution is a commitment to 

slow down the rush to advice-giving and action, and to stay curious a 

little longer. Would that work for you? 

But a willingness to be curious is not enough. You already have that. 

The change starts when you see how ineffective and limiting your 

current habit of advice giving actually is, both for others and for you. 

. . . 

Michael Bungay Stanier is the author of the best-selling coaching 

book of the century, The Coaching Habit (close to a million copies sold 

and thousands of five-star reviews). His TEDx talk about Advice 

Monsters has been viewed a quarter of a million times. He’s the 
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founder of MBS.works, which enables people to be a force for change, 

and also of the learning and development firm Box of Crayons. He 

was a Rhodes Scholar. 
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Healthy Boundaries:  
The Power of Saying No 

by Minaa B. 
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“We change our behavior when the pain of staying the same becomes 

greater than the pain of changing. Consequences give us the pain that 

motivates us to change.”  

—Dr. Henry Cloud 

As a therapist, I get the opportunity to work with people from all 

walks of life and all ages, and whether it’s in therapeutic practice or in 

corporate settings, I find myself having to navigate very similar issues 

regardless of the setting I’m working in, and that issue is always 

helping people set boundaries.   

Growing up in my household, I always felt like I had to walk on 

eggshells because I was always afraid to upset my mother. If I did, it 

would lead to us not speaking, and that was always an uncomfortable 

experience for me. Even if she was wrong, or caused me harm, I 

would bend over backwards to make the situation right and even 

apologize for things I wasn’t sorry for. As I aged, this led to a lot of 

people-pleasing tendencies, and it resulted in me struggling to erect 

boundaries in almost all of my relationships because I feared that 

people would retaliate and treat me the way that my mother did. 

Now, as an adult, with the gift of clinical insight along with the clarity 

that came from doing my own inner healing, I am able to recognize a 
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lot of the patterns that I saw in myself in others, and I am able to 

understand the struggles of erecting a boundary with people you love 

and mean the most to you. Boundaries are hard, but they are 

necessary for our mental health. Without them, we are all at risk for 

suffering. 

What Boundaries Aren’t 

If there is anything that is most important to learn about boundaries, 

it’s that boundaries are not a way to control other people or change 

their behaviors. 

Often people fail at erecting boundaries because they are only 

implementing them as a way to control others and force them to 

change. It’s important to accept that you cannot control anyone or 

force them to do things they do not want to do. A boundary is about 

acknowledging what you have control over, and releasing yourself 

from the things you don’t.  

People are allowed to be who they are, but you are allowed to 

determine what you will tolerate from them and what you won’t. 

What Boundaries Are 
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I like to define boundaries as a way of delegating responsibilities and 

honing in on accountability. We have to know when to draw the line 

by recognizing what we are responsible for and what we are not. If it’s 

your responsibility, how can you hold yourself accountable to it? And 

if it’s not, how can you delegate and assign other people's 

responsibilities back to them? 

Let me give you an example.  

A common issue I find most people struggle with is saying no when 

their friends or family members ask for money. A boundary with a 

person like this can go three ways and it would sound like: 

1. “No.”  

2. “I can lend you the money, but you will have to pay it back in two 

weeks.” 

3. “I can lend you the money, but please note that this is the final 

time I will allow you to borrow money from me. 

Those are three different statements with clear messages. Now let’s 

break each down.  
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“No” is a complete sentence. Often, however, many people struggle 

with feeling that they owe others an explanation for the decisions 

they make. It’s important to understand that providing an 

explanation is a courtesy, not a requirement. Some will opt out of 

offering one, or depending on the level of closeness they have with a 

person, others might feel the need to be courteous and provide an 

explanation. Either way is fine. What to look out for, however, is 

when you feel that you need to provide an explanation in order for 

the other person to find your “no” as valid. It is not up to them to 

determine why you have a right to say yes or no; only you can do that. 

So be weary when you find yourself over-explaining for the wrong 

reasons. 

Now to move on to the next statement: “I can lend you money, but 

you have to pay it back in two weeks.” It’s a clear and straightforward 

boundary. It gives the other person what they need, but it also states 

a definite rule—the money must be returned in two weeks. “But what 

if they don’t pay me back in two weeks?” you might ask. Well, this is 

where consequences come in.  

When erecting a boundary, it is also important to have a clear 

understanding of what the consequence will be to those who do not 

respect your boundaries. In a case where money is involved, the 
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consequence might look like never allowing this person to borrow 

money from you again and making that clear. However, be ready for 

some pushback, along with a flooding of many emotions and feelings. 

Two Things That Get in the Way 

When erecting a boundary, there are two common things that I find 

get in the way of people being firm about their needs and sticking 

with them: guilt and pushback. 

Guilt means, I did something bad. Pushback is when someone does 

not respect your no and tries to sway you to change your mind. 

Guilt 

Guilt is a common emotion when setting boundaries because often 

we are setting boundaries with people whom we care about, and 

depending on how you were raised and what boundaries looked like 

in your home, you may have grown up believing that you have to be 

everything to everyone. You might even make yourself responsible for 

meeting other people's needs because you were either parentified as 

a child (having adult-like responsibilities during childhood) or you 

were ridiculed and seen as disrespectful or mean when you did try to 
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erect a boundary with someone you loved and this behavior wasn’t 

tolerated. 

Although guilt is difficult to feel, the only way to work through it is to 

feel it and reframe the thought that is associated with the feeling. 

Often, when we struggle with heavy feelings, we turn those feelings 

into facts, rather than stepping back objectively and remembering 

that feelings are not facts; they are simply feelings and they do not 

have permission to control us.  

This is where emotion versus logic comes into play. Our emotions will 

try and stop us from doing what is right, but what we need to do is 

tap into logic and remind ourselves of the logical reason for why we 

need to erect a boundary and then determine the risks involved if we 

don’t. 

Going back to the money example, you might feel guilty saying no or 

demanding that you get your money back within a certain time 

frame, but logically, what is the reason for erecting a boundary? Here 

are two common ones: 

1. You have a right to your money. Sometimes the reason is that you 

worked hard to earn your money and you don’t want to have to 

constantly give it away. 
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2. You are a person who has financial obligations like everyone else, 

so you cannot put yourself at risk by offering money to others 

when you need it for yourself. 

Logic is built-in truth, and we cannot live our lives based on emotion 

and have to live based on fact. The fact is, we all are entitled to our 

space, body, money, time, and so on. Our emotions cannot change 

our truth. When dealing with guilt, be sure to recognize that your 

feelings are just feelings, and as usual, an emotion will pass and get 

easier to manage the more you get comfortable erecting boundaries. 

Now let’s get into pushback, because this is also common, especially 

when it involves people who have narcissistic tendencies or who 

have benefited from your lack of boundaries. 

Pushback 

When people don’t like to hear no, they will do what they can to 

change your mind. They might even gaslight you (psychological 

manipulation) into changing your mind and make you feel guilt 

about your decisions. When dealing with these types of people, 

remember this: 
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1. Their inability to respect your boundary is a clear sign that your 

boundary is necessary and needed. 

2. People who benefit from you not having boundaries will not 

easily accept your implementing a boundary. This is work they 

need to do, not you. It is not your job to do the emotional labor of 

helping them get through your boundary. 

3. If you begin to feel yourself giving in, go back to your list of logical 

reasons for why you set this boundary. It will be a reminder for 

why you cannot budge and how you benefit from keeping this 

boundary intact. 

4. Consider distance as a boundary. Sometimes when dealing with 

pushback, we might have to consider adding another layer of 

boundaries that includes space. Can you minimize physical 

contact? Not answer every call? Only respond to their texts when 

it is in relation to other things not regarding your boundary? 

Pushback is hard for many people to manage, but with time and 

doing the work consistently, you will become more able to strengthen 

your boundary-making muscle. 

The Gift of Boundaries 
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Boundaries are all about knowing what deserves your yes and what 

deserves your no. Applying these principles to your circumstances 

can be life changing, not only for your personal development, but also 

for creating and sustaining healthy relationships.  

Boundaries are not mean, nor are they selfish. They are gifts we offer 

others for them to know what we have the capacity to show up fully 

for and what we don’t. They derail us from having to lie or force 

ourselves to meet the needs of others that we know we cannot meet. 

Take back your life by making yourself secure within your 

boundaries. 

. . . 

Minaa B. is a writer, wellness coach, and therapist based in New York 

City. Through speaking, workshops and her writing, she teaches 

people how to cultivate self-care through the context of boundaries 

and community-care. 
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5 Crucial Money Conversations for 
Every Couple 

By Rachel Cruze 
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Maybe you’ve been here: There are more days than money left at the 

end of the month. You bring in the mail—and there’s the credit card 

bill. You leave it on the counter for almost a week because some 

things feel better left unknown.  

When you finally do face your fear and open the statement, it’s 

somehow worse than you imagined. There’s the typical gas and 

groceries, but . . . golf clubs? You roll your eyes because that must’ve 

been your spouse. Oops . . . there are some impulse purchases you’re 

guilty of too. And you forgot that when you needed a plumber last 

month, you paid with your credit card. When all is said and done, the 

bill is several hundred dollars more than you anticipated.  

You feel defeated. Maybe even aggravated with your spouse. If they 

could just make more money. And you’re disappointed in yourself too. 

If I could just spend less. 

You might feel like this only happens in your life—that everyone else 

has it together. But the truth is, you’re not alone. This is the reality for 

millions of others. In fact, 48% of Americans carry a credit card 

balance, and 28% of them are only paying the minimum payment 

each month.[1]  Other developed nations have a similar problem 

with credit card debt, though not as bad as in the US. It’s a vicious 

cycle of stress for couples and families.  
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As much as I hate credit cards, they’re not the only thing to blame. 

Money is the number-one issue married couples fight about and is a 

leading cause of divorce.[2]  

If any part of your financial life is making you frustrated with your 

spouse or partner, you need to address it head-on. Love puts no 

limits on topics of conversation, and that includes money. Talking 

about money might be tough, but it will create empathy and bring 

you closer together.  

Use these five conversation starters to get on the same page about 

money with your significant other: 

1. The Story Talk: “In my house growing up, money was . . .” 

Everyone’s money mindset is different, and opposites tend to attract. 

So chances are, the experiences you’ve had with money over the 

course of your life are different than the ones your partner had.  

More is caught than taught, so the way you saw your parents talk 

about money—or not talk about it—influenced your attitude about 

money from an early age. That’s why I want you and your spouse to 

talk about the way money was handled in the household you grew up 

in. This will help you understand the foundation for your individual 

Page  of 63 106

https://cdn.ramseysolutions.net/media/b2c/personalities/rachel/PR/MoneyMarriageAndCommunication.pdf


NO. 016 — MAR 2021

beliefs about money, and may even help you finally get to the root of 

your money fights.  

2. The Fear Talk: “My greatest financial fear is . . .” 

Fear is a terrible financial advisor. That’s why it’s crucial to recognize 

your fears around money, as well as your partner’s.  

Fear makes it difficult to think clearly and to process information 

rationally. It leads us to act when we shouldn’t and not act when we 

should. Think back to the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic in 

2020: What was the first thing people began hoarding for a 

respiratory virus? Toilet paper. Toilet paper? What were we thinking? 

And that’s the thing about fear: it stops us from thinking rationally.  

Money fears are no different. Believe it or not, every single one of us 

either has or has had fears about money. And some fear can motivate 

you to do good things, like put money away into an emergency fund. 

But if you live in constant fear of financial ruin, there won’t be a 

number big enough in that savings account to make you feel better.  

Or maybe you have a fear your spouse will judge your spending, so 

you open up a secret credit card and hide purchases you make. This is 
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the kind of thing that will haunt you until it’s out in the open. It’s 

always better to bring these money fears into the light. 

3. The Dreams Talk: “One of our biggest shared dreams is . . .” 

Sharing dreams with your partner will keep you two connected to a 

shared goal and motivate you to save for the future. In fact, if you 

guys haven’t discussed your dreams together, you’re probably not 

seeing much progress financially. You might be saving a little here 

and a little there, but it’s going to take tapping into your dreams to 

make some real headway.  

Here are just a few examples of what your shared dreams may look 

like: 

• Take your kids to experience Disney World. 

• Get out of debt so you get to keep all of your income. 

• Move to a different home. 

• Stay home with your kids and homeschool them. 

• Be financially secure so you can fund an adoption for yourself or 

another family. 
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This is a great opportunity to share your heart with your loved one 

and set some short-term and long-term goals.  

4. The Giving Talk: “Are you a Spontaneous Giver or a Planned 

Giver?” 

One of you probably has a soft spot for any and every cause out there, 

while the other isn’t so easily moved to be generous. Neither of you is 

right or wrong. It just means one of you is a Spontaneous Giver and 

the other is a Planned Giver. 

Spontaneous Givers wind up spending $200 on cookies anytime Girl 

Scouts show up at the front door. When it comes to generosity, this 

type of giver is moved by their emotions in the moment and are quick 

to meet a need.  

Planned Givers thoroughly examine the nonprofits they’re 

considering giving money to. They don’t give to every good cause they 

hear about, because they’re more calculated with their generosity. 

They don’t want to give to an individual or organization they haven’t 

researched.  

Simply learning which of these you and your spouse lean toward is 

eye opening. Planned Givers can help Spontaneous Givers make 
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more of an impact with their giving, and Spontaneous Givers can 

help Planned Givers experience the joy of surprise generosity.  

5. The Grace Talk: “When I make a money mistake, I love it when 

you . . .” 

We’re all going to make mistakes in any given area of life, and that 

includes money. When money mistakes happen, what matters most 

is how you respond. 

Think about the last time you faced a money mistake, whether it was 

your own mistake or a mistake someone else made that impacted 

you. How did you react? Did you write it off as something that 

couldn’t be helped? Did you roll your eyes, annoyed by it? Did you 

obsess over it for days and weeks?  

We all want to be a safe, soft place for our spouse or partner to land, 

but some of us don’t naturally extend grace. If you tend toward 

withholding grace, that means you care deeply about integrity and 

doing things right. This is admirable and important, but it can also be 

legalistic. Legalists can take these things too far. You don’t want to 

sacrifice the relationship in pursuit of being right.  
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Tell each other about a time when you felt the other show 

compassion for a mistake or misunderstanding. Then, next time 

someone slips up, remember how you can handle it with grace. 

Money mistakes will happen, but as long as you learn from them, 

they can actually make you a stronger couple.  

Money Talks and Marriage Go Hand in Hand 

Cultivating a solid marriage is hard enough without money problems. 

It takes time and work, but it’s more than worth it.   

I know it can be an awkward or even frustrating process, but you can 

learn how to discuss your finances in productive, empathetic and—

hopefully now—even fun ways. You’ve got to do it for your 

relationship. And do it for your kids! Whatever they inherit from you, 

don’t let it be money stress.  

A good money talk always starts with dollars and cents, but it ends 

with dreams and opportunities.  

. . .  

Rachel Cruze is a two-time #1 national best-selling author, financial 

expert, and host of The Rachel Cruze Show. She’s the author of Love 

Your Life, Not Theirs and Smart Money, Smart Kids, which she co-wrote 
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with her father, Dave Ramsey. Her latest book, Know Yourself, Know 

Your Money was released in January 2021. Since 2010, Rachel has 

served at Ramsey Solutions, where she teaches people to avoid debt, 

save money, budget and win with money at any stage in life. 
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Healthy Communication Starts at 
Home: Getting Kids to Talk, Teaching 

Them to Listen 
By Margie Sims  
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As a mom of ten kids whose ages span 25 years, I will forever find the 

ironies of motherhood amusing. When kids are little, you can’t get 

them into bed; as teens, you can’t get them out. The same goes for the 

tub—elementary-age kids hate baths, while teenagers use every drop 

of hot water in their 45-minute showers. Conversation is no 

exception. The same young children who talk to me for almost an 

hour about Star Wars, Legos, or the dream they had last night can 

resort to one-word answers by the time they reach high school.  

I have learned in launching seven of my ten kids, however, that (just 

like everything else in parenting) being intentional makes all the 

difference. Just as baby babble is followed by toddlers putting two 

words together, so the art of conversation continues to require 

growth. When parents add a few nutrients to stimulate that growth, 

even the most reluctant kids can turn into competent 

conversationalists.  

Be Strategic 

Some kids have to be encouraged to talk; others must be taught to 

listen. Spotting the opportunities in your everyday routine to prompt 

conversation can open the door for both.  
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Because the dinner table is a daily meeting place for families, it is a 

prime place for learning the two parts of communication: talking and 

listening. It takes some prep, but the reward is worth the effort as the 

evening meal is a perfect setting for conversation to flow. At our 

house, we put some boundaries down—no phones, no critics, and no 

sarcasm at the table. Otherwise, we allow the conversation to go 

where it will. 

And conversation does flow. In fact, the Sims kids have even been 

known to raise their hands at the dinner table when the chatter gets 

loud.  

I asked my 16-year-old daughter, Dorothy, recently what has helped 

her grow in her ability to converse with others.  

Without missing a beat, she replied, “The stories Dad tells around the 

table.”  

I was delighted by her answer, as I have witnessed it firsthand. From 

the mischief he got into in elementary school to tall tales, my 

husband is a skilled communicator, passing generous helpings of his 

talent around the dinner table every evening right along with the 

mashed potatoes. 
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Not every family can boast of a built-in storyteller. Consequently, you 

may have to find outsiders to join you around your table.  

Writer Sarah Smiley took this to the next level when she regularly 

invited folks from all walks of life to fill her husband’s chair at the 

dinner table during his 13-month deployment. From her children’s 

teachers to neighbors to her state senator, a different person came to 

dinner weekly with her and her three children, who learned that 

everyone has a story to tell. For guaranteed inspiration, read about 

Smiley’s year-long journey in her book, Dinner with the Smileys.  

If you need some additional tools to get started (and my husband 

even did this once just for fun), you can purchase conversation 

starter napkins. The quirky Mardi Gras brand has questions printed 

right on each napkin, such as “Tell me about your day today and 

what made it okay” or “You woke up as a 30-foot giant. What did you 

see?” The sky’s the limit when you go a step further and write your 

own questions. 

Get Your Kids in On It 

I have had many friends who do a regular “date night” with their kids 

from the time they are preschoolers. As my family grew larger, 

however, I found it impossible to follow through with every new 
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addition. A strategy that has worked for me, though, in connecting 

and conversing is to simply get my kids in on what I am doing.  

When my now-31-year-old daughter was in 10th grade, for instance, I 

volunteered to handle registration for children’s church once a 

month, recruiting her to help. I had felt a growing distance between 

us after a recent relocation to New England and saw an opportunity 

to bridge the gap.  

After the morning rush, as just the two of us sat together until the 

end of the hour, conversation bloomed. We talked about new friends, 

the difference in the cultures of the North and the South, and the 

academic challenges of her new school.  

The revived connection we felt gave me momentum to volunteer for 

other opportunities at church. I even got the other kids in on it, and 

to this day we volunteer together. Just as it did at that registration 

table with my oldest daughter, the conversation comes.  

Take note of peak communication opps. These include when you’re 

driving to and from school as well as right after school. Of course, 

count on teens to open up late at night when you’re dead for bed. 

(You won’t regret tuning in to your kids, no matter how late the hour.)  
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Finally, I have found that a sure way to get my kids to talk to me is 

simply to reduce my words. Admittedly, I can get on a soapbox where 

I go on and on and on, at which point I am certain the only sound 

they hear is the voices of all adults in Charlie Brown’s life: mwap, 

mwap, mwap, mwap, mwap. Sometimes with teens, it seems the more 

you talk, the less they respond. Here’s where sometimes it is better to 

say less, which often gives way to organic conversation.  

Give Guidance 

Teach kids what’s appropriate and healthy conversation. It isn’t easy 

in this filterless culture, but kids need to understand that words (a) 

hurt and (b) cannot be taken back.  

To illustrate, get a tube of toothpaste, empty it onto a paper plate, 

and then tell kids to put it back inside. When they give up, tell them 

our words are the same way: once they are out, you can’t put them 

back.  

For instance, I was taught to never ask three things: “How much?” 

“How old?” “What kind of surgery?” Parents can tweak this old adage 

by reminding kids that if certain subjects make them uncomfortable, 

others likely feel the same way too.  
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Keep It Healthy 

Encourage kids to resist gossip and criticizing, pointing out that 

when someone talks about another friend, as soon as she walks away 

she is probably talking about them, too, after they leave the group. To 

escape gossipy circles, kids can say things like “She’s my friend, so I 

really can’t say anything,” or they can simply excuse themselves and 

make their exit. After a few times of doing this, their friends will likely 

see the pattern and cease from gossiping while they’re around. Above 

all, don’t forget that as parents we must set the model for healthy 

conversation.  

One more way to encourage communication is to ask kids to journal. 

I am a big journaler—I still have my journals from as far back as age 

17, filled with prayers, poetry, and conversations with myself. Journals 

frequently find their way into my kids’ Christmas stockings. 

Journaling is a healthy way to practice honest communication. 

Teach Listening 

Just as you have to pry the words out of some kids, others may need 

to be taught how to stop talking. Teach kids that talking is only half of 

a conversation. The other ingredient is listening.  
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I remember once telling one of my daughters that she talked too 

much. She was about 11 when I realized she constantly gave a 

running commentary on anything and everything, including 

conversations that did not include her. The look on her face told me 

she didn’t agree, but later that same day she came to me and 

admitted that, though she was initially offended, I was right. I 

thanked her for her honesty and told her it was my job to tell her 

these things. After all, I reminded her, if your parents don’t take the 

time to teach common courtesy, no one will. 

“Have you ever noticed,” I asked that same daughter recently, now in 

high school, “that when the quiet kid speaks up in class, the other 

kids usually listen?” She agreed. I have often heard my husband 

admonish my kids to leave people wanting more when you exit a 

conversation instead of leaving them weary of your words.  

Teach kids that communication is not filling up the empty space just 

to hear the sound of their own voice but that each word, each 

sentence should have meaning and purpose behind it. I even go a 

step further and tell my kids there is power in knowing when to be 

quiet, reminding them that just because you’re quiet doesn’t mean 

you have nothing to say. 

Promote Situational Awareness 
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Just as kids need to be taught appropriate and inappropriate topics, 

they also need to master the timing of entering a conversation. One 

final suggestion is to teach children not to interrupt, by instilling the 

habit of situational awareness.  

I have repeatedly witnessed my husband teach this to all of our kids 

by not allowing them to interrupt a conversation when they walk 

into a room. When they do interrupt, he stops them, telling them to 

take stock of what is going on in the room before they speak. It is a 

habit that will serve them well throughout adulthood. 

I read somewhere that most people fall into two categories: those 

who think, “There you are!” when they walk into a room, and the rest 

of us who say to ourselves, “Here I am!” Interpretation: The There you 

are crowd holds the listeners, the Here I am mindset belongs to the 

talkers.  

Admittedly, I have always been in the Here I am group. Maybe it’s my 

birth order (the youngest of eight), or perhaps because I’m the 

mother of ten I feel I have so much to say. Whatever the reason, I am 

forever striving to transfer to the other camp. I want my focus to 

consistently be on others instead of myself, and I want to teach my 

children to do the same.  
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A Parenting Must 

Not many would argue against the idea that it falls to us parents to 

teach our kids basic skills: wash your hands, brush your teeth, be on 

time. Likewise, it is our responsibility to teach them appropriate, 

healthy communication that works both ways, talking and listening. 

While outward focus doesn’t come naturally to most adults, much 

less most kids, being intentional with a few strategies can help pave 

the way.  

Knowing your kids are started out in life with the skills to be gracious 

speakers and attentive listeners is worth every ounce of the effort. 

. . . 

Margie Sims is a mother of 10 who lives in Fairhope, Alabama, with 

her husband, Robert. They have been married 35 years and, though 

they can’t believe it, they are down to their last three kids at home 

(ages 16, 13, and 9). Margie is a writer, international speaker, and 

author of Launch: Preparing Your Kids for Takeoff. She has also written 

for Lifeway, Focus on the Family, Chicken Soup, and many regional 

parenting magazines. Margie is a frequent MOPS speaker and has 

recently been a guest on the podcast Faithful 31 Moms and LA 

Catholic Morning Radio. 
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Attuning 101: The First Step to 
Resolving Sibling Conflict 

By Heather Turgeon and Julie Wright 
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Recently, a mother came into our office to talk about her two sons. 

Her older son had always been antagonistic toward the younger one. 

With his friends he seemed to have endless patience, but with his 

younger brother he had zero. Everything irritated him and he 

scorned, teased, and judged every word that came out of the little 

one’s mouth. 

One day he tripped his little brother and seemed to enjoy seeing him 

fall down and get hurt. In a fury, the mother took away electronics for 

a week. This seemed to make him even angrier at his little brother. 

The more she tried to put a lid on the bad behavior, the worse it got. 

As family therapists, we hear many stories like this. We hear parents 

express helplessness and exasperation, but also profound sadness 

that their kids don’t get along. Sibling conflicts can be frustrating for 

even the most confident parents.  

The great news is that, even though sibling issues feel messy in the 

moment, they are opportunities for your kids to practice invaluable 

communication skills. How you help them navigate these difficult 

moments with each other will have an impact on their relationships 

for the rest of their lives.  
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What Causes Sibling Conflict and Rivalry?  

Siblings have conflicts for many reasons—and some of these are 

“good” and healthy. For example:  

• Siblings feel secure enough with each other to work out issues of 

control, leadership, identity, and communicating their needs and 

feelings.  

• Home is a safe place to let big feelings show and to conduct 

experiments in social dynamics and cause and effect. (If I say this, 

what will her reaction be? How far can I push this before he snaps?)  

• When siblings fight, they’re showing their parents that they need 

guidance, clear rules, family meetings, and more.  

• Big feelings about ownership, territory, and whose turn it is are to 

be expected among siblings.  

• Children go through developmentally normal stages of a “right or 

wrong,” rigid, or black-and-white understanding of rules and 

fairness, which causes friction.  

• Conflicts arise based on misunderstandings, often due to age 

differences.  
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• Siblings get attention from their parents when they have conflicts.  

• Siblings can feel they need to compete for their parents’ attention.  

• One sibling, often the younger one, wants the attention and 

company of an older sibling but doesn’t know how to get it. 

Our clients often have an aha moment or breathe a sigh of relief 

when we talk about this list, and most of them can add at least one or 

two to it.  

In difficult moments, most parents have a knee-jerk reaction to yell, 

solve the problem quickly for kids, or separate them. There is, 

however, another approach.  

Instead of letting automatic reactions take over, we teach parents a 

three-step approach to communication with kids: (1) attune to the 

children, (2) set reasonable limits, and (3) solve problems. You can 

learn more about all three steps in our book Now Say This: The Right 

Words to Solve Every Parenting Dilemma. Here we’re going to focus on 

only the first—and indispensable—part of that strategy. 

Before setting limits and finding solutions, think of your initial step as 

seeking to understand and empathize with each child’s situation and 

needs. By following this approach, you let your children know you 

Page  of 83 106



NO. 016 — MAR 2021

understand, or are trying to understand, their dilemma—and the 

next two steps become easier.  

Attuning: How to Go About It  

If the ultimate goal is to help your kids hear each other, the first step 

for parents is to model attuning to both kids.  It can be the trickiest 

tactic for parents, especially when we’re frustrated. 

This is not a one-time trick, in which you can expect your children to 

gush with understanding for each other instantly. Attuning is a 

practice, a way of being that builds their awareness of and 

connection to each other over time.  

Here are five powerful ways to foster understanding through 

attunement 

Attune Tool #1: Let Them Be Mad  

One of our best tools as parents is to allow siblings to have intense 

and unpleasant feelings toward each other. If you try to change or 

squash these feelings, they will come out in other ways, like 

disconnection, resentment, competition, detachment, hitting, and 

more. Instead, acknowledge emotions as real, and passing, like the 

waves in a storm. 
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For example, imagine one sibling says, “I hate him! He’s the worst and 

I wish he wasn’t my brother!” Resisting your knee-jerk reaction, what 

could you say to attune first? 

(Instead of) “Oh, don’t say that. You love him. He’s your brother! You’ll 

see.”  

(Say) “You sound absolutely furious at him right now. Sometimes you 

want him to just go away. He hurt your feelings really badly.”  

Parents are often hesitant to do this, but if you let the “negative” 

feelings be okay, they will eventually pass. Woven into those feelings 

of anger and fury at a sibling are also feelings of love. If you let the 

anger run its course, the love and enjoyment will surface again. 

Attune Tool #2: Should You Intervene? 

If siblings are in conflict, pause and see if this is a moment for you to 

intervene or not. If they are mildly bickering, let them be. If you 

always impose solutions, one or both kids can end up feeling 

resentful, and they don’t get a chance to work it out on their own.  

Notice the signs that you are needed: Are voices getting louder and 

more rigid? Is one child yelling louder because the other is not 

listening? Is one child (or both) tired, hungry, or overstimulated? 
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Resolving conflicts takes a well of patience, and when kids are 

running low on it, they’re more likely to need us to step in.  

If you hear things starting to go south, poke your head in with 

preemptive attunement:  

(Instead of) “Hey, hey, hey, settle down in here. I don’t want to hear 

any more of this.”  

(Say) “Do you guys need some help figuring things out? Can you give 

me some information about what’s happening?” 

Attune Tool #3: Say What You See: The Sportscaster  

The sportscaster is one of our best techniques for helping siblings 

work things out. The sportscaster observes without judgment and 

says what is happening, giving the “play-by-play.” Do not take sides, 

find blame, or try to shut down communication.  

Let’s imagine you hear voices rising in the other room and you open 

the door to find one daughter looking confused and guilty, while the 

other one is screaming, “Take my sweater off. You always do this!”  

(Instead of) “If I have to tell you one more time! Why did you take her 

clothes again?”  
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(Say) “Okay, Emma, you’re really angry. Natalie, you’re wearing 

Emma’s sweater and you look like you’re not sure what to do next.”  

After they’ve told you what’s happened, repeat it back without 

solving it for them.  

“So, Natalie, you’re saying you really wanted to wear it and you 

thought, if you asked, she’d say no. It seemed better just to do it. 

Emma, you love that sweater and worry it will get dirty. I see. I get 

why this was a tough one. Am I missing anything?”  

If you start this way, your kids can begin to hear each other and work 

out a solution. Try to paraphrase for them before jumping in with 

your own ideas. See if they can problem-solve on their own. 

Attune Tool #4: Show Equal Empathy, Even to the “Perpetrator” 

This may be one of the trickiest parts of helping siblings resolve 

conflicts: to see the “victim” and the “perpetrator” each with equal 

kindness and curiosity. The one who, in a traditional sense, would be 

labeled the perpetrator is sometimes the one who needs your 

empathy and guidance the most. It doesn’t mean you will excuse 

misbehavior or breaking rules.  
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“I get so mad at Aiden for provoking and teasing his sister that I yell 

at him and send him to time-out constantly—he’s out of control!” A 

mom shared this with us on the topic of siblings.  

As we talked, she realized, first of all, that she didn’t intervene early 

enough—she was hoping they would work it out and left it too long 

before helping. But she also realized that Aiden needed more 

empathy, not more punishments. Yelling at him was making it worse

—giving him the reputation of the “difficult” one, making him feel 

resentful and more likely to act out toward his sister.  

One afternoon she heard her daughter start to whine miserably. She 

poked her head in to watch and saw that Aiden was having a grand 

old time teasing her about her braces, and he seemed to enjoy seeing 

her eyes well up with tears.  

She remembered what it was like to be teased herself. She instantly 

felt angry and wanted to yell, “Hey, Aiden, go to your room right now. 

That is not okay! Time-out!”  

Instead, she got closer to them and said, “Aiden, your sister looks 

pretty sad about whatever it is you’re saying to her.” She squatted 

down between them and put a hand on both of them. “Can you tell 

me what’s happening?”  
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Aiden seemed unremorseful, which irritated the mother. But she also 

knew she hadn’t seen him all day and realized this bad behavior was 

the reason for their first real conversation.  

“We don’t name-call, because that hurts people’s feelings. I know I’ve 

been on the computer since you guys got home from school. I’m 

wondering if you’re missing our time when we hang out together and 

have a snack?”   

It turned out she was right. Aiden needed a moment of downtime 

with his mom after not seeing her all day. The rest of the afternoon, 

she didn’t hear him provoke his sister at all.  

By intervening sooner, she helped Aiden understand himself better. 

He learned that he didn’t need to “act out” his feelings—he could ask 

for what he needed directly. Having his sister witness all of this also 

helped her have more empathy for what was really going on with 

him.  

Attune Tool #5: Help Your Kids Attune to Each Other 

This is a hugely valuable skill to teach your kids. Eventually, it will 

become their go-to way of dealing with difficult moments. Help each 
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of the siblings see the issue from the other’s perspective. Ask 

questions that point them toward empathy for the other.  

• “I can see she’s having some feelings about this. What do you think 

is going on?”  

• “Why do you think he did that?” 

• “Can you tell her what you’re thinking about right now?”  

• “He looks sad—I wonder why. Do you know?”  

• “Tell her how that made you feel.”  

• “Can you ask him to please listen to how you feel?” 

When you attune first, siblings begin to hear each other. You see that 

over time the tone becomes more open and less defensive. Now you 

have a better starting place for resolving conflicts and growing closer.   

. . . 

Heather Turgeon and Julie Wright are psychotherapists and authors 

of the top-selling parenting books The Happy Sleeper and Now Say 

This. They offer online classes and personalized sleep consultations 
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for babies through school-age kids. Their work has been featured in 

The New York Times, The Washington Post, and NPR, among others.  
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Hold the Phone: Audible Life Lessons 
from a Talkative Mother 

By Elissa Joy Watts 
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I never thought I’d say this—especially as a parent in 2021—but I 

think I need to spend more time on my phone. Weird, I know. Hear 

me out.  

First, a small confession: I’m a casual eavesdropper. Not in a creepy 

stalker way. Certainly not by choice. It just happens.  

My gig as an eavesdropper started in my childhood home. Mom and I 

banked memories while Dad renovated houses with “good bones” 

across town. It was the 80s and we looked the part. Mom in her crisp 

white shirts and fuchsia lipstick. Me in my turquoise leggings and 

boxy tees. 

Dance class is to blame. By the time I was five, my ears mastered the 

art of extracting lyrics and faint audio cues buried in song. Our living 

room was my makeshift studio. Mom was often steps away in the 

kitchen. Stay-at-home dance parties boiled down to ignoring her 

hand mixer so I could bop and spin with Whitney Houston.  

Inevitably, the phone would holler. The beige plastic brick on the wall 

was a great big noisy thing. A phone phone. The brrriiiiiing! was 

impossible to ignore. Mom would drop everything and dart to the 
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phone, perfume in her wake. My antennae would perk up and I’d 

eavesdrop until she hung up.  

It turns out I picked up her mannerisms and trademark phrases 

simply by listening to her speak, day in and day out. By the time 

adolescence rolled in, people started confusing my voice with hers. 

They said I spoke like her, composed and mature. A little secretary of 

sorts. 

Lately, I’ve been thinking a lot about Mom’s voice and what it taught 

me: conversation, kindness, connection. I have no memory of formal 

teaching moments, only vague visions of listening to her from the 

living room. This makes sense, I guess. Observational learning is the 

way of childhood. Kids are copycats, for better or worse. 

And it’s this copycat nature that gets me thinking. It gets me a bit 

anxious, really.  

Do I have a phone? Of course.  

Do I use it? Oh yes. 

Do I use it to teach my copycats about, you know, phone stuff? 

Talking? The stuff my sweet mother taught me? Hello? Is this thing 

on? 
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I’ve always had a strained relationship with my phone. I used to 

loathe its very existence. Now I’m slowly seeing it in a new light. It’s 

starting to grow on me. You could even say we’re developing a 

working relationship.  

A Brief History Lesson 

I was skeptical of smartphones from the start. When the trend took 

off, I was working as an in-house writer for a bougie apparel 

company. IPhone mania washed over the design team like a tide that 

wouldn’t recede. Devices started to undermine creativity and 

interrupt meetings. A collective mind fog settled over the office. 

“Color on the landing page? Let’s do purple. Wait...let me...just…

read.... Ummm...hold on. ... Christine just emailed about…. Sorry. 

Never mind. Where were we? Red?”  

No thanks. 

About a year later, motherhood called. My husband and I moved the 

gang to Scotland. When it came time for a new phone, I stuck with a 

flimsy grey thing. Call it defiance. Call it frugality. Smartphone life still 

wasn’t for me. The thought of becoming one of my zombie colleagues 
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freaked me out. Plus, I liked the simplicity of owning a purse-sized 

phone phone. 

The Sinking Feeling 

Four more years passed before I caved. The camera got me in the end. 

With a baby on one arm and a toddler on the other, I wanted photos. 

I needed convenience. Childhood vanishes, I told myself. You can 

capture it before it’s gone. Just get the damn phone. The grandparents 

will thank you. They did. 

You know what happens next. Another needy child joined the family, 

only it was a glowing rectangle. Between interruptions and chronic 

malaise, I felt as if I were watching my life from underwater.  

Have you read much on the negative effects of smartphones? The 

data is bleak. I won’t rattle off statistics, but the situation is clear—

something needs to change fast. The dilemma I witnessed at work 

has snowballed on a global scale: zapped creativity, restlessness, poor 

sleep, frayed relationships, and more. 

One study showed the mere presence of a smartphone diminishes 

quality conversation between two people.[1] For this reason, I try to 

hide mine when the kids are around. I want the kids to remember a 
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mother who rolled up her sleeves and participated freely in the day-

to-day wonder called childhood. 

The smartphone still snatches my attention though, that pesky brat. I 

leave it on silent but check it chronically. I text like I’m about to get 

caught shoplifting, my eyes ping-ponging to make sure I’m in the 

clear. The voices in my head send conflicting messages. 

Voice 1: “The Lego!!! Look at the Lego!! He’s showing you how the 

wiggly bit morphs into that cool other thing! PAY ATTENTION!” 

Voice 2:  “Just...one...more...Tina...Fey...GIF...and…DONE. Sorry.” 

Juggling the logistics of parenthood in this fast-paced digital world is 

a Herculean task. Days at home are packed from end to end. I try to 

manage messages and emails and shopping carts and writing 

assignments and invoices and Instagram visits when the kids aren’t 

looking, preferably from the silence of my living room, feet up with a 

cold “mommy drink” at the end of a long day.  

Why? I want to be present. Parenting is a weighty and wonderful 

responsibility. Also, I don’t want to be a shady statistic. It’s a slippery 

slope. I know my weaknesses. If I’m not tenacious, this scene plays 

out.  
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An Undesirable Day in the Life 

The kids and I are knocking back board books and feasting on 

goldfish crackers in the living room when buzz! Concentration 

dissipates.  

Damn! I left my ringer on! I think. Wait—is it Amber?  

“Where are you going, Mom?” says the little one. 

“Oh, just to the kitchen for a sec, honey. I’ll be right back.” 

A quick glance confirms my suspicions. “Coffee tomorrow?” she texts. 

Just like that, I’m tapping away in silence. Click! Ding! Click! Ding! 

Amber gets the green light. 

In a split-second—whoosh!—an email lands. It’s a client. A must-read. 

My tired eyes drag left to right. Scroll, scroll, scroll. I’ll get to it after 

bedtime, I think. Flag it. 

Then I catch my reflection. Ewww! When was my last trim? Swipe, tap, 

type, scroll... 
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Eavesdropper Junior pitter-patters down the hall. 

“Mom? Where are you?” 

 I’m six feet away, but I am everywhere and nowhere. My stomach 

drops. 

“Nothing, honey. It’s nothing.” I pitch the phone and berate my lack of 

self-control. I feel like an addict who can’t kick the habit.  

Memory Lane 

After a recent relapse, I pacified regrets by thinking about my mother. 

She spent a lot of time on the brick phone in the kitchen.  

I stood by while she managed affairs and chatted to friends. Her 

absence wasn’t neglect; it was necessity. Parenting is a juggling act. 

Always has been. Always will be. I turned out fine, right? Between 

booking appointments, answering calls, and, you know, keeping the 

family together and alive, her hands were full. 

Moms talk, I think. So what? We have things to do. 

Suddenly, two things dawn on me.  
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First, I’m not actually talking on the phone. As far as the kids are 

concerned, it’s talking to me. 

Second—the kicker, for sure—how will my hide-the-phone habit 

impact the kids? 

What exactly am I modeling? They will remember me on the phone. 

Will they remember my voice? Am I teaching them anything about 

casual conversation from the comfort of home?  

If my children studied my feverish emails and daytime texts, fine. 

They’d absorb the basics: greetings, tact, tone. They’d also pass Emoji 

401 with flying colors. The problem? They’re not about to read my 

inbox.  

Realizing this got me thinking: What if parents in the 21st century 

actually talked on the phone? Imagine that.  

What if I reined back texting and email and used my voice more? 

What would my kids stand to learn? Could I pass down the 

education Mom gave me?  

The 4-1-1 
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When I paused to recall the lessons from Mom, my mind flooded 

with things worth sharing. I quit counting at ten and narrowed it to 

four. Here are the best of the best. 

1. Greetings matter. 

When calling strangers—booking appointments or making basic 

inquiries—Mom would dial carefully and squint her eyes in 

concentration. When someone answered, her sparkling smile would 

appear. She’d introduce herself. If the person offered his or her name, 

she’d use it. 

As a kid, I thought this was weird. Now I get it. Greetings can make or 

break a connection.  

Mom was a Dale Carnegie fan. “A person's name is to that person, the 

sweetest, most important sound in any language,” writes Carnegie in 

How to Win Friends and Influence People. Mom proved it. Calling 

people by name helped her establish rapport. It set the tone for 

positive, personal interactions. 

As for the smile, that was her attempt at making a solid first 

impression. “If you smile, they’ll hear it,” she’d say. Again—weird. But 

once I started working in customer service, I understood. It’s genius.  
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Smiles are contagious. They cause our brains to release stress-

reducing hormones and feel-good neurotransmitters. As someone 

who paid her dues in a poorly lit customer call center, I can assure 

you: invisible smiles are audible. If you want good service, wear one. 

They are like mess-free pixie dust. 

2. Minding time matters. 

If Mom was reaching out to a friend or client, she always assumed 

that the person would be pressed for time. She quickly moved to “The 

reason for my call is X. Do you have a moment?” The 80s equivalent of 

an effective subject line, I suppose. It’s impossible to read a room over 

the phone. This question gives the captive audience a chance to bow 

out and point you in the right direction, no hard feelings.  

I once worked for a man who said we ought to treat each customer as 

if their time was worth thousands of dollars an hour. “Don’t be a jerk, 

but get to the point and get on your way,” he’d say. People always 

appreciate swift and friendly transactions. It’s true in person and it’s 

true on the phone. 

3. Civility matters. 
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Phone calls can and do go south. Mom’s conversations were not all 

pleasant. That said, I don’t recall her pointing fingers with her words. 

I seldom heard her rant. Her tone became firmer but she kept her 

cool. She didn’t deal in sarcasm. She gave people the benefit of the 

doubt.  

Mom demonstrated that aggression does little to solve problems. 

Learning to work through minor conflict and basic 

misunderstandings in real time takes practice. I can’t tell you how 

many times I’ve fallen back on simple phrases I picked up from Mom. 

Things like “With all due respect, that’s not what I said,” and “What I 

hear you saying is…” and “What are you prepared to do to fix this 

situation?” When emotions flare and tension rises, it’s helpful to have 

a few trustworthy statements close at hand. 

4. Appreciation matters. 

Mom made an effort to offer gratitude before hanging up. “Thanks for 

your time. I appreciate it,” she’d say. This phrase stuck most. I use it 

every single day.  

There is no such thing as too much gratitude. At the end of a call—or 

any interaction, really— gratitude is like a superb dessert that’s 

perfectly plated and delivered right on time. It seals the deal on a 
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great experience or brightens an otherwise so-so occasion. It has the 

power to redeem what came before. Now that my kids are gaining in 

years, I can see this habit forming in them. It’s a beautiful thing. 

Remembering My Other Audience 

These days I’m becoming a talkative phone-wielding mother on a 

teaching mission, lipstick and all. I want the eavesdroppers under my 

roof to copy my phrases and learn from me, but the strongest 

motivation to speak more is this: talking on the phone is an 

opportunity to embody connection and show kids that every 

interaction, however big or small, is an opportunity to offer kindness, 

respect, and gratitude. The people-first ethos Mom passed down has 

shaped my worldview in radical ways. 

I couldn’t bring myself to go 100% analog—videos are too precious!—

but my phone is barely making its way through algebra now, if you 

catch my drift.  

I’ve created a simpler device: 80s household brick meets iPhone. My 

home screen offers two options: talk or text. It’s the only way I can 

keep hypnosis at bay. Even so, it’s still an everyday struggle. 
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I deleted 90% of my apps. If it didn’t facilitate audio communication 

(or prevent me from getting lost on a road trip to God knows where), 

it got permanently evicted. 

The phone stays out of eyesight in the kitchen as much as possible. I 

go out of my way to make calls and leave voice memos while the kids 

stand by. The ringer is loud and proud, retro and everything.  

The fight against convenience is real. It takes grit and discipline and a 

lot of caffeine to overcome smartphone habits. I have a long way to 

go, but the prize is worth it. 

Hiding a phone in the name of being present is wise. Doing so fosters 

connection. The data is clear. Kids deserve more than a supervisor 

tethered to a device.  

The virtue gets blurry when we pass up chances to model speech and 

basic courtesies to the copycats in our care. We are their primary role 

models. They’re listening. Communication is not about silent 

transactions—it’s about connection. It’s about people. 

My mother lives on the other side of Canada. We call her Nana. In 

between nursery rhymes during a Nana Preschool FaceTime visit, I 
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told her I was writing this article. She looked a bit confused. “What 

do you mean, Liss? What did I teach you?” 

“A lot, Mom. Important stuff.” 

“I did? Oh. Lovely.” Of course she doesn’t remember. She was too busy 

talking on the phone. 

. . . 

Elissa Joy Watts is a freelance writer and the managing editor for 

Simplify Magazine. Now that she’s cut ties with her phone, she’s 

chipping away at an overdue memoir project. Home is wherever she 

and her husband are dancing with their four children. Preferably by 

the sea.
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