
© NICRO 2026 

Page 1 of 92 

 

 

The Clear Voice 
A Communication Skills Workbook for Men 

 
2026 

  



© NICRO 2026 

Page 2 of 92 

 

Table of Contents 

TABLE OF CONTENTS ...................................................................................................................... 2 

INTRODUCTION .............................................................................................................................. 5 

USING THE WORKBOOKS .............................................................................................................................. 5 
OTHER WORKBOOKS .................................................................................................................................... 5 

CHAPTER 1: THE MAN IN THE MIRROR: AN HONEST SELF-ASSESSMENT OF YOUR 

COMMUNICATION .......................................................................................................................... 6 

INTRODUCTION ............................................................................................................................................ 6 
1. UNDERSTANDING YOUR COMMUNICATION PATTERNS ................................................................................. 6 
2. IDENTIFYING YOUR STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES ...................................................................................... 7 
3. THE REAL COST OF POOR COMMUNICATION .............................................................................................. 8 
4. THE MOTIVATION FOR CHANGE: AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT ......................................................................... 9 
WORKSHEET 1.1: MY COMMUNICATION HISTORY ........................................................................................ 10 
WORKSHEET 1.2: STYLE SELF-ASSESSMENT .................................................................................................. 11 
WORKSHEET 1.3: THE IMPACT AUDIT ........................................................................................................... 12 
WORKSHEET 1.4: MY COMMUNICATION GOALS ........................................................................................... 13 
CHAPTER 1 SUMMARY CHECKLIST ................................................................................................................ 14 

CHAPTER 2: THE RIGHT WORDS FOR THE RIGHT MOMENT: SPEAKING WITH CLARITY AND 

PURPOSE ........................................................................................................................................ 14 

INTRODUCTION .......................................................................................................................................... 14 
1. MOVING FROM "JUST TALKING" TO INTENTIONAL COMMUNICATION .......................................................... 14 
2. THE POWER OF THE PAUSE ...................................................................................................................... 15 
3. "I" STATEMENTS: THE CORE OF ASSERTIVE COMMUNICATION .................................................................... 16 
4. ASKING THE RIGHT QUESTIONS ............................................................................................................... 16 
5. AVOIDING COMMUNICATION KILLERS ...................................................................................................... 17 
6. ACTIVE LISTENING: THE MOST POWERFUL TOOL....................................................................................... 18 
WORKSHEET 2.1: RE-WRITING YOUR SCRIPT ................................................................................................ 19 
WORKSHEET 2.2: LISTENING SELF-CHECK .................................................................................................... 20 
WORKSHEET 2.3: THE QUESTION BUILDER .................................................................................................. 21 
CHAPTER 2 SUMMARY CHECKLIST ................................................................................................................ 22 

CHAPTER 3: KEEPING YOUR COOL: COMMUNICATING UNDER PRESSURE............................... 23 

INTRODUCTION .......................................................................................................................................... 23 
1. UNDERSTANDING THE STRESS RESPONSE: YOUR BRAIN ON FIRE ................................................................ 23 
2. THE 30-SECOND RULE: INTERRUPTING THE STRESS CYCLE ........................................................................ 24 
3. DE-ESCALATION TECHNIQUES: CALMING THE STORM ................................................................................ 25 
4. CHOOSING YOUR BATTLES: KNOWING WHEN TO SPEAK AND WHEN TO LET GO ......................................... 26 
5. THE TIME-OUT STRATEGY: A RESPECTFUL PAUSE ...................................................................................... 26 
6. BODY LANGUAGE UNDER PRESSURE: SENDING THE RIGHT SIGNALS ........................................................... 27 
WORKSHEET 3.1: MY TRIGGERS .................................................................................................................. 29 
WORKSHEET 3.2: THE 30-SECOND RULE PRACTICE ...................................................................................... 30 
WORKSHEET 3.3: THE DE-ESCALATION SCRIPT ............................................................................................. 31 
WORKSHEET 3.4: THE TIME-OUT PLAN........................................................................................................ 32 
CHAPTER 3 SUMMARY CHECKLIST ................................................................................................................ 32 

CHAPTER 4: THE HARD CONVERSATIONS: CONFLICT COMMUNICATION AND PROBLEM-

SOLVING ........................................................................................................................................ 33 



© NICRO 2026 

Page 3 of 92 

 

INTRODUCTION .......................................................................................................................................... 33 
1. REFRAMING CONFLICT: FROM BATTLE TO PROBLEM-SOLVING ................................................................... 33 
2. THE CONFLICT RESOLUTION CYCLE .......................................................................................................... 34 
3. FIGHTING FAIR: THE RULES OF ENGAGEMENT ........................................................................................... 35 
4. THE "TIME-OUT" REVISITED: A STRATEGIC PAUSE ..................................................................................... 37 
5. COLLABORATION VS. COMPROMISE.......................................................................................................... 37 
6. THE AFTERMATH: REPAIRING AND REBUILDING ......................................................................................... 38 
WORKSHEET 4.1: ANALYSING A PAST CONFLICT ........................................................................................... 40 
WORKSHEET 4.2: PREPARING FOR A DIFFICULT CONVERSATION ..................................................................... 42 
WORKSHEET 4.3: SOLUTION BRAINSTORMING ............................................................................................. 44 
CHAPTER 4 SUMMARY CHECKLIST ................................................................................................................ 45 

CHAPTER 5: SPEAKING FROM THE HEART: COMMUNICATING DIFFICULT EMOTIONS ............ 45 

INTRODUCTION .......................................................................................................................................... 45 
1. THE STOIC IDEAL: WHY MEN STRUGGLE WITH EMOTIONS ......................................................................... 46 
2. BUILDING YOUR EMOTIONAL VOCABULARY .............................................................................................. 46 
3. OWNING YOUR EMOTIONS: THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN BLAMING AND EXPRESSING ................................... 48 
4. EXPRESSING VULNERABILITY: THE STRENGTH TO BE HONEST ..................................................................... 48 
5. THE EMOTIONAL CHECK-IN: A PRACTICAL ROUTINE .................................................................................. 49 
6. SHARING YOUR INNER WORLD: A FRAMEWORK FOR EXPRESSION ............................................................... 49 
WORKSHEET 5.1: THE FEELING WHEEL ........................................................................................................ 51 
THE FEELING WHEEL ................................................................................................................................... 52 
WORKSHEET 5.2: UNPACKING AN EMOTION ................................................................................................. 53 
WORKSHEET 5.3: PRACTISING A VULNERABLE STATEMENT ............................................................................ 55 
WORKSHEET 5.4: THE EMOTIONAL CHECK-IN LOG ....................................................................................... 56 
CHAPTER 5 SUMMARY CHECKLIST ................................................................................................................ 57 

CHAPTER 6: WHAT THEY'RE HEARING: HOW YOUR COMMUNICATION IS PERCEIVED ............ 58 

INTRODUCTION .......................................................................................................................................... 58 
1. INTENTION VS. IMPACT: THE PERCEPTION GAP ......................................................................................... 58 
2. THE SILENT TREATMENT: THE MOST DAMAGING MISUNDERSTANDING ...................................................... 59 
3. THE "YES, BUT..." TRAP: DISMISSAL IN DISGUISE ...................................................................................... 60 
4. THE IMPACT OF TONE AND BODY LANGUAGE ........................................................................................... 60 
5. GIVING FEEDBACK THAT IS HEARD ........................................................................................................... 61 
6. RECEIVING FEEDBACK: THE ART OF NOT BEING DEFENSIVE ........................................................................ 62 
WORKSHEET 6.1: THE PERCEPTION CHECK .................................................................................................. 65 
WORKSHEET 6.2: MY SILENT TREATMENT REFLECTION ................................................................................. 67 
WORKSHEET 6.3: "YES, BUT..." RE-WRITE ................................................................................................... 68 
WORKSHEET 6.4: GIVING AND RECEIVING FEEDBACK .................................................................................... 69 
WORKSHEET 6.5: READING BODY LANGUAGE .............................................................................................. 70 
CHAPTER 6 SUMMARY CHECKLIST ................................................................................................................ 71 

CHAPTER 7: BEYOND WORDS: NAVIGATING THE SOCIAL WORLD ............................................ 72 

INTRODUCTION .......................................................................................................................................... 72 
1. THE TOOLBOX IS FULL: APPLYING WHAT YOU HAVE LEARNED ................................................................... 72 
2. THE FIRST IMPRESSION: CONFIDENCE AND CONNECTION .......................................................................... 72 
3. SMALL TALK: THE SOCIAL LUBRICANT ...................................................................................................... 73 
4. NAVIGATING THE WORKPLACE: PROFESSIONAL COMMUNICATION .............................................................. 79 
5. ASKING FOR HELP: THE STRATEGIC DECISION ........................................................................................... 80 
6. CREATING A PERSONAL COMMUNICATION PLAN ....................................................................................... 81 
WORKSHEET 7.1: MY PROFESSIONAL "I" STATEMENT.................................................................................... 82 



© NICRO 2026 

Page 4 of 92 

 

WORKSHEET 7.2: PREPARING FOR A SOCIAL OR PROFESSIONAL EVENT ........................................................... 83 
WORKSHEET 7.3: THE CONVERSATION SELF-CHECK ...................................................................................... 85 
WORKSHEET 7.4 BRINGING OTHERS IN ........................................................................................................ 87 
WORKSHEET 7.5 THE THREE-SENTENCE PRACTICE ........................................................................................ 88 
WORKSHEET 7.6: MY SUPPORT NETWORK ................................................................................................... 89 
WORKSHEET 7.7: MY PERSONAL COMMUNICATION PLAN ............................................................................. 90 
CHAPTER 7 SUMMARY CHECKLIST ................................................................................................................ 91 

BIBLIOGRAPHY .............................................................................................................................. 92 

 

 

 

  



© NICRO 2026 

Page 5 of 92 

 

Introduction 

NICRO offers a series of free workbooks on life skills and related topics. These resources 

are available for anyone to download and use for non-commercial purposes, including 

personal use or as part of non-profit community outreach, group programmes, or 

individual services. 

The workbooks are developed using a combination of practitioner expertise and digital 

drafting tools. Each workbook is reviewed by a Health Professions Council of South Africa 

(HPCSA)-accredited psychological counsellor to ensure accuracy, contextual relevance, 

and compliance with ethical and professional standards.  

USING THE WORKBOOKS 

Please note that these workbooks are for psychoeducational purposes.  If you require 

assistance in integrating the new knowledge and skills into your life, we recommend that 

you work with a counsellor to focus on applying what you have learned into real-world 

situations you are faced with. The purpose of the workbooks is to put resources in the 

hands of people at no cost.  

OTHER WORKBOOKS 

The following titles are available to the public on the NICRO website 

(https://www.nicro.org.za/index.php/en/community-development-resources): 

• Anger Management Workbook 

• Carrying the Weight Workbook 

• Co-Parenting Workbook 

• Developing Resilience Workbook 

• Emotional Intelligence Workbook 

• Financial Literacy Workbook 

• Grief and Bereavement Workbook 

• Healthy Attachments Workbook 

• Healthy Boundaries Reader 

• Hobbies and Interests Workbook 

• Managing Difficult People Guide 

• Mental Wellbeing Workbook 

• Peer Pressure Workbooks for Teens 

• Positive Masculinities Workbook 

• Positive Parenting Workbook 

• Post Partum Anxiety Workbook 

• Retirement Workbook 

• Stress Management Workbook 

• Study and Exam Preparation Guide 

• Substance Abuse Workbook 

• Surviving Sexual Assault Workbook 

• Toxic Relationships Reader 

• Tracing the Pattern Workbook 

• Vicarious Trauma (Carrying the Weight) 

https://www.nicro.org.za/index.php/en/community-development-resources
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• Workseekers Guide 

Chapter 1: The Man in the Mirror: An Honest Self-

Assessment of Your Communication 

INTRODUCTION 

This is probably the hardest chapter you will read. It is not about learning a new technique 

or a fancy phrase. It is about looking at yourself with brutal honesty. For many men, the 

very idea of self-reflection feels uncomfortable, even weak. We are taught to be strong, 

to fix things, and to move forward. Sitting still and examining how we speak and listen 

can feel like a waste of time. 

But here is the truth: you cannot fix what you refuse to see. You cannot improve a skill 

you do not honestly assess. A builder does not start a project without checking his tools. 

A driver does not get behind the wheel without checking his mirrors. You are about to 

start a journey to become a more effective man, partner, father, colleague, and friend. 

Before you can move forward, you need to know where you are standing right now. 

1. UNDERSTANDING YOUR COMMUNICATION PATTERNS 

We all have default ways of communicating. These patterns are often learned in 

childhood, reinforced by our peers and culture, and become automatic habits. The first 

step to change is to recognise which pattern you most often use. There are four primary 

styles.  

Read through them and be honest with yourself about which one sounds most like you. 

Think about a difficult conversation you had recently. Which of these patterns did you 

default to? Which pattern do your friends and family most often see? 

 

• The Passive Pattern (The Doormat):  

o You avoid conflict at all costs. You often say "yes" when you mean "no."  

o You struggle to express your own needs, opinions, or feelings for fear of 

upsetting someone else.  

o You might use phrases like, "It doesn't matter," "I don't mind," or "Whatever 

you think."  

o You often feel resentful afterwards because your needs are not met, but 

you feel powerless to change it. 

o  You hope people will just notice what you need. 

• The Aggressive Pattern (The Bulldozer):  

o You get your point across, but you do it by trampling over others. 

The Passive Pattern 
(The Doormat)

The Aggressive Pattern 
(The Bulldozer)

The Passive-Aggressive 
Pattern (The Silent 

Saboteur)

The Assertive Pattern 
(The Clear 

Communicator)
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o  You use a loud voice, harsh words, and intimidating body language.  

o You might use blame, criticism, and put-downs to win an argument. 

o  You believe that to be strong, you must be forceful.  

o Phrases like, "You're wrong," "That's a stupid idea," or "Just do what I say," 

are common.  

o You might get what you want in the moment, but you damage relationships 

in the process.  

o People may respect you out of fear, but they will not trust you. 

• The Passive-Aggressive Pattern (The Silent Saboteur):  

o You appear agreeable on the surface but express your anger or frustration 

indirectly.  

o This is the sarcastic comment, the silent treatment, the procrastination, or 

the "forgetting" to do something you promised.  

o You might say, "Fine, I'll do it," in a tone that clearly means, "I am not fine 

with this at all."  

o You avoid direct confrontation, but your resentment leaks out in other 

ways.  

o It is a way of getting back at someone without having to take responsibility 

for the conflict. 

• The Assertive Pattern (The Clear Communicator):  

o This is the goal.  

o You express your own needs, opinions, and feelings clearly and 

respectfully.  

o You listen to others and value their perspective, even when you disagree.  

o You stand up for yourself without being aggressive or disrespectful. You 

use "I" statements.  

o You are confident without being arrogant.  

o You are direct, honest, and fair. You understand that your needs are just 

as important as anyone else's.  

o This is the pattern that builds trust and respect. 

2. IDENTIFYING YOUR STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES 

Every man has communication strengths and weaknesses. A strength might be that you 

are a good listener when someone is in trouble. A weakness might be that you become 

defensive and aggressive when you feel criticised. The key is to identify both. 

This is not an exercise in being humble or in beating yourself up. It is an exercise in honest 

inventory. To do this, think about your communication in different areas of your life. Are 

you a different man at work than you are at home? Are you more patient with your friends 

than with your partner? Most men are. Being honest about where you excel and where 

you struggle is the foundation for all the growth that is to come. 

Consider these areas for reflection: 

• At home with your partner:  

o Are you open and honest?  

o Do you share your feelings?  

o Do you listen without interrupting or trying to "fix" everything?  
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o Do you use silence as a weapon? 

• With your children:  

o Do you explain things to them with patience, or do you shout and demand 

obedience?  

o Do you ask about their day and really listen to the answer?  

o Do you model the kind of respectful communication you want them to 

learn? 

• In the workplace:  

o Are you clear and direct? Do you give constructive feedback? 

o Do you handle pressure without taking it out on colleagues?  

o Do you admit when you are wrong? 

• With your friends:  

o Do you have deep, meaningful conversations, or is it all "bants" and sports 

talk?  

o Are you there for them when they are struggling, or do you shut down 

emotional discussions? 

3. THE REAL COST OF POOR COMMUNICATION 

This is where it gets real. Poor communication is not just an annoyance. It is a destructive 

force that can wreck your life. It is the cancer in your relationships and the anchor on your 

career. It is time to look squarely at the damage it has caused. 

The Impact on Your Relationships: 

• With your partner:  

o Poor communication creates distance, resentment, and a lack of intimacy.  

o A partner who constantly feels unheard, blamed, or dismissed will 

eventually stop trying.  

o The silent treatment and aggressive outbursts destroy trust and affection. 

• With your children:  

o If you are controlling, dismissive, or aggressive, you are teaching them that 

this is how relationships work.  

o You are also closing the door to their trust.  

o A child who cannot talk to their father honestly is a child who will seek 

guidance elsewhere, often from the wrong places. 

• With your friends:  

o Friends who feel they cannot be open with you, or who are tired of your 

sarcasm or one-upmanship, will drift away.  

o Real friendships require vulnerability and honest, two-way communication. 

The Impact on Your Career: 

• In the workplace, poor communication can hold you back from promotions, 

damage team morale, and get you labelled as "difficult to work with."  

• Managers who are bullies are rarely successful in the long run.  

• Colleagues who cannot express ideas clearly are often overlooked, no matter how 

skilled they are. 
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The Impact on Your Personal Well-being: 

• The stress of constant conflict, the loneliness of isolation, and the frustration of 

being misunderstood take a massive toll on your mental health.  

• Bottling up emotions leads to anger, anxiety, and even depression.  

• Men who cannot communicate effectively are at a much higher risk for substance 

abuse and stress-related health problems. 

This is the price you are paying. The consequences are real and they are heavy. 

Acknowledging this is not a sign of failure; it is the fuel for change. 

4. THE MOTIVATION FOR CHANGE: AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT 

So, what do you want to be different? This is not about becoming a completely different 

person. It is about becoming a more effective version of yourself. You are not trying to be 

a "new man," you are trying to be a better one. A man who can lead with respect, build 

strong relationships, and reduce his own stress. 

Based on what you have read so far, you should have a sense of where you need to focus. 

Your areas for improvement are specific skills you can work on. They are the positive 

goals that will replace the old, damaging habits. 

• Instead of being passive: Your goal might be to express your needs clearly. 

• Instead of being aggressive: Your goal might be to listen without interrupting. 

• Instead of using the silent treatment: Your goal might be to say, "I need some 

time to think, let's talk in an hour." 

• Instead of blaming: Your goal might be to use "I" statements. 

The path forward is built on a foundation of honesty. You have looked in the mirror and 

seen the full picture. Now, you have a choice. You can stay the same and keep paying the 

price, or you can use this knowledge as the beginning of your journey to change. 
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WORKSHEET 1.1: MY COMMUNICATION HISTORY 

Reflecting on your past is a powerful way to understand your present patterns. Think of 

three significant communication events in your life. 

Event 1: A Success 

Think of a time when a conversation went really well. Maybe you resolved a conflict, had 

a deep conversation with a friend, or gave a presentation that landed perfectly. 

• Situation: Describe the situation. 

• My Response: What did you do or say that contributed to the success? 

• Outcome: What was the positive result? 

• Lesson Learned: What did you learn about yourself and your communication 

skills in this moment? 

Situation My Response Outcome Lesson Learned 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

Event 2: A Failure 

Think of a time when a conversation went badly. Maybe you had a screaming match with 

your partner, said something you regret to a colleague, or completely shut down when 

someone tried to talk to you about a problem. 

• Situation: Describe the situation. 

• My Response: What did you do or say (or not say) that contributed to the failure? 

• Outcome: What was the negative result? 

• Lesson Learned: What did you learn about yourself and your communication 

pitfalls in this moment? 

Situation My Response Outcome Lesson Learned 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

Event 3: A Neutral Moment 

Think of a time when you had a conversation that was just... ordinary. A chat with a 

cashier, a routine briefing at work. 

• Situation: Describe the situation. 

• My Response: How did you communicate? 

• Outcome: What was the result? 

• Lesson Learned: What can you observe about your baseline, default 

communication style? 
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Situation My Response Outcome Lesson Learned 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

WORKSHEET 1.2: STYLE SELF-ASSESSMENT 

For each of the following scenarios, tick the box that best describes your typical response. 

Be honest, not idealistic. 

• Passive: I give in or avoid.  

• Aggressive: I push my view.  

• Passive-Aggressive: I agree but am resentful or sarcastic.  

• Assertive: I state my view respectfully and listen to theirs. 

 

Scenario Passive Aggressive 
Passive-

Aggressive 
Assertive 

My partner is upset 

about something I did. I 

feel they are 

overreacting. 

    

A colleague at work 

makes a mistake that 

affects my project. 

    

A friend asks me for 

help with something, 

but I am exhausted. 

    

My child is being defiant 

and refusing to do their 

homework. 

    

I am in a meeting and I 

disagree with the 

direction the team is 

taking. 

    

Someone cuts me off in 

traffic. 
    

Reflection:  
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• In which scenarios is it easiest for you to be assertive?  

• In which is it hardest?  

• What is the common thread in the hardest ones (e.g., authority figures, family, 

stress)? 

WORKSHEET 1.3: THE IMPACT AUDIT 

This is a direct exercise to identify the real-world cost of your communication habits. 

Think honestly about the following areas of your life and write down the specific negative 

impacts you have experienced. 

Life Area Specific Negative Impacts Caused by My 

Communication Habits 

Relationship with 

Partner/Spouse 

 

Relationship with 

Children 

 

Career/Workplace  

Friendships/Social 

Life 

 

Personal Well-being 

(Stress, Health, Self-

Esteem) 

 

Now, look at what you have written.  

• Is this the life you want to continue living?  

• Are you willing to pay this price? 
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WORKSHEET 1.4: MY COMMUNICATION GOALS 

Use the SMART framework to turn your insights into concrete goals.  

 

Example Goal: 

• Instead of: "I want to be less aggressive with my partner." 

• Write it as: "For the next month, when my partner and I disagree, I will make a 

conscious effort to pause for three seconds before I respond. I will try to say, 'I 

hear you, and I feel...' instead of blaming her." 

Now, write your own goals. Identify the weakness you want to address and write a 

positive, actionable goal. 

Goal 1 

Weakness I am 

addressing 

 

My SMART Goal  

 

Goal 2 

Weakness I am 

addressing 

 

My SMART Goal  

 

Goal 3 

Weakness I am 

addressing 

 

My SMART Goal  

 

 

  

A SMART goal is

Specific

Measurable

Achievable

Relevant

Time-bound.
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CHAPTER 1 SUMMARY CHECKLIST 

At the end of this chapter, you should be able to say: 

✓ I have identified my most common communication patterns from the four 

described. 

✓ I have honestly reflected on my communication strengths and weaknesses in 

different areas of my life. 

✓ I have a clear understanding of how my poor communication has negatively 

impacted my relationships, career, and personal well-being. 

✓ I have written down at least one specific, measurable goal for improving my 

communication. 

Chapter 2: The Right Words for the Right Moment: 

Speaking with Clarity and Purpose 

INTRODUCTION 

In Chapter 1, you looked in the mirror. You assessed your patterns, acknowledged your 

weaknesses, and identified the real cost of poor communication. That was the hard part. 

Now, the work begins. This chapter is about building the fundamental skills you need to 

communicate with clarity and purpose. 

Most men talk. But talking is not the same as communicating effectively. Talking is just 

making noise.  

Effective communication is about being understood and understanding others. It is about 

choosing the right words for the right moment and delivering them in a way that builds 

connection rather than destroying it. 

This chapter is about moving from reactive, automatic communication to intentional, 

thoughtful communication. It is about learning to pause, to choose your words carefully, 

to listen with genuine intent, and to express yourself in a way that commands respect 

without demanding it. 

1. MOVING FROM "JUST TALKING" TO INTENTIONAL COMMUNICATION 

Think about how you communicate most of the time. Do you just react? Someone says 

something, and you fire back with the first thing that comes to mind? This is reactive 

communication. It is driven by emotion and habit. It is what gets you into trouble. 

When somebody speaks to you, are you listening to what they are saying or are you 

already replying in your head? If you are only listening to reply, you are not truly listening, 

and you will miss what is being communicated.  

Intentional communication is different. It is thoughtful. It is deliberate. Before you speak, 

you consider: What is my goal here? What do I want the other person to understand? 

What is the best way to say this? 

Imagine a rugby player. He does not just run onto the field and kick the ball anywhere. 

He assesses the situation, looks at his teammates, and makes a calculated decision about 

where to pass.  
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Communication is the same. You need to assess the situation, understand your audience, 

and choose your words with precision. 

 

The first step towards intentional communication is to ask yourself three questions 

before you open your mouth in any significant conversation: 

1. What is my goal?  

• What do I actually want to achieve from this conversation?  

• Do I want to solve a problem?  

• Do I want to express a feeling?  

• Do I want to understand their perspective? 

2. Is this the right time and place?  

• Is this a conversation for the dinner table or for a private moment?  

• Is the other person in the right headspace to listen? 

3. What is the best way to say this?  

• What words will get my point across without causing unnecessary 

defensiveness or anger? 

2. THE POWER OF THE PAUSE 

The most powerful tool in your communication toolkit is also the simplest: the pause. It 

is a moment of silence before you respond. It is a breath before you react. 

When you are in a tense conversation, your body goes into a stress response. Your heart 

rate increases, your breathing becomes shallow, and your brain's "fight-or-flight" centre 

takes over. In this state, you are biologically incapable of thinking clearly. You are 

programmed to react, not to reason. 

The pause interrupts this cycle. It gives your brain a chance to catch up. It allows the stress 

hormones to settle and your rational mind to re-engage. It is the difference between 

saying something you regret and choosing a response that moves the conversation 

forward. 

Practise the pause. When someone says something that triggers you, do not fire back.  

 

What is my goal?
Is this the right 
time and place?

What is the best 
way to say this?

Stop. Take a slow, deep 
breath. 

Count to three in your 
head. 

Then, and only then, 
respond. 
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The pause can also be used when you need to think. It is perfectly acceptable to say, "Give 

me a moment to think about that," or "I need a minute to process what you just said." 

This is honest and respectful. It shows you are taking the conversation seriously. 

3. "I" STATEMENTS: THE CORE OF ASSERTIVE COMMUNICATION 

One of the most effective tools for clear, non-aggressive communication is the "I" 

statement. It is a simple but powerful way to express your feelings and needs without 

blaming or attacking the other person. 

Think about the difference between these two statements: 

• "You" Statement (Blaming): "You are so lazy. You never help around the house." 

• "I" Statement (Owning): "I feel frustrated when the dishes are left in the sink 

because I then have to do them before I can cook. I would appreciate it if we could 

agree on a plan for washing up." 

The first statement is an accusation. It puts the other person on the defensive. They will 

likely respond with a counterattack.  

The second statement expresses your feeling, describes the specific behaviour that 

caused it, explains the impact, and makes a clear request. It is honest and direct, but it 

does not attack. It invites a solution, not a fight. 

The formula for a good "I" statement is: 

"I feel [emotion] when you [specific behaviour] because [impact]. I would prefer 

[alternative]." 

Let us break it down: 

• "I feel [emotion]:" Use an accurate feeling word. Not "I feel you are wrong," but 

"I feel frustrated," "I feel hurt," "I feel concerned," "I feel overwhelmed." 

• "when you [specific behaviour]:" Describe the behaviour, not the person. Not 

"when you are rude," but "when you interrupt me." Not "when you are lazy," but 

"when you leave your clothes on the floor." 

• "because [impact]:" Explain the effect their behaviour has on you. "Because it 

makes me feel like my time is not respected." "Because it means I have to clean 

up before I can start my own tasks." 

• "I would prefer [alternative]:" State a positive request. "I would prefer if we 

could put our clothes in the basket." "I would prefer if we could take turns 

cooking." 

This structure takes practice. It feels unnatural at first because it is vulnerable. It requires 

you to admit to a feeling. But that is exactly what makes it so effective. It is honest, clear, 

and respectful. 

4. ASKING THE RIGHT QUESTIONS 

Communication is not just about talking. It is about drawing information out of others 

and showing genuine interest in what they have to say. The best way to do this is by asking 

the right questions. 

There are two main types of questions: 
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• Closed Questions:  

o These can be answered with a simple "yes" or "no."  

o "Did you have a good day?" "Are you angry?" T 

o hey are useful for getting a quick, direct answer, but they do not encourage 

deeper conversation. 

• Open Questions:  

o These require more than a one-word answer.  

o They begin with words like "what," "how," "why," or "tell me about..." "What 

was the best part of your day?"  

o "How are you feeling about what happened at work?" "Tell me more about 

your perspective on this." 

Open questions are the key to building rapport and understanding. They show the 

other person that you are genuinely interested in their experience. They give them space 

to share, which builds trust and deepens connection. 

When someone is upset or struggling, resist the urge to jump in with solutions. Most of 

the time, people do not want you to fix their problem. They want to feel heard and 

understood. Ask an open question and then listen to the answer. 

5. AVOIDING COMMUNICATION KILLERS 

There are certain words and phrases that are guaranteed to shut down a conversation or 

escalate a conflict. They are the enemies of clear communication. Learn to recognise and 

avoid them. 

o Absolutes ("Always," "Never," "Every Time"): These words are almost always 

inaccurate and instantly put the other person on the defensive. "You always forget 

to take out the rubbish!"  

o The other person will immediately think of the one time they did take out 

the rubbish and will argue with you about that, rather than addressing the 

real issue. 

o Be specific: "You forgot to take out the rubbish three times this week." 

o Labelling ("Lazy," "Selfish," "Irresponsible"): Labels are attacks on a person's 

character, not their behaviour.  

o They are deeply insulting and will trigger defensiveness.  

o Describe the specific behaviour instead. "When you leave your plate on the 

table, it feels disrespectful." 

o "You Should" or "You Shouldn't": These phrases are a form of judgment.  

o They imply that you are the authority on what is right and the other person 

is wrong.  

o A more effective approach is to express your own needs or feelings. "I 

would prefer if you could..." or "I need you to..." 

o Generalisations: “Men are just like this”, “All women are like this", “Children never 

listen to their father” 

o This implies that you hold a set belief about the whole group you are 

speaking about, and that you are placing the person you are addressing as 

part of that group. 

o You are dismissing what is being communicated or shown. 
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o Your generalised belief may not actually be accurate. It usually isn’t.  

o We develop these generalised beliefs as we grow up, based on societal and 

cultural influences, and because of that, it is rarely questioned. 

o We accept that what we see is part of that belief.  

o This is called confirmation bias. 

o If you believe something, you will find evidence that supports your belief or 

opinion.  

o "Yes, But...": This phrase is a conversation killer. It says, "I hear what you are 

saying, but I am going to ignore it and state my own opinion anyway." It is a way 

of dismissing the other person's point.  

o Try replacing it with "Yes, and..." or simply acknowledge their point before 

sharing yours. "I understand you are concerned about the timeline. I am 

also concerned about the quality of the final product. Let us think about 

how we can balance both." 

 

6. ACTIVE LISTENING: THE MOST POWERFUL TOOL 

Listening is not the same as hearing. Hearing is a physical process. Listening is a mental 

and emotional one. Active listening is the intentional, focused effort to understand what 

the other person is saying, both in their words and their meaning. 

When you truly listen to someone, you are giving them the most valuable gift you can 

offer: your attention. Active listening is the foundation of trust, respect, and deep 

connection. It makes the other person feel valued, understood, and safe. 

The key elements of active listening are: 

 

• Pay Attention: Give the speaker your undivided attention. Put down your phone. 

Turn off the TV. Make eye contact. Face them directly. This sends a powerful 

message that you are completely present. 

• Show You Are Listening: Use non-verbal cues to show you are engaged. Nod 

occasionally. Say "mm-hmm" or "I see." Use appropriate facial expressions. This 

encourages the speaker to continue. 

• Provide Feedback: Paraphrase what you have heard to ensure you understand 

correctly. "So what I am hearing is that you are feeling frustrated because you feel 

like you are carrying the load at home. Is that right?" This also shows that you are 

genuinely trying to understand their perspective. 

• Defer Judgment: This is the hardest part. Do not interrupt. Do not immediately 

start formulating your response. Do not offer solutions. Do not judge what they 

are saying. Just let them speak. There will be time for your turn later. 
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• Respond Appropriately: Once they have finished, respond in a way that shows 

you have heard them. Acknowledge their feelings. Validate their experience. Then, 

you can share your own perspective. Remember the "I" statements. 

Active listening requires effort. It requires you to set aside your own agenda and ego. But 

it is one of the most powerful tools you can develop to build stronger relationships and 

avoid unnecessary conflict. 

WORKSHEET 2.1: RE-WRITING YOUR SCRIPT 

Think about a common, problematic phrase you often use when you are frustrated or 

angry. This is your script. Use the table below to re-write it as a constructive "I" statement. 

Example: 

• Problematic Script: "You never listen to me!" 

• Re-written as an "I" Statement: "I feel frustrated when you look at your phone 

while I am talking because it makes me feel like my words are not important. I 

would prefer if we could put our phones away when we are having a 

conversation." 

My Problematic Script Re-written as an "I" Statement 

(Write the phrase you often use that gets you into trouble) 
(Use the formula: I feel [emotion] when you [specific 

behaviour] because [impact]. I would prefer [alternative].) 
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My Problematic Script Re-written as an "I" Statement 

  

WORKSHEET 2.2: LISTENING SELF-CHECK 

This is a practical exercise to be used during a real conversation. Before the conversation, 

decide on a significant conversation you will have with someone (your partner, a child, a 

colleague). After the conversation, complete the following self-check. Be honest with 

yourself. 

Conversation with: 

Date:  

Active Listening Principle Did I do this? 
How did it go? What could 

I have done better? 

Pay Attention: Did I give them my full 

attention? (Phone away, eye contact, 

facing them). 

  

Show I Was Listening: Did I use non-

verbal cues (nods, "mm-hmms," facial 

expressions)? 

  

Provide Feedback: Did I paraphrase or 

summarise what they said to check my 

understanding? 

  

Defer Judgment: Did I resist the urge to 

interrupt, offer solutions, or judge what 

they were saying while they were 

speaking? 

  

Respond Appropriately: Did I respond 

in a way that showed I had heard them 

before sharing my own perspective? 

  

Overall Reflection:  

• What was the most difficult part of listening actively?  

• What was the most rewarding part?  

• How did the other person react to being listened to? 
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WORKSHEET 2.3: THE QUESTION BUILDER 

Your goal is to practice converting closed, surface-level questions into open, engaging 

ones. For each of the following situations, write down three open-ended questions you 

could ask to better understand the other person's perspective. 

Situation 1: Your teenage child comes home from school looking upset. You normally 

ask, "What's wrong?" and get a "Nothing" in response. 

Open Question 1  

Open Question 2  

Open Question 3  

Situation 2: Your partner is quiet after a long day at work. You normally ask, "Are you 

okay?" and get a "Fine" in response. 

Open Question 1  

Open Question 2  

Open Question 3  

Situation 3: A colleague at work seems frustrated with a project. You normally say, 

"Everything alright?" and get a "Ja, fine" in response. 

Open Question 1  

Open Question 2  
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Open Question 3  

Situation 4: A friend is going through a difficult time but has not said much about it. You 

normally say, "Let me know if you need anything." 

Open Question 1  

Open Question 2  

Open Question 3  

CHAPTER 2 SUMMARY CHECKLIST 

At the end of this chapter, you should be able to say: 

✓ I understand the difference between reactive and intentional communication. 

✓ I have practised using the pause before responding in a tense moment. 

✓ I understand the formula for an "I" statement and have re-written a problematic 

phrase of my own. 

✓ I know the difference between closed and open questions and can formulate 

open questions to build connection. 

✓ I can identify common "communication killers" like absolutes and labels and 

avoid using them. 

✓ I have practised active listening in a real conversation and reflected on the 

experience. 
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Chapter 3: Keeping Your Cool: Communicating Under 

Pressure 

INTRODUCTION 

In Chapter 2, you learned the fundamental tools of clear communication: the pause, the 

"I" statement, active listening, and intentional expression. These tools work beautifully in 

calm, everyday conversations. But life is not always calm. Real life is messy. Real life 

involves pressure. 

Think about the moments when your communication fails most spectacularly. 

• Is it when you are relaxed and having a cup of coffee with a friend?  

• Or is it when you are tired, stressed, and someone pushes your buttons?  

For most men, it is the latter. The pressure of a deadline, a financial worry, a heated 

argument with a partner, or a confrontation with a boss can turn even the most skilled 

communicator into a reactive, defensive mess. 

This chapter is about preventing that from happening. It is about understanding what 

happens to your brain and body under pressure and giving you practical, immediate 

strategies to keep your cool.  

This is not about suppressing your emotions. It is about managing them so that they do 

not manage you. A man who can stay calm and clear-headed under pressure is a man 

who commands respect and solves problems. He is a leader, not a reactor. 

1. UNDERSTANDING THE STRESS RESPONSE: YOUR BRAIN ON FIRE 

When you feel threatened or pressured, your body does not distinguish between a 

physical threat (like a predator) and a social threat (like an argument). Your nervous 

system kicks into high gear. This is the fight-or-flight response. It is an ancient survival 

mechanism designed to keep you alive. The problem is, it is terrible for communication. 

Here is what happens inside you: 

• Your Amygdala Takes Over:  

o This is the emotional centre of your brain. It acts like a smoke alarm, 

sounding the alarm the moment it senses danger.  

o When it fires, it effectively shuts down the prefrontal cortex, the rational, 

thinking part of your brain. You literally cannot think straight. 

• Adrenaline and Cortisol Surge:  

o Your body floods with stress hormones. Your heart rate spikes, your 

breathing becomes shallow and fast, and your muscles tense up. You are 

ready to fight or run. 

• Blood Flow Shifts:  

o Blood is diverted away from your digestive system and towards your major 

muscle groups.  

o Your brain is not getting the oxygen it needs for complex thought.  

o Your ability to listen, empathise, and choose your words carefully 

plummets. 
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• Your Vision Narrows:  

o You lose your peripheral vision and focus only on the perceived threat.  

o This is called tunnel vision.  

o It means you stop seeing the other person as a whole human being and 

start seeing them only as an obstacle or an enemy. 

In this state, you are not capable of assertive communication. You are a caveman. You 

will either attack aggressively (fight), shut down and withdraw (flight), or go blank and 

freeze. This is why you say things you regret. This is why you slam doors or give the silent 

treatment.  

You are not being "weak." You are being human. But you need to learn how to interrupt 

this cycle before it destroys your relationships. 

2. THE 30-SECOND RULE: INTERRUPTING THE STRESS CYCLE 

The fight-or-flight response happens in milliseconds. You cannot stop it from starting. It 

is a biological reflex. However, you can interrupt it. The key is to create a small gap 

between the trigger and your response. This gap is where your rational mind has a chance 

to regain control. 

This is where the 30-Second Rule comes in. When you feel the pressure building and the 

adrenaline starting to surge, you do not react. Instead, you buy yourself 30 seconds. You 

force your body and brain to calm down before you speak. 

Here is what you do in those 30 seconds: 

 

1. Stop:  

• Physically stop moving.  

• Do not lean forward.  

• Do not raise your hands.  

• Do not walk away. Just stop.  

• This is a conscious act of control. 

2. Breathe:  

• Take a slow, deep breath in through your nose, counting to four.  

• Hold it for a count of four.  

• Then exhale slowly through your mouth, counting to six.  

• This deep breathing activates your parasympathetic nervous system, which 

is the "rest and digest" system.  

• It is the biological off-switch for the stress response. Your heart rate will 

begin to slow down. 

3. Name the Feeling:  

• Silently, in your head, name the emotion you are feeling.  

Stop Breathe Name the 
Feeling

Choose Your 
Response
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• Say to yourself, "I am feeling angry right now," or "I am feeling frustrated," 

or "I am feeling defensive."  

• Naming the emotion disengages the amygdala and engages the prefrontal 

cortex.  

• It moves you from the emotional brain to the rational brain. 

4. Choose Your Response:  

• Now, with your brain back online, you can decide how you want to respond.  

• You are no longer a slave to your reflex. You can choose.  

• You can ask a clarifying question, you can express your feeling with an "I" 

statement, or you can ask for a pause. 

3. DE-ESCALATION TECHNIQUES: CALMING THE STORM 

Sometimes, you are not the only one under pressure. The other person is also stressed 

and possibly aggressive. In these situations, you need de-escalation techniques. These 

are specific strategies to calm a tense situation and bring the conversation back to a 

constructive level. 

De-escalation is a skill that takes practice. It requires you to put your own ego aside and 

focus on calming the situation. It is not about winning. It is about creating a space where 

a constructive conversation can happen. 

• Acknowledge Their Feelings:  

o The fastest way to de-escalate an angry person is to validate their feelings. 

This does not mean you agree with them.  

o It means you acknowledge their experience. "I can see you are really upset 

about this," or "It sounds like you are feeling incredibly frustrated."  

o This simple act of validation can disarm a defensive person. They feel 

heard, and their defensive walls start to come down. 

• Use a Calm, Soothing Tone: 

o This is crucial. If you respond to anger with anger, you are pouring petrol 

on a fire. Keep your voice low, slow, and steady.  

o Your tone is contagious. If you stay calm, it is much easier for them to calm 

down too. 

• Use De-escalating Phrases:  

o There are specific phrases that are designed to lower tension: 

▪ "Let us take a moment." 

▪ "Help me understand your point of view." 

▪ "I want to understand what is going on for you." 

▪ "We are not going to solve this by shouting. Let us talk calmly." 

▪ "I am on your side here. I want to find a solution." 

• Give Space:  

o If the person is too escalated to talk, it might be necessary to give them 

physical and emotional space. "I can see you need a moment. I am going 

to step outside for five minutes. We can talk when we are both calmer."  

o This is not walking away from the problem. It is a strategic pause to prevent 

further damage. 
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• Avoid Fighting Words:  

o Do not use "always" or "never." Do not call them names. Do not bring up 

the past. Do not tell them they are overreacting. These are attacks that will 

escalate the conflict. Stick to the present issue and the specific behaviour. 

4. CHOOSING YOUR BATTLES: KNOWING WHEN TO SPEAK AND WHEN TO LET 

GO 

Not every issue is worth fighting about. This is a lesson many men struggle with. We are 

taught to stand our ground, to never back down. But there is a difference between 

standing your ground and being stubborn. There is a difference between asserting 

yourself and being a bulldozer. 

Choosing your battles means being strategic. It means asking yourself: "Is this issue worth 

potentially damaging this relationship? Is it worth the stress and conflict?" Often, the 

answer is no. 

Here is a simple framework to help you decide: 

• The Importance Scale:  

o Rate the issue on a scale of 1 to 10.  

o A 1 is something trivial, like what to have for supper.  

o A 10 is a fundamental issue that affects your values, your safety, or the 

long-term health of your relationship. 

• The Likelihood of Resolution:  

o Can this issue actually be resolved?  

o Is the other person open to discussion?  

o Or is this a difference of opinion that is unlikely to change? 

• The Cost of the Fight:  

o What will it cost you to push this issue?  

o Will it lead to a massive argument?  

o Will it create lasting resentment?  

o Will it ruin the rest of your evening? 

If the issue is low on the importance scale, unlikely to be resolved, and the cost of the 

fight is high, it might be better to let it go. You can say to yourself, "This is not worth it." 

You can choose to be happy rather than right. It is a strategic decision to preserve your 

relationship and your sanity for the issues that truly matter. 

5. THE TIME-OUT STRATEGY: A RESPECTFUL PAUSE 

Sometimes, despite your best efforts, a conversation becomes too heated to continue 

productively. Your stress response is fully activated, and you are about to say something 

you will regret. In this situation, you need to call a time-out. 

A time-out is a planned, respectful pause in the conversation. It is not the silent treatment.  

The time-out is a sign of maturity. It shows that you have the self-awareness to recognise 

when you are no longer able to communicate effectively and the discipline to do 

something about it. 
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Here is how to do it effectively: 

 

 

1. State Your Intention:  

• Make it clear that you are not abandoning the conversation. You are 

pausing it to preserve it. "I am feeling too angry to have a productive 

conversation right now. I want to talk about this, but I need a moment to 

calm down." 

2. Set a Time to Return:  

• This is crucial. Do not just leave and never come back. That is the silent 

treatment. "Let us take 20 minutes and then come back to this. I will be in 

the garden." 

3. Use the Time Wisely:  

• Do not use the break to rehearse your arguments. Use it to calm down. Go 

for a walk. Take deep breaths. Listen to music. Do something physical to 

burn off the adrenaline. 

4. Return and Re-engage:  

• When the time is up, you must return and continue the conversation.  

• This builds trust. It shows that you are committed to resolving the issue, 

not just avoiding it. 

6. BODY LANGUAGE UNDER PRESSURE: SENDING THE RIGHT SIGNALS 

Your body speaks volumes, especially when you are under pressure. When you are 

stressed, your body language can become aggressive or defensive without you even 

realising it. This can escalate a conflict before you say a single word. 

Be aware of these non-verbal signals: 

 

• Posture:  

o An aggressive posture is leaning forward, with your chest puffed out and 

your shoulders square. This is a challenge.  

o A more open, non-threatening posture is standing up straight, with your 

shoulders back, but not puffed out, and your hands relaxed at your sides 

or in front of you. 
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• Eye Contact:  

o Maintaining eye contact is important for showing engagement.  

o But staring intensely is aggressive.  

o Breaking eye contact can show submission or disinterest.  

o Aim for steady, comfortable eye contact. 

• Facial Expressions:  

o A scowl or a sneer sends a clear message of anger or contempt.  

o Try to keep your facial expression neutral or open. A slight nod shows you 

are listening. 

• Proximity:  

o Standing too close to someone is intimidating. In South African culture, 

personal space is important.  

o Give the other person room to breathe. If you are sitting, do not lean into 

their face. 

o If you are sitting, do not place your phone/ car keys / other items you carry 

with you between yourself and the other person.  

o You may be tempted as it creates a bit of a shield for you, but it is also a 

barrier 

• Arms and Hands:  

o Crossing your arms can be perceived as defensive or closed off. Pointing 

your finger is aggressive.  

o Open hands, with your palms facing slightly upwards or outwards, are a 

sign of openness and honesty. 

Pay attention to your own body language and also read the body language of the person 

you are speaking to. If you see signs of aggression or defensiveness in them, you can 

adjust your own approach to de-escalate the situation. 
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WORKSHEET 3.1: MY TRIGGERS 

Knowing what triggers your stress response is the first step to managing it. Think about 

the situations, topics, or words that tend to set you off. Be specific. 

My Triggers Describe the Trigger 

How Does My Body 

React? (e.g., heart racing, 

fists clenching, shallow 

breathing) 

People: 

(e.g., my boss, a specific 

colleague, my partner when 

she is upset) 

 

 

Topics:  

(e.g., money, my ex, my 

perceived failures) 

 

 

Words/Phrases:  

(e.g., being called "lazy," 

being told I am 

"overreacting") 

 

 

Situations:  

(e.g., being late, feeling 

overwhelmed at work, being 

confronted about 

something) 

 

 

Reflection:  

• What patterns do you notice?  

 

• Can you see any common themes in your triggers? 
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WORKSHEET 3.2: THE 30-SECOND RULE PRACTICE 

Think of a recent situation where you lost your cool and reacted badly.  

Now, imagine that situation happening again. Use the 30-Second Rule framework to 

script a calmer, more effective response. 

The Situation:  

(Describe the recent 

stressful situation) 

 

What I Usually Do:  

(Describe your typical 

reactive response) 

 

Step 1: Stop.  

(Describe how you would 

physically stop yourself 

from reacting) 

 

Step 2: Breathe.  

(Describe taking the slow, 

deep breath) 

 

Step 3: Name the 

Feeling.  

(What was the core 

emotion you were feeling? 

e.g., anger, fear, 

frustration, shame) 
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Step 4: Choose My 

Response.  

(Now that you are calmer, 

what would you say? 

Write a constructive, 

assertive response using 

the skills from Chapter 2) 

 

WORKSHEET 3.3: THE DE-ESCALATION SCRIPT 

Practise your de-escalation skills. For each scenario, write down a de-escalating response 

that you could use. 

Scenario 1: Your partner is shouting at you because she feels you are not pulling your 

weight at home. She is listing all the things she does. 

Your De-escalating Response: 

 

 

 

Scenario 2: Your child is having a meltdown because you said they could not have 

something they wanted. They are screaming and crying. 

Your De-escalating Response: 

 

 

 

Scenario 3: Your boss is angry because a deadline was missed. He is speaking to you in 

a harsh, aggressive tone. 

Your De-escalating Response: 

 

 

 

Scenario 4: A friend is telling you about a problem they are having. They are getting more 

and more worked up. You can feel yourself getting stressed too. 

Your De-escalating Response: 
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WORKSHEET 3.4: THE TIME-OUT PLAN 

Having a pre-planned time-out strategy makes it much easier to use it when you need it. 

With the time-out, it is vitally important that when you are calm, even if it is the next day, 

you return to the conversation.  

Write out your personal time-out plan. 

My "I Need a Time-Out" Phrase:  

(e.g., "I need a moment to collect my 

thoughts. Let us talk in 20 minutes." or "I am 

feeling too angry to talk right now. I am going 

to go for a walk and I will be back in half an 

hour.") 

 

 

 

 

 

What I Will Do During the Time-Out:  

(List 3-5 activities you can do to calm down, 

e.g., take a walk, listen to calming music, do 

some push-ups, take a shower, sit quietly 

and breathe) 

 

 

 

 

 

My Commitment:  I will return to the conversation when the 

agreed time is up. I will not use the time-

out as a way to avoid the issue. 

CHAPTER 3 SUMMARY CHECKLIST 

At the end of this chapter, you should be able to say: 

✓ I understand what happens in my brain and body during the fight-or-flight 

response. 

✓ I know how to use the 30-Second Rule to interrupt the stress cycle and regain 

control. 

✓ I have identified my personal triggers that cause me to lose my cool. 

✓ I have practised de-escalation phrases and strategies. 

✓ I can evaluate whether an issue is worth fighting about or better to let go. 

✓ I have a personal plan for calling a respectful time-out when a conversation 

becomes too heated. 

✓ I am aware of my body language and how it can escalate or de-escalate a 

situation. 
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Chapter 4: The Hard Conversations: Conflict 

Communication and Problem-Solving 

INTRODUCTION 

Conflict is inevitable. If you are in any meaningful relationship with another human being, 

you will disagree. You will have different needs, different perspectives, and different 

expectations. This is not a sign of a failing relationship. It is a sign of a real one. 

The problem is not conflict itself. The problem is how you handle it. Many men approach 

conflict as a battle to be won. We see the other person as an opponent, and our goal is 

to prove we are right and they are wrong. This approach is destructive. It creates winners 

and losers, and in a relationship, if one person loses, everyone loses. 

This chapter is about reframing conflict. It is about shifting from a win-lose mentality to a 

problem-solving mentality. It is about learning to see the other person not as an enemy, 

but as a partner in finding a solution. This is the most challenging communication skill 

you will learn. It requires you to manage your ego, control your emotions, and stay 

focused on the bigger picture. But it is also the most rewarding. Mastering conflict 

communication will transform your relationships at home, at work, and in your 

community. 

1. REFRAMING CONFLICT: FROM BATTLE TO PROBLEM-SOLVING 

The first and most important step is to change how you think about conflict. As long as 

you see it as a battle, you will fight. As long as you fight, you will cause damage. To 

communicate effectively in conflict, you need a new mental model. 

Think of conflict as a shared problem that you and the other person need to solve 

together. You are on the same side. You are a team. The problem is the thing you both 

need to tackle, not each other. 

Imagine you and your partner are standing on opposite sides of a river, and the problem 

is in the middle. If you are fighting, you are each trying to pull the problem to your side. 

You are tugging against each other, and no one gets anywhere.  

A problem-solving approach means you both get into the river together. You meet in the 

middle, look at the problem from the same angle, and work together to find a way to 

carry it to the shore. 
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This shift in mindset is powerful. It changes your tone. It changes your questions. Instead 

of saying, "You are wrong and here is why," you start saying, "We have a problem here. 

How can we solve it together?"  

2. THE CONFLICT RESOLUTION CYCLE 

Having a mental model is good. Having a practical, step-by-step framework is better. The 

Conflict Resolution Cycle is a simple, repeatable process that can guide you through any 

difficult conversation. It keeps you on track when your emotions are trying to derail you. 

 

Here are the five steps of the cycle: 

Step 1: Identify the Issue 

• This sounds simple, but it is often the hardest part.  

• People often argue about the symptoms of a problem, not the root cause.  

• You might argue about the dishes being left in the sink (the symptom), but the 

real issue might be feeling disrespected or feeling like you are carrying an unfair 

burden.  

• Get clear on what the real issue is. Ask yourself: "What is this really about?" 

 

 

Step 2: Understand Each Other's Perspective 
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• This is where you use your active listening skills from Chapter 2.  

• Before you try to solve anything, you must understand where the other person is 

coming from.  

• Listen to their perspective without interrupting, without judging, and without 

immediately preparing your counter-argument.  

• Ask open questions to draw out their feelings and needs. Your goal here is 

empathy.  

• You do not have to agree with them, but you need to understand them. 

Step 3: Brainstorm Solutions 

• Once you both have a clear understanding of the issue and each other's 

perspective, it is time to look for solutions.  

• This is a creative phase.  

• The goal is to generate as many potential solutions as possible without judging 

them.  

• Do not dismiss an idea as "stupid." Just get everything on the table.  

• Quantity over quality at this stage.  

• This shows that you are both committed to finding a way forward. 

Step 4: Agree on a Plan 

• Now you look at the list of possible solutions and choose one that works for both 

of you.  

• It might be a compromise, or it might be a completely new idea that neither of 

you thought of before.  

• The key is that you both agree to it.  

• It must be a plan that addresses both of your needs, even if it is not a perfect win 

for either of you. 

Step 5: Evaluate the Plan 

• No plan is perfect. After you have tried your solution, it is important to check in 

with each other. "How is this working for you?" "Is this new arrangement meeting 

your needs?"  

• This shows that you are committed to the long-term health of the relationship 

and are willing to adjust if things are not working. This is the step that builds 

trust. 

3. FIGHTING FAIR: THE RULES OF ENGAGEMENT 

Even with the best framework, emotions can run high. During a conflict, it is easy to cross 

lines and do damage that is hard to repair. That is why you need clear rules of 

engagement. These are the boundaries you commit to not crossing, no matter how angry 

you are. 

These are the rules of fair fighting: 
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• No Name-Calling:  

o Do not call your partner, child, or colleague names. Labels like "lazy," 

"stupid," "selfish," or "irresponsible" are attacks on their character. They 

are designed to hurt, and they will.  

o They will also shut down any chance of a productive conversation. 

• No Bringing Up the Past:  

o Stay in the present. If you are arguing about the fact that the rubbish was 

not taken out this morning, do not bring up the fact that they also forgot 

last week and the week before. It is unfair and it overwhelms the issue.  

o You will end up fighting about everything, and you will solve nothing. 

• No Yelling:  

o Yelling is intimidation. It is a way of trying to win by overpowering the other 

person.  

o It is aggressive and it triggers the other person's fight-or-flight response, 

making it impossible for them to listen or think clearly. Speak calmly and 

firmly. You will be heard, and you will be respected. 

• No Silent Treatment:  

o As discussed, the silent treatment is a form of passive-aggressive control. 

It is a refusal to engage. It is cruel and deeply damaging to trust. If you need 

a time-out, call it respectfully and set a time to return. 

• No Generalising:  

o Avoid words like "always" and "never." They are almost never accurate and 

they provoke defensiveness. Be specific about the behaviour that is 

bothering you. 

• No Threats:  

o Never threaten the relationship itself. Do not say things like, "If you do that 

again, we are done," or "Maybe I should just leave." These are nuclear 

weapons. They create deep insecurity and erode the foundation of trust. 

No Name-
Calling

No Bringing 
Up the Past

No Yelling

No Silent 
Treatment

No 
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Before a difficult conversation, it can be helpful to agree to these rules together. "I want 

to talk about this, but I want us to do it respectfully. No yelling, no name-calling. Can we 

agree on that?" This sets a positive tone from the start. 

4. THE "TIME-OUT" REVISITED: A STRATEGIC PAUSE 

You learned about the time-out in Chapter 3 as a tool for managing your own stress 

response. It is also an essential tool for conflict resolution. When a conversation becomes 

too heated, and you feel the fight-or-flight response taking over, the time-out is the most 

mature and effective thing you can do. 

However, there is a right way and a wrong way to take a time-out. 

 

• Wrong Way:  

o Swearing, cursing and yelling that you are done or over it 

o Storming out of the room, slamming the door, and disappearing for hours.  

o This is not a time-out. 

o This is a tantrum.  

o It is a form of withholding emotionally. 

• Right Way:  

o Calmly stating your need for a pause. "I am feeling too angry to have a 

productive conversation right now.  

o I want to work this out, but I need a moment to calm down. Let us take 20 

minutes and then come back to this." 

The difference is crucial. The right way shows respect. It shows you are committed to 

resolving the issue and are taking responsibility for your own emotions. It also allows 

both of you to calm down and return to the conversation with clearer heads. It gives you 

time to think and to choose your words more carefully. 

5. COLLABORATION VS. COMPROMISE 

When you reach the solution stage of the conflict cycle, it is helpful to understand the 

difference between collaboration and compromise. They are both useful, but they are 

not the same. 

Collaboration is often the better goal, but it is not always possible. Sometimes, time or 

resources are limited, and a compromise is the best you can do. The important thing is 

to strive for a solution that feels as fair and satisfying as possible to everyone involved. 

 

 

Right Way
Wrong Way
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• Compromise:  

o This is about splitting the difference.  

o Each person gives up something they want to reach a middle ground. You 

get some of what you want, and the other person gets some of what they 

want.  

o This is a fair and practical approach for many issues.  

o No one gets exactly what they wanted, but everyone gets something. 

• Collaboration:  

o This is about finding a creative solution that meets both people's needs 

fully.  

o No one has to give up anything.  

o It requires deeper communication to understand the underlying needs and 

more creative thinking to find a solution that addresses them all.  

o For example, one wants to go to the movies because they want to relax 

after a long week, and the other wants to go out to dinner because they 

want to connect and talk.  

o A collaborative solution might be to order takeaway and watch a movie at 

home together, which meets both needs: relaxation and connection. 

6. THE AFTERMATH: REPAIRING AND REBUILDING 

The conversation is over. The plan is agreed. But your work is not done. How you behave 

after a conflict is just as important as how you behave during it. 

 

• Let It Go:  

o Once the issue is resolved, do not hold onto the resentment.  

o Do not keep bringing it up. Let it go. This is a conscious choice. If you agreed 

to a plan, honour it and move forward. 

• Rebuild Connection:  

o Conflict can leave a residual sense of distance or hurt. After a difficult 

conversation, it is important to reconnect.  

o This might mean a hug, a simple "I love you," or a shared activity. It is a way 

of saying, "We disagreed, but we are still us. We are still a team." 

• Apologise for Your Contribution:  

o Even if you feel the other person was more at fault, it is almost certain that 

you said or did something you are not proud of. 

Let It Go Rebuild 
Connection

Apologise 
for Your 
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o  Take responsibility for your own part.  

o A genuine apology for your tone, your words, or your actions is a powerful 

sign of maturity and can heal deep wounds. "I am sorry I shouted. That was 

not fair. I will do better next time." 

• Forgive:  

o If the other person has apologised, forgive them.  

o Forgiveness does not mean you condone what they did. It means you are 

choosing to release the resentment and not hold it against them.  

o Holding onto anger is like drinking poison and expecting the other person 

to die. It only hurts you. 
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WORKSHEET 4.1: ANALYSING A PAST CONFLICT 

Think of a recent significant conflict you had. Use the Conflict Resolution Cycle to analyse 

what happened and what you could have done differently. 

The Conflict: Briefly describe the situation. What was the argument about? 

Step 1: Identify the Issue. 

What was the surface-level 

issue you were arguing 

about? 

 

What was the deeper, 

underlying issue? (e.g., 

feeling disrespected, feeling 

unheard, fear of failure, 

need for appreciation) 

 

Step 2: Understand Each Other's Perspective. 

What was the other person's 

perspective? What do you 

think they were feeling and 

needing? 

 

What was your perspective? 

What were you feeling and 

needing? 

 

Did you actively listen to 

understand their 

perspective, or did you focus 

on making your own point? 

 

Step 3: Brainstorm Solutions. 

What solutions were 

suggested? Were they a 

collaborative effort, or was it 

a "my way or your way" 

situation? 

 

Did you try to create 

solutions together, or did 

you just push for your own 

solution? 
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Step 4: Agree on a Plan. 

Did you come to an 

agreement? 

 

Did the agreement feel fair 

to both of you, or did one 

person feel like they lost? 

 

Step 5: Evaluate the Plan. 

Did you check in afterwards 

to see how the plan was 

working? 

 

What was the outcome? Is 

the issue resolved, or does it 

keep coming up? 

 

Reflection: 

What was the biggest 

communication breakdown 

in this conflict? 

 

If you could do it again, what 

would you do differently? 

What skill from this chapter 

would you use? 

 

Reflection: 

• What was the biggest communication breakdown in this conflict? 

 

• If you could do it again, what would you do differently? What skill from this chapter 

would you use? 
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WORKSHEET 4.2: PREPARING FOR A DIFFICULT CONVERSATION 

Use this worksheet to plan for an upcoming difficult conversation. Thinking it through 

beforehand will help you stay calm and focused. 

The Issue:  

What is the specific issue you 

need to address? 

 

My Goal:  

What is my ultimate goal for 

this conversation? What do I 

want to achieve? (e.g., solve a 

problem, express a feeling, 

reach a new understanding) 

 

Understanding Their Perspective (Empathy): 

What might the other 

person be feeling about this 

issue? 

 

What might their needs be?  

What might be their biggest 

fear or concern? 
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My "I" Statements:  

Write down some "I" statements 

you can use to express your 

feelings and needs without 

blaming. (Use the formula from 

Chapter 2) 

 

My Proposed Solution:  

What solution or plan would 

you like to suggest? 

 

My Time-Out Plan:  

If the conversation gets too 

heated, what is my plan? What 

will I say? Where will I go? How 

long will I take? 

 

My Rules of Engagement:  

What rules am I going to 

commit to following? (e.g., no 

yelling, no name-calling, stay in 

the present) 
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WORKSHEET 4.3: SOLUTION BRAINSTORMING 

This is an exercise in collaboration. Think of a specific ongoing conflict or problem you 

have with another person. Imagine you are sitting down with them to solve it. 

The Problem: 

Describe the problem 

you are trying to solve. 

 

 

 

My Needs:  

What do I need from a 

solution? What are my 

non-negotiables? 

 

 

 

 

 

Their Needs 

(Estimate):  

What do I think the 

other person needs 

from a solution? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Brainstorming 

(Quantity over 

Quality):  

Write down as many 

potential solutions as 

you can think of.  

Do not judge them. Do 

not dismiss them. Just 

get them down on 

paper. 

 

 

 

 

Evaluation:  

Look at your list. Which 

solution or 

combination of 

solutions comes closest 

to meeting both your 

needs?  

Which solution feels the 

fairest and most 

sustainable? 
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The Best Option:  

Write down the 

solution you think has 

the best chance of 

working for both of 

you. 

 

 

CHAPTER 4 SUMMARY CHECKLIST 

At the end of this chapter, you should be able to say: 

✓ I understand the difference between seeing conflict as a battle and seeing it as a 

problem to be solved together. 

✓ I can use the five-step Conflict Resolution Cycle to guide a difficult conversation. 

✓ I know the rules of fair fighting and am committed to following them. 

✓ I understand the difference between a respectful time-out and the silent 

treatment. 

✓ I can distinguish between compromise and collaboration and can strive for 

collaboration. 

✓ I understand the importance of repairing and rebuilding after a conflict. 

 

Chapter 5: Speaking from the Heart: Communicating 

Difficult Emotions 

INTRODUCTION 

This is probably the most challenging chapter in this workbook. Not because the skills are 

complicated, but because they require you to go against a lifetime of conditioning.  

From a young age, most men are taught a simple, damaging message: real men do not 

show emotion. We are told to "man up," to "toughen up," and to "stop being so soft." We 

learn that vulnerability is weakness, and that expressing feelings is something women 

and children do. 

This is a lie. A destructive, soul-crushing lie. 

Suppressing your emotions does not make you strong. It makes you brittle. It makes you 

a ticking time bomb. Bottled-up anger turns into explosive rage. Bottled-up sadness turns 

into depression. Bottled-up fear turns into paralysing anxiety. The cost of suppressing 

your emotions is immense. It damages your physical health, your mental well-being, and 

your relationships. 

This chapter is about unlearning that lie. It is about learning to identify, own, and express 

your emotions in a healthy, constructive way. This is not about becoming overly 

emotional or losing control. It is about taking control of your inner world. It is about 

having the courage to be honest about what you feel. True strength is not the absence of 
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emotion. True strength is the ability to feel your emotions and still act with integrity and 

purpose. 

1. THE STOIC IDEAL: WHY MEN STRUGGLE WITH EMOTIONS 

For centuries, Western culture has promoted the "stoic ideal" for men. The image of the 

strong, silent type who never complains, never shows fear, and never expresses 

vulnerability is deeply ingrained in our society. This ideal is reinforced by our fathers, our 

peers, our movies, and even the way we speak to each other. 

The problem is that this ideal is not based on reality. It is a performance. It is a mask that 

men are forced to wear. The pressure to maintain this facade is enormous and deeply 

damaging. 

Here is the truth: you are a human being. You are not a robot. You have a full range of 

emotions, just like everyone else. You feel joy, sadness, fear, anger, hurt, disappointment, 

anxiety, and love. These are not signs of weakness. They are signs of your humanity. They 

are also valuable sources of information. Your emotions are signals. They tell you when 

something is wrong, when a boundary has been crossed, when a need is not being met, 

or when you are deeply connected to someone. 

When you suppress these signals, you lose access to vital information about yourself. You 

become disconnected from your own internal world. This disconnection does not make 

your emotions go away. It just means they come out in unhealthy ways. You might snap 

at your children over nothing. You might develop a drinking problem. You might withdraw 

from your partner and feel isolated. You might get physically ill. 

The first step to change is to reject the stoic ideal. It is not serving you. It is hurting you. 

Being able to honestly say, "I am struggling right now," or "I feel hurt by what you said," 

or "I am scared about our future" is not a sign of weakness. It is a sign of immense 

strength and courage. It is the foundation of genuine connection. 

2. BUILDING YOUR EMOTIONAL VOCABULARY 

Many men struggle to express their emotions because they simply do not have the words 

for them. Our emotional vocabulary is often limited. When someone asks how we are 

feeling, the default answers are usually "fine," "okay," or "angry." This is like trying to paint 

a masterpiece with only three colours. 

To communicate your emotions effectively, you need a richer vocabulary. You need to be 

able to distinguish between frustration and anger, between disappointment and sadness, 

between anxiety and fear. The more precise you are, the better you can communicate 

your needs to others and the better you can understand yourself. 

Here is a starter list to expand your emotional vocabulary: 

 

 

 

 



© NICRO 2026 

Page 47 of 92 

 

Instead of just 

"Angry" 

 Frustrated 

 Irritated 

 Resentful 

 Furious 

 Enraged 

 Agitated 

 Annoyed 

 Bitter 

 Hostile 

Instead of just "Sad"  Hurt 

 Disappointed 

 Lonely 

 Isolated 

 Grieving 

 Melancholy 

 Depressed 

 Vulnerable 

 Heartbroken 

Instead of just 

"Fine" 

 Content 

 Satisfied 

 Calm 

 Peaceful 

 Relaxed 

 Grateful 

 Hopeful 

 Optimistic 

 Confident 

Instead of just 

"Stressed" 

 Overwhelmed 

 Anxious 

 Worried 

 Apprehensive 

 Tense 

 Pressured 

 Frazzled 

 Exhausted 

 Burnt Out 

Instead of just 

"Hurt" 

 Disrespected 

 Dismissed 

 Ignored 

 Rejected 

 Betrayed 

 Abandoned 

 Belittled 
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3. OWNING YOUR EMOTIONS: THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN BLAMING AND 

EXPRESSING 

One of the biggest communication traps men fall into is blaming others for their 

emotions. We say things like, "You made me angry," or "You are so frustrating." This is 

not an expression of emotion. It is an accusation. It is a way of putting the responsibility 

for your feelings onto someone else. 

This is disempowering and damaging. It makes the other person defensive. It turns a 

conversation into a blame game. And it gives away your power. No one can "make" you 

feel anything. Your emotions are your own. They are generated by your thoughts, your 

past experiences, and your current circumstances. They are not caused by the actions of 

others. 

Owning your emotions means taking full responsibility for them. It means saying, "I feel 

angry," not "You made me angry." It means saying, "I feel hurt by what happened," not 

"You hurt me." 

This is not about denying the other person's behaviour. Their behaviour may well have 

been hurtful. But the feeling of hurt is yours. Owning it is a sign of maturity and strength. 

It allows you to express your needs without attacking the other person. It opens the door 

to a conversation, not a fight. 

4. EXPRESSING VULNERABILITY: THE STRENGTH TO BE HONEST 

Vulnerability is the most misunderstood quality in a man. We are taught that vulnerability 

is weakness, that it makes us look soft. The exact opposite is true. Vulnerability is the 

ultimate act of courage. 

Vulnerability is not about being weak or helpless. It is about being honest about your 

internal state. It is about having the courage to say, "I am scared," "I need your support," 

"I made a mistake," or "I feel lonely." It is about dropping the mask and letting someone 

see the real you. 

Why is this so powerful? Because it is the foundation of genuine connection. You cannot 

truly connect with someone if you are always presenting a perfect, unshakeable front. 

People cannot relate to a robot. They can only relate to a human. When you show 

vulnerability, you give the other person permission to do the same. You create a space 

for honesty, trust, and deep intimacy. 

Think about the men in your life you admire the most. Are they the ones who always 

seem perfect and in control? Or are they the ones who have had the courage to be honest 

about their struggles? The answer is almost certainly the latter. We respect men who are 

real. We trust men who are honest. We connect with men who are vulnerable. 

This does not mean you share your deepest fears with everyone you meet. Vulnerability 

requires discernment. It requires a safe person and the right context. But with your 

partner, your children, your close friends, and your trusted colleagues, vulnerability is not 

weakness. It is your greatest strength. 
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5. THE EMOTIONAL CHECK-IN: A PRACTICAL ROUTINE 

Developing emotional awareness is like building a muscle. It requires regular, consistent 

practice. The Emotional Check-In is a simple routine you can use to stay connected to 

your internal world. 

Set a reminder on your phone for three times a day. When the reminder goes off, stop 

what you are doing and ask yourself these three questions: 

1. "What am I feeling right now?"  

• Do not just say "fine." Search for a more precise word. Use your new 

emotional vocabulary. 

2. "Why am I feeling this way?"  

• What triggered this emotion? What thought or situation led to it? 

3. "What do I need right now?"  

• Based on your emotion, what is it that you actually need? Do you need a 

break? Do you need to talk to someone? Do you need to express 

something? Do you need physical activity to burn off stress? 

This routine takes less than a minute. But over time, it will dramatically increase your 

emotional intelligence. You will become more aware of your triggers, more in tune with 

your needs, and more able to express yourself honestly and effectively. It is a small 

investment of time with a massive return. 

6. SHARING YOUR INNER WORLD: A FRAMEWORK FOR EXPRESSION 

Knowing what you are feeling is the first step. The second step is expressing it to the 

people who matter. This can be terrifying, especially if you have spent a lifetime 

suppressing your emotions. Here is a simple framework to help you share your inner 

world in a safe, constructive way. 

This framework is not about dumping your emotions on someone. It is about inviting 

them into your world. It is about building trust and connection through honesty. 
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1. Choose the Right Person:  

• Pick someone you trust. Someone who is unlikely to dismiss or judge you.  

• This is not a conversation to have with a casual acquaintance. It is for your 

partner, a close friend, a trusted family member, or a therapist. 

2. Choose the Right Time and Place:  

• Do not have this conversation when you are both rushed, tired, or 

distracted.  

• Choose a calm, private moment when you can speak without interruption. 

"I would like to talk to you about something that is on my mind. Is this a 

good time?" 

3. Take Ownership:  

• Start by owning your own feelings. Use "I" statements. "I have been feeling 

really anxious lately," or "I need to be honest with you, I am feeling 

overwhelmed." 

4. Be Specific:  

• Share the specifics of what is causing the emotion. "I have been feeling 

anxious about work.  

• There is a lot of pressure on our team, and I am worried about meeting the 

deadline." 

5. State Your Need:  

• Be clear about what you need from the other person.  

• "I do not need you to solve this for me. I just need to talk it through," or "I 

need your support right now. Can you just listen?" or "I need some time to 

figure this out, but I wanted you to know what is going on with me." 
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WORKSHEET 5.1: THE FEELING WHEEL 

The Feeling Wheel is a tool to help you identify and label your emotions more precisely. 

Look at the wheel below. The inner ring has broad emotion categories. The outer rings 

are more specific. When you are trying to identify a feeling, start with the inner ring and 

then move outward.  

Exercise: For each of the following situations, use the Feeling Wheel (next page) to 

identify three specific emotions you might feel. 

1. Situation: Your partner criticises you in front of your friends. 

Emotion 1  

Emotion 2  

Emotion 3  

2. Situation: You are passed over for a promotion you worked hard for. 

Emotion 1  

Emotion 2  

Emotion 3  

3. Situation: Your child is struggling at school, and you do not know how to help 

them. 

Emotion 1  

Emotion 2  

Emotion 3  

4. Situation: A close friend tells you they are going through a divorce. 

Emotion 1  

Emotion 2  

Emotion 3  
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THE FEELING WHEEL 
1 
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WORKSHEET 5.2: UNPACKING AN EMOTION 

Think of a recent time when you felt a strong emotion. Use this worksheet to unpack what 

happened and how you communicated (or did not communicate) it. 

The Situation:  

Describe what 

happened. 

 

The Emotion:  

What was the primary 

emotion you felt? Use 

the Feeling Wheel to be 

as specific as possible. 

 

Physical Sensations:  

What was your body 

doing? (e.g., heart 

racing, stomach 

tightening, fists 

clenching, shoulders 

tensing) 

 

My Thoughts: 

What was going 

through your mind at 

the time? (e.g., "This is 

not fair," "I cannot 

believe they did that," "I 

am a failure") 

 

My Communication:  

How did you 

communicate (or not 

communicate) this 

emotion? 

 

Did you express it 

directly? 

 

Did you suppress it?  

Did it come out in an 

unhealthy way? (e.g., 

shouting, silent 

treatment, sarcasm) 

 



© NICRO 2026 

Page 54 of 92 

 

How I Could Have 

Communicated 

Differently:  

Using the framework 

from this chapter, write 

a script for how you 

could have expressed 

this emotion more 

constructively. 
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WORKSHEET 5.3: PRACTISING A VULNERABLE STATEMENT 

This is a powerful exercise. Choose one significant person in your life (your partner, a 

child, a close friend). Think of something you have been feeling but have not expressed. 

Write a vulnerable statement to them using the framework. 

My Person: _______________ 

My Feeling:  

(Use a specific word from the 

Feeling Wheel) 

 

The Situation/Cause:  

(What is making me feel this 

way?) 

 

What I Need:  

(What do I need from them? 

Just to listen? Support? 

Understanding? A change in 

behaviour?) 

 

My Script: 

"I want to share something 

with you. I have been feeling 

[emotion] lately, because 

[describe the cause]. I do not 

need you to fix it. I just wanted 

to be honest with you about 

what is going on with me. 

What I need right now is [state 

your need]." 

 

Reflection:  

How does it feel to write this 

down? What is the hardest 

part about imagining saying 

this out loud? What would you 

need to feel safe enough to 

have this conversation? 
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WORKSHEET 5.4: THE EMOTIONAL CHECK-IN LOG 

Use this log for one week. Set three reminders on your phone each day. Each time, 

complete the three questions. You will be amazed at what you discover about yourself. 

Day  
What am I feeling right 

now? (Be specific) 

Why am I feeling this 

way? 

What do I need right 

now? 

Day 1    

Day 2    

Day 3    

Day 4    

Day 5    

Day 6    
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Day  
What am I feeling right 

now? (Be specific) 

Why am I feeling this 

way? 

What do I need right 

now? 

Day 7    

End of Week Reflection:  

• What patterns did you notice?  

• What emotions came up most often?  

• What was the most common need you identified?  

• What did you learn about yourself? 

CHAPTER 5 SUMMARY CHECKLIST 

At the end of this chapter, you should be able to say: 

✓ I understand why the "stoic ideal" is damaging and that expressing emotions is a 

sign of strength. 

✓ I have expanded my emotional vocabulary beyond "fine" and "angry." 

✓ I can distinguish between blaming others for my emotions and owning my 

emotions. 

✓ I understand that vulnerability is the foundation of genuine connection and trust. 

✓ I have practised the Emotional Check-In routine to increase my self-awareness. 

✓ I have a framework for sharing my inner world with trusted people in my life. 
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Chapter 6: What They're Hearing: How Your 

Communication is Perceived 

INTRODUCTION 

You have learned a great deal so far. You have assessed your patterns, built fundamental 

skills, learned to manage pressure, navigated conflict, and started to express your 

emotions more honestly. You are becoming a more effective communicator. 

But here is a truth that is uncomfortable but essential: it does not matter what you meant 

to say. It matters what the other person heard. 

There is always a gap between intention and impact. You might intend to give 

constructive feedback, but the other person hears criticism. You might intend to be direct, 

but the other person hears aggression. You might intend to take a moment to think, but 

the other person hears the silent treatment. This gap is where relationships break down. 

This chapter is about closing that gap. It is about understanding how your communication 

choices are perceived by others. It is about moving beyond your own intentions and 

developing empathy for how your words, tone, and silence land on the people you care 

about. This is the chapter that will transform you from someone who communicates to 

someone who is truly heard. 

1. INTENTION VS. IMPACT: THE PERCEPTION GAP 

The perception gap is the difference between what you mean to communicate and what 

the other person actually understands. This gap exists for everyone, but it is particularly 

significant for men, who are often socialised to be direct, to minimise emotions, and to 

assume that their intentions are obvious. 

Imagine you are driving a car. You indicate to turn left. That is your intention.  

But if your indicator light is broken, the other drivers do not see your signal. They do not 

know what you intend. They might think you are going straight, or they might get 

confused and frustrated.  

The impact of your driving is different from your intention, even though your intention 

was clear to you. 

Communication works the same way. You might think you are being clear, but if your 

words, tone, or body language send a different message, the impact on the other person 

will be different from what you intended. 

Here are some common examples of the perception gap: 

• Intention: "I am giving honest feedback to help you improve." 

o Impact: "You are criticising me and making me feel inadequate." 

• Intention: "I am trying to stay calm and not overreact." 

o Impact: "You do not care about this. You are emotionally detached." 

• Intention: "I need some time to think before I respond." 

o Impact: "You are giving me the silent treatment and shutting me out." 

• Intention: "I am just joking around with you." 

o Impact: "You are making fun of me and disrespecting me." 



© NICRO 2026 

Page 59 of 92 

 

The key to closing the perception gap is empathy.  

You need to be able to put yourself in the other person's shoes and ask yourself: "If I were 

them, how would I hear what I am about to say?"  

2. THE SILENT TREATMENT: THE MOST DAMAGING MISUNDERSTANDING 

The silent treatment is one of the most common and destructive communication patterns 

among men. It is also one of the most misunderstood. Many men do not even realise 

they are using it. They might think they are "taking a break," "cooling down," or "not 

making things worse." But to the person on the receiving end, the silent treatment feels 

like something entirely different. 

It is important to understand that the silent treatment is different from a respectful time-

out.  

A time-out is a planned pause, communicated clearly, with a commitment to return. The 

silent treatment is an indefinite withdrawal, often used as a weapon. 

If you have used the silent treatment in the past, you are not alone. It is a common habit. 

But it is a destructive one. Acknowledging this pattern and choosing to replace it with 

more respectful communication is a powerful step towards becoming a better man. 

Here is how the silent treatment is perceived: 

 

• As Control:  

o The silent treatment is a form of power and control.  

o By refusing to speak, you are withholding connection and communication.  

o You are punishing the other person for something they did or said.  

As Control As Punishment

As Disrespect As a Relationship 
Killer
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o It sends a clear message: "I am in control of this situation, and you do not 

deserve my attention." 

• As Punishment:  

o The silent treatment is deeply painful.  

o It is a form of emotional abandonment.  

o For the person on the receiving end, it creates feelings of confusion, 

anxiety, and worthlessness.  

o They are left alone with their thoughts, often replaying the conflict and 

blaming themselves. 

• As Disrespect:  

o Refusing to speak to someone is a profound act of disrespect.  

o It communicates that they are not worth your time or effort. It says, "Your 

feelings do not matter to me."  

o It erodes the foundation of trust and respect in any relationship. 

• As a Relationship Killer:  

o Over time, the silent treatment destroys intimacy.  

o The person on the receiving end will eventually stop trying to reach out.  

o They will build walls to protect themselves from the pain of being shut out.  

o When that happens, the relationship is effectively over, even if you are still 

living in the same house. 

3. THE "YES, BUT..." TRAP: DISMISSAL IN DISGUISE 

Another common communication pattern that causes significant damage is the "Yes, 

but..." trap. This happens when someone shares a concern or a perspective, and you 

respond by acknowledging it briefly, only to immediately counter with your own point. 

• "I understand you are upset, but you have to see it from my perspective." 

• "I hear what you are saying, but you are overreacting." 

• "That is a valid point, but you are forgetting..." 

The impact of "Yes, but..." is devastating to the person on the receiving end. It tells them: 

"I heard your words, but I did not really listen. I do not value your perspective. I am only 

interested in proving my own point." It is a way of dismissing the other person while 

pretending to be reasonable. 

The alternative is simple but powerful. Replace "but" with "and." 

• "I understand you are upset, and I also have a different perspective." 

• "I hear what you are saying, and I am also feeling frustrated." 

• "That is a valid point, and there are other factors to consider." 

Using "and" does not mean you agree with the other person. It means you acknowledge 

their reality without dismissing it. It shows respect. It keeps the conversation open and 

collaborative rather than shutting it down. This small change in language can have a 

massive impact on how your communication is perceived. 

4. THE IMPACT OF TONE AND BODY LANGUAGE 

Your words are only a fraction of your communication. A significant portion of the 

message you send is carried by your tone of voice and your body language. And when 
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these non-verbal signals contradict your words, people will almost always believe the 

non-verbal cues. 

A relaxed, open physical state will help you communicate more effectively and will be 

perceived more positively by the other person. 

Tone of Voice: 

• A harsh, loud, or sarcastic tone can make even the most reasonable words sound 

aggressive and disrespectful. 

• A flat, monotone, or disinterested tone can make you sound uncaring or 

dismissive, even when you are trying to engage. 

• A calm, steady, and warm tone conveys respect, sincerity, and openness. 

Body Language: 

• Eye Contact: As discussed, steady eye contact shows engagement. Staring is 

aggressive. Avoiding eye contact can signal dishonesty or disinterest. 

• Posture: Leaning forward can be aggressive. Leaning back can be dismissive. 

Sitting or standing up straight with an open posture conveys confidence and 

openness. 

• Facial Expressions: A scowl, a sneer, or rolling your eyes sends a powerful 

message of contempt. A neutral or slightly open expression encourages the other 

person to continue. 

• Hands and Arms: Pointing is aggressive. Crossed arms can signal defensiveness. 

Open hands, palms up, signal openness and honesty. 

• Proximity: Standing too close is intimidating. Standing too far away signals 

distance. Respect personal space. 

5. GIVING FEEDBACK THAT IS HEARD 

Giving feedback is one of the most challenging communication tasks. Whether it is at 

work, at home, or with friends, telling someone that they need to change something is 

difficult. If you do it poorly, it can damage the relationship. If you do it well, it can 

strengthen it. 

Here is a framework for giving feedback that is more likely to be heard and acted upon: 
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1. Check Your Motivation:  

• Before you say anything, ask yourself: "Why am I giving this feedback?" Is it 

to help the person improve? Or is it to vent your frustration?  

• If your motivation is pure, your delivery will be better. 

2. Choose the Right Time and Place:  

• Do not give feedback in public or in front of others. Do not give it when you 

are angry.  

• Choose a private, calm moment. "I would like to talk about something that 

happened. Is now a good time?" 

3. Be Specific:  

• Do not use generalisations like "You are always late." Be specific about the 

behaviour. "You were 20 minutes late for our meeting this morning." 

4. Describe the Impact:  

• Explain the effect of the behaviour. "When you are late, it makes me feel 

like my time is not respected, and it disrupts the flow of the team." 

5. Make a Request:  

• Be clear about what you would like to see instead. "I would appreciate it if 

you could let me know in advance if you are going to be late, or if you could 

make a plan to be on time." 

6. End with Encouragement:  

• Remind the person that you value them and that this feedback comes from 

a place of wanting things to be better. "I value working with you, and I know 

we can find a way to make this work better." 

6. RECEIVING FEEDBACK: THE ART OF NOT BEING DEFENSIVE 

Receiving feedback is even harder than giving it. When someone points out a flaw or a 

mistake, it triggers our defensive instincts. We want to justify ourselves, to explain why 

we were right, or to attack back. This is a natural response, but it is destructive. 

Check Your 
Motivation

Choose the Right 
Time and Place

Be Specific

Describe the 
Impact

Make a Request End with 
Encouragement
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Learning to receive feedback graciously is a sign of maturity. It shows that you are secure 

enough to hear the truth about yourself and strong enough to act on it. 

Learning to receive feedback is a superpower. It is how you grow. It is how you become a 

better man, a better partner, a better father, and a better colleague. 

Here is a framework for receiving feedback: 

 

1. Listen to Understand, Not to Respond:  

• This is the hardest part. When someone is giving you feedback, do not 

interrupt. Do not start formulating your defence. Just listen.  

• Your goal is to understand their perspective. 

2. Pause and Breathe:  

• You will feel the defensive urge rising. Use the pause. Breathe.  

• Let the initial adrenaline pass before you respond. 

3. Paraphrase to Check Your Understanding:  

• Show the person you have heard them by paraphrasing their feedback. "So 

what I am hearing you say is that you felt disrespected when I interrupted 

you in the meeting. Is that correct?" 

4. Thank Them (Even If You Disagree):  

• This is a powerful act. "Thank you for telling me that. I appreciate you being 

honest with me."  

• This does not mean you agree with them. It means you value their honesty 

and their willingness to be vulnerable with you. 

5. Take Time to Process:  

• You do not have to respond immediately.  

Listen to Understand, 
Not to Respond

Pause and Breathe Paraphrase to Check 
Your Understanding

Thank Them (Even If 
You Disagree)

Take Time to Process Reflect on the 
Feedback
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• If the feedback is difficult to hear, it is perfectly acceptable to say, "This is 

important feedback, and I want to take some time to think about it before 

I respond." 

6. Reflect on the Feedback:  

• Once you are calm, ask yourself: "Is there truth in this? What can I learn 

from this? What can I do differently?"  

• Even if you do not fully agree, there is usually a kernel of truth in most 

feedback. 

ACKNOWLEDGING WITHOUT AGREEING 

The key distinction is acknowledgement without agreement. You want to 

communicate: “I have heard you, I understand that this is your position, and I am not 

going to fight you about having that position. I will nevertheless make my own decision.” 

 

• “Thank you for expressing yourself so clearly on this subject.” 

• “I appreciate you taking the time to explain your perspective.” 

• “Thank you for raising this. I understand the concern you are expressing.” 

• “I hear what you are saying, and I will take it into consideration.” 

• “Thank you for the feedback. I understand where you are coming from, even 

though I may see the situation differently.” 

• “I appreciate your perspective. I think we may have different views on the 

appropriate way forward.” 

• “That is a fair perspective, and I will take it on board. I will also need to weigh it 

against the other considerations involved.” 

• “I understand your position. I have considered it carefully, and I am comfortable 

proceeding differently.” 

• “Thank you. I think we have probably reached the point where we understand 

each other’s positions, so I suggest we focus on how we move forward.” 

• “I appreciate you sharing your view. I don't think we need to reach agreement on 

this in order to move forward constructively.” 

 

A USEFUL DISTINCTION 

There are actually several different things you can acknowledge without agreeing: 

• Their right to have the opinion: “I understand that this is how you see it.”  

• Their effort to explain it: “I appreciate you taking the time to explain your 

perspective.”  

• The underlying concern: “I understand the concern you're raising.”  

• The information they have provided: “That's useful information for me to 

consider.”  

• The legitimacy of the disagreement: “I accept that we see this differently.”  

• Their emotional response: “I can see that this is important to you.”  

• The need to move forward: “I don't think we need to agree on this to decide 

what happens next.” 
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WORKSHEET 6.1: THE PERCEPTION CHECK 

For each of the following scenarios, analyse the gap between intention and impact. Then 

write a better alternative. 

Scenario 1: 

Situation: Your partner tells you about a problem she is having at work. You immediately 

start giving her advice on how to solve it. 

Your Intention:  To help her solve the problem quickly. 

Likely Impact on Her:  

(How is she likely to feel? 

What will she think?) 

 

A Better Alternative:  

(What could you say or do 

that would be more 

helpful?) 

 

Scenario 2: 

Situation: Your child is upset about a bad grade. You say, "It is not the end of the world. 

Just try harder next time." 

Your Intention:  To minimise their distress and encourage them to do better. 

Likely Impact on Your 

Child:  

(How are they likely to feel? 

What will they think?) 

 

A Better Alternative:  

(What could you say that 

would acknowledge their 

feelings and still 

encourage them?) 

 

Scenario 3: 

Situation: A colleague makes a mistake on a project. In a team meeting, you point out 

the error and explain why it was a problem. 

Your Intention:  To ensure the project is correct and to prevent future errors. 

Likely Impact on Your 

Colleague:  

(How are they likely to feel? 

What will they think?) 
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A Better Alternative:  

(How could you address 

this issue privately and 

constructively?) 

 

Scenario 4: 

Situation: A friend is telling you about a personal struggle. You say, "Ja, I know what you 

mean. Let me tell you what happened to me." 

Your Intention:  To show you relate to their experience and build connection. 

Likely Impact on Your 

Friend:  

(How are they likely to feel? 

What will they think?) 

 

A Better Alternative:  

(How could you show 

empathy without shifting 

the focus to yourself?) 
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WORKSHEET 6.2: MY SILENT TREATMENT REFLECTION 

This is a difficult but important exercise. Be honest with yourself. 

1. Think of a time when you used the silent treatment. 

The Situation: 

What was the conflict or issue? 

 

Why I Used It:  

At the time, why did I stop 

talking? What was I feeling? 

What was I hoping to achieve? 

 

2. The Impact on the Other Person. 

How do you think the other 

person felt?  

(Think about the points from 

this chapter: control, 

punishment, disrespect) 

 

What do you think the long-

term impact was on your 

relationship? 

 

3. A Better Alternative. 

If you could go back, what 

would you do differently? 

How could you have used a 

respectful time-out instead? 

 

Write a script for what you 

could have said to them 

instead of giving them the 

silent treatment. 

 

4. Moving Forward. 

What will you do the next time 

you feel the urge to shut 

down and withdraw from a 

conversation? 
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WORKSHEET 6.3: "YES, BUT..." RE-WRITE 

Think about a recent conversation where you used the "Yes, but..." trap. Use the table 

below to re-write your response using "and." 

Example: 

• Original Response: "I hear that you are frustrated, but you need to understand 

my side too." 

• Re-written with "And": "I hear that you are frustrated, and I also have a 

perspective I would like to share." 

Original Response 

(with "but") 

Re-written Response (with "and") 

1. "I understand you 

are upset, but you are 

overreacting." 

 

2. "That is a good 

point, but you have to 

consider the budget." 

 

3. "I hear what you are 

saying, but I do not 

agree." 
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WORKSHEET 6.4: GIVING AND RECEIVING FEEDBACK 

Part A: Giving Feedback 

Think of a situation where you need to give someone constructive feedback. It could be 

a colleague, a partner, or a child. Use the framework from this chapter to plan your 

feedback. 

The Person:  

The Situation/ 

Behaviour:  

(Be specific) 

 

The Impact:  

(How did it affect you or 

others?) 

 

My Request:  

(What would I like to see 

instead?) 

 

My Encouragement:  

(How can I end on a positive 

note?) 

 

My Script:  

(Write out what you will say) 

 

Part B: Receiving Feedback 

Think of a piece of feedback you have received recently that was difficult to hear. Use the 

framework to reflect on it. 

The Feedback:  

(What was said?) 

 

My Initial Reaction:  

(What did I feel? Did I 

become defensive?) 

 

How I Listened:  

(Did I listen to understand, 

or was I preparing my 

defence?) 
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The Kernel of Truth:  

(Even if I disagreed with 

some of it, is there a kernel 

of truth in this feedback? 

What can I learn from it?) 

 

What I Will Do 

Differently:  

(Based on this feedback, 

what can I change?) 

 

WORKSHEET 6.5: READING BODY LANGUAGE 

Think about a recent difficult conversation you had. Reflect on your own body language 

and the body language of the other person. 

My Body Language: 

Posture:  

(What was my posture? 

Leaning forward, leaning 

back, tense?) 

 

Eye Contact:  

(Was I making good eye 

contact? Staring? Avoiding?) 

 

Arms and Hands:  

(Crossed? Pointing? Open?) 

 

Facial Expression:  

(What was my expression? 

Scowling? Neutral? Smiling?) 

 

Tone of Voice:  

(Calm? Harsh? Monotone? 

Sarcastic?) 

 

What Message Was My 

Body Language Sending?  

(Was it consistent with my 

words? Did it help or hurt the 

conversation?) 

 

The Other Person's Body Language: 

Posture:  
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Eye Contact:  

Arms and Hands:  

Facial Expression:  

Tone of Voice:  

What Message Were They 

Sending?  

(What were they 

communicating non-

verbally?) 

 

Reflection:  

• What did you learn from observing your own and the other person's body 

language?  

 

• What will you do differently next time? 

 

CHAPTER 6 SUMMARY CHECKLIST 

At the end of this chapter, you should be able to say: 

✓ I understand the gap between intention and impact and the importance of 

empathy in communication. 

✓ I recognise the silent treatment as a destructive pattern and am committed to 

replacing it with respectful communication. 

✓ I understand the "Yes, but..." trap and can replace it with "and" to show respect 

and keep conversations open. 

✓ I am aware of how my tone of voice and body language are perceived by others. 

✓ I have a framework for giving constructive feedback that is more likely to be heard. 

✓ I have a framework for receiving feedback without becoming defensive. 

✓ I have reflected on my own communication patterns and identified areas for 

improvement. 
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Chapter 7: Beyond Words: Navigating the Social World 

INTRODUCTION 

You have come a long way. You have looked in the mirror and assessed your patterns. 

You have built fundamental skills like active listening and using "I" statements. You have 

learned to keep your cool under pressure, navigate conflict constructively, express 

difficult emotions, and understand how your communication is perceived by others. You 

have done the hard work of personal transformation. 

But communication does not happen in a vacuum. It happens in the real world. It 

happens at work, at social events, with strangers, and with the people you meet in your 

daily life. The skills you have learned are not just for intimate conversations with your 

partner or your children. They are for every interaction you have. 

This final chapter is about applying everything you have learned to the broader social 

world. It is about building rapport, making a good impression, navigating the workplace, 

and asking for help when you need it. It is also about consolidating your learning and 

creating a plan to ensure that the progress you have made is not temporary, but 

permanent. This is not the end of your journey. It is the beginning of a new way of being. 

1. THE TOOLBOX IS FULL: APPLYING WHAT YOU HAVE LEARNED 

Think of the skills you have developed over the past six chapters as tools in a toolbox. 

You have a hammer (assertive communication), a screwdriver (active listening), a level 

(emotional awareness), a measuring tape (empathy), and many more. Each tool has a 

specific purpose. The key is knowing which tool to use in which situation and having the 

skill to use it effectively. 

In this chapter, we will look at how to use these tools in the wider world. A job interview 

requires a different tool than a braai with friends. A conversation with your boss requires 

different skills than a conversation with a stranger at the gym. The toolbox is full. Now 

you need to learn how to choose the right tool for the right job. 

2. THE FIRST IMPRESSION: CONFIDENCE AND CONNECTION 

First impressions matter. Within the first few seconds of meeting someone, they have 

already formed a judgment about you. This judgment is based on your posture, your 

facial expression, your tone of voice, and your initial words. It is not always fair, but it is 

reality. 

Remember, you are not trying to impress anyone. You are trying to connect. The goal is 

to make the other person feel comfortable and seen. 

Here is how to make a positive first impression: 

• Posture and Presence:  

o Stand up straight. Shoulders back.  

o This communicates confidence. Do not slouch or look at the floor. Hold 

your head up and make eye contact. 

• The Greeting:  
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o In South Africa, a firm handshake is still the standard for many professional 

and social situations.  

o It should be confident but not crushing. If you are in a more casual setting, 

a nod and a smile can be appropriate.  

o Be aware of cultural differences. In some communities, a handshake is the 

norm. In others, a more formal greeting is expected. When in doubt, follow 

the lead of the other person. 

• Eye Contact:  

o Make steady eye contact. It shows you are engaged and confident.  

o Do not stare, but do not look away too quickly either. 

• The Smile:  

o A genuine smile is one of the most powerful communication tools you 

have.  

o It signals warmth, openness, and friendliness. It puts the other person at 

ease. 

• Your Name:  

o When you introduce yourself, say your name clearly. "Hi, I am Thabo." Or, 

if it is a professional setting, "Good morning, I am Sipho Mthembu." This is 

simple but effective. 

• The Icebreaker:  

o Have a simple, non-threatening question or comment ready to start a 

conversation. "Are you from this area?" "How do you know the host?" "What 

did you think of the game?"  

o This shows you are interested and approachable. 

3. SMALL TALK: THE SOCIAL LUBRICANT 

Many men dismiss small talk as pointless or superficial. They want to get straight to the 

"real" conversation. But this is a mistake. Small talk is the social lubricant that builds 

rapport and trust. It is the bridge that allows you to move from a stranger to an 

acquaintance to a friend. 

Small talk is not about discussing the weather in detail. It is about testing the waters. It is 

about finding common ground and establishing that you are a safe, approachable 

person. 

Small talk is a skill. It takes practice. If you are introverted or socially anxious, it can be 

exhausting. But it is essential for navigating the social world. Practise it regularly and it 

will become easier. 

Here is how to be good at small talk: 

• Show Genuine Interest:  

o People love to talk about themselves.  

o Ask questions that show you are interested in them as a person. "What 

keeps you busy these days?" "Where did you grow up?" "What do you enjoy 

doing when you are not working?" 

• Listen to the Answers:  

o Do not just ask a question and then wait for your turn to speak.  
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o Listen to what they say.  

o Respond to their answers. If they mention they have children, ask about 

their children. If they mention a hobby, ask about that. 

• Find Common Ground:  

o Look for things you have in common.  

o It could be a shared interest, a similar experience, or even just knowing the 

same people. This creates a sense of connection. 

• Be Positive:  

o No one wants to be around someone who complains constantly.  

o Keep the conversation light and positive, especially when you are just 

getting to know someone. 

• Know When to End It:  

o Do not overstay your welcome.  

o If the conversation is winding down, gracefully excuse yourself. "It was 

great meeting you. I am going to grab a drink. Enjoy the evening." 

PROFESSIONAL SETTING CONVERSATION STARTERS 

These are suitable for networking events, conferences, work functions, client meetings, 

or any professional environment where you need to build rapport while maintaining a 

appropriate level of formality. 

Topic Conversation Starter 

The Event Itself "What brought you to this event today? Are you here for a 

specific session or just networking?" 

Their Work "What do you do in your current role? What does a typical 

day look like for you?" 

Industry Trends "I have been reading a lot about [industry trend]. How is 

that affecting your work at the moment?" 

Local Economy "With all the changes in the South African economy, how 

is your sector holding up? What are you seeing on the 

ground?" 

Travel "Did you travel far to get here? Are you based in Joburg or 

did you come from out of town?" 

The Organisation "What do you enjoy most about working for your 

company? What keeps you there?" 

Professional 

Development 

"Are you working on any interesting projects or learning 

anything new at the moment?" 

Collaboration "What kind of organisations or people are you hoping to 

connect with today?" 



© NICRO 2026 

Page 75 of 92 

 

Topic Conversation Starter 

Work-Life Balance "With all the demands of our jobs, how do you manage to 

switch off and recharge?" 

The Venue/Environment "Have you been to this venue before? I am still finding my 

way around. Do you know the area well?" 

CASUAL SETTING CONVERSATION STARTERS 

These are suitable for braais, family gatherings, social events, the gym, or any informal 

setting where you want to connect with people on a more personal level. 

Topic Conversation Starter 

The Host/Event "How do you know the host? Have you known them for 

long?" 

Weekend Plans "Do you have anything planned for the rest of the weekend? 

Doing anything exciting or just taking it easy?" 

Sport "Did you catch the game this weekend? What did you think 

of the result?" 

Local Area "Do you live around here? What is the neighbourhood like 

these days?" 

Food and Braai "This braai smells incredible. Are you a regular braai master 

or do you just enjoy the eating part?" 

Family "Do you have kids? How old are they? How are they doing at 

school?" 

Hobbies "What do you do when you are not working? Do you have any 

hobbies or things you are passionate about?" 

Travel/Holidays "Have you been on holiday recently? Did you go anywhere 

interesting or just stay local?" 

Shared Experience "Have you tried the [food/drink] yet? I am thinking of giving 

it a go. What do you think?" 

Current Events (Light) "I have been hearing a lot about [local event or positive news 

story]. What is your take on it?" 

TIPS FOR USING THESE STARTERS 

• Be Genuine:  

o Use these as a guide, not a script.  
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o Ask the question because you are genuinely interested in the answer. 

People can tell when you are going through the motions. 

• Listen Actively:  

o Remember the skills from Chapter 2.  

o Listen to the answer. Ask a follow-up question based on what they say. This 

is where real connection happens. 

• Match the Energy:  

o Pay attention to the other person's responses.  

o If they are giving short answers and seem distracted, they might not be in 

the mood to chat. That is okay. Gracefully end the conversation and move 

on. 

• Be Positive:  

o Avoid starting a conversation with a complaint or a negative observation.  

o Keep it light and positive, especially when you are just getting to know 

someone. 

• Use "What" and "How":  

o Notice that most of these starters begin with "what," "how," or "why."  

o These are open-ended questions that invite more than a yes or no answer.  

o They open the door to a real conversation. 

THE BALANCED CONVERSATION: KNOWING WHEN TO SPEAK AND WHEN TO LISTEN 

You have learned how to start a conversation. You have your open-ended questions 

ready. You are engaging with people and building rapport. But there is another skill that 

is just as important as starting a conversation: knowing how to keep it balanced. 

Many men fall into the trap of dominating conversations. We are often socialised to be 

the experts, to have the answers, and to take the lead. This can translate into a 

conversational style where we do most of the talking. We monologue. We lecture. We tell 

long stories while the other person nods along, waiting for their turn to escape. 

This is a problem. A conversation that is one-sided is not a conversation at all. It is a 

performance. And performances do not build relationships. They build distance. People 

do not feel connected to someone who talks at them. They feel connected to someone 

who talks with them. 

This section is about learning to step back, to share the space, and to make sure the other 

person is as much a part of the conversation as you are. 

THE PURPOSE OF CONVERSATION 

Before you can have a balanced conversation, you need to understand what a 

conversation is actually for. It is not a competition. It is not a lecture. It is not an 

opportunity to show off your knowledge or tell your most impressive story. 

The purpose of conversation is connection. It is a process of mutual discovery. You are 

both sharing parts of yourselves and learning about each other. A good conversation is 

like a game of catch. You throw the ball to the other person. They catch it and throw it 

back. The ball moves back and forth. Sometimes you hold it for a moment, and 

sometimes they do. But it is always moving. If one person holds onto the ball for too long, 

the game is over. 
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When you understand that the goal is connection, not performance, it changes how you 

approach every interaction. You start to ask yourself: "Am I giving this person space to 

share? Am I learning something about them? Are we building a bridge, or am I just 

talking?" 

HOW TO SPOT IF YOU ARE MONOLOGUING 

Self-awareness is the key to change. You cannot fix a problem you do not see. If you notice 

any of these signs, it is time to course-correct. The goal is not to stop talking altogether. 

The goal is to create a space for a genuine exchange. 

Here are the signs that you might be dominating the conversation: 

• The Other Person Is Not Speaking: 

o This is the most obvious sign. If you have been talking for several minutes 

without a pause, and the other person has not had a chance to contribute, 

you are monologuing. 

• You Keep Interrupting: 

o If you find yourself cutting the other person off mid-sentence, you are not 

listening. You are waiting for your turn to speak. This is a clear sign of 

dominating behaviour. 

• You Are Telling Long Stories:  

o Stories are great. But if you are telling a long, detailed story and the other 

person's eyes are glazing over, you have lost them. They are not in the 

conversation anymore. They are just waiting for you to finish. 

• You Are Giving Unsolicited Advice:  

o This is a classic trap. Someone shares a problem, and you immediately 

jump in with a solution. You are not listening to understand. You are 

listening to fix. This shuts down the conversation and puts the other person 

in a passive role. 

• You Notice Restlessness in the Other Person:  

o Watch their body language. Are they fidgeting? Looking around the room? 

Checking their phone? Taking small steps backwards? These are signs that 

they are uncomfortable or bored and want to escape. 

• The Conversation Feels Like an Interview You Are Conducting:  

o If you are asking questions, but you are not sharing anything about 

yourself, the conversation is not balanced. The other person might feel like 

they are being interrogated. 

HOW TO BRING OTHERS INTO THE CONVERSATION 

Bringing others into the conversation is a skill. It is about being generous with the space 

and making sure everyone feels included. Here are some practical strategies: 

1. Ask Open-Ended Follow-Up Questions 

Do not just ask a question and then move on. Listen to their answer and ask a follow-up 

question that invites them to go deeper. 

• "That is interesting. How did you get into that?" 

• "What was that experience like for you?" 
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• "What do you enjoy most about that?" 

2. Use the "And" Approach 

When someone shares something, do not immediately pivot to your own story. 

Acknowledge theirs first. 

• Instead of: "That happened to me too. Let me tell you about my experience..." 

• Try: "That sounds really challenging. How did you handle it?" (Then, after they have 

fully shared, you can briefly share your own experience if it is relevant.) 

3. The Three-Sentence Rule 

A good rule of thumb for casual conversation is the three-sentence rule. When you are 

speaking, try to keep your contributions to roughly three sentences before you pause and 

invite the other person back in. This prevents you from rambling and gives the other 

person space to respond. 

4. Use Their Name 

Using someone's name is a powerful way to pull them back into the conversation. "That 

is a great point, Sipho. What do you think about that aspect?" It shows you are paying 

attention to them as an individual. 

5. Explicitly Invite Others In 

Sometimes, you need to be direct. If you notice someone has been quiet, make a 

conscious effort to include them. 

• "Thandi, you have been quiet on this one. I would love to hear your perspective." 

• "We have been going back and forth. What do you think, Mike?" 

• "I feel like I have been talking too much. What is your take on this?" 

6. Acknowledge and Validate 

When someone does speak, acknowledge their contribution. A simple "That is a really 

good point" or "I had not thought of it that way" validates their input and encourages 

them to continue. It shows you value their voice. 

7. Practice the "Pause and Pass" 

After you have spoken, deliberately pause. Create a silence. Do not rush to fill it. That 

silence is an invitation. It is a space for the other person to step in. Count to three in your 

head.  

If they do not speak, you can ask them a question. But giving them that space is a powerful 

act of generosity. 

THE REWARDS OF A BALANCED CONVERSATION 

Learning to hold back, to listen, and to bring others in is not about being less of a man. It 

is about being a more effective one. The rewards are immense: 

• People Will Like You More:  

o People are drawn to those who make them feel heard and valued. 

• You Will Learn More:  
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o When you are not talking, you are listening. And when you are listening, 

you are learning. You will gain new perspectives and insights. 

• You Will Build Stronger Relationships:  

o Balanced conversations build trust and intimacy. People feel safe with 

someone who shares the space. 

• You Will Be Seen as a Leader:  

o Ironically, the man who talks less and listens more is often seen as a better 

leader. He is seen as wise, confident, and respectful. He does not need to 

dominate to be respected. 

4. NAVIGATING THE WORKPLACE: PROFESSIONAL COMMUNICATION 

The workplace is a unique environment with its own communication rules. It is where you 

need to be assertive, clear, and professional. It is also a place where you need to build 

relationships with colleagues, manage up to your boss, and lead or work within a team. 

Navigating the workplace requires you to be a skilled communicator. It is not about being 

liked. It is about being respected, reliable, and effective. 

• Clarity and Directness:  

o In a professional setting, clarity is key. Be direct about your needs, your 

deadlines, and your expectations. "I need the report by 3pm on Friday." "I 

am concerned about the budget for this project." 

• Professional "I" Statements:  

o Adapt the "I" statement for the workplace. Instead of "This project is a 

mess," try "I am concerned about the project timeline because we are 

behind schedule. I would prefer if we could have a meeting to discuss 

priorities." 

• Respectful Disagreement:  

o You will disagree with colleagues. That is normal. But you must disagree 

respectfully. "I see your point, and I have a different perspective. Let us 

explore both options." This is the "and" approach from Chapter 6. 

• Managing Up:  

o Communicating with your boss requires tact and professionalism. Be 

honest about challenges, but also bring solutions. "We are facing a 

challenge with the client. I have a few ideas on how to address it. Can we 

discuss it?" 

• Team Communication:  

o In a team, your communication either builds trust or erodes it. Be reliable. 

If you say you will do something, do it. Acknowledge the contributions of 

others. Give credit where it is due. 

• Email and Written Communication:  

o In the modern workplace, much of your communication is written. Be clear, 

concise, and professional in your emails. Use spell check. Do not write 

anything you would not be comfortable with your boss reading. 
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5. ASKING FOR HELP: THE STRATEGIC DECISION 

This is one of the hardest things for many men to do. We are taught to be independent, 

to solve our own problems, and to never show weakness. Asking for help feels like an 

admission of failure. But this is a dangerous lie. 

Asking for help is not a sign of weakness. It is a sign of wisdom. It is a strategic decision. 

No man is an island. No man has all the answers. The most successful men are the ones 

who know when to seek advice, support, or assistance. Asking for help is a tool. Use it. It 

will make you more effective, less stressed, and more connected to the people around 

you. 

Here is why you need to ask for help: 

• You Will Get a Better Outcome:  

o If you are struggling with something, getting help will lead to a better result.  

o A fresh perspective can solve a problem you have been stuck on for weeks. 

• It Builds Relationships:  

o Asking for help is a form of vulnerability.  

o It shows trust in the other person. It creates a bond.  

o When you ask someone for help, you are saying, "I value your expertise and 

your opinion." This deepens the relationship. 

• It Saves You Time and Stress:  

o Trying to do everything yourself is exhausting. It leads to burnout.  

o Asking for help is efficient. It allows you to focus on what you are good at 

and delegate the rest. 

• It Models Strength:  

o For your children, your team, and your community, seeing you ask for help 

models a powerful lesson: it is okay to not have all the answers.  

o It teaches them that seeking support is a sign of maturity, not weakness. 

So, how do you ask for help? 

1. Be Specific:  

• Do not say, "I need help."  

• Say, "I need help with the budget spreadsheet. I am struggling with the 

formulas." 

2. Acknowledge Their Expertise:  

• "I know you are good at this. Could you take a look at the schedule and see 

if I am missing anything?" 

3. Make It Easy for Them:  

• Be clear about what you need and what you have already tried. "I have 

already checked X and Y, but I am stuck on Z. Do you have a moment to 

help me think it through?" 

4. Be Grateful:  

• Always thank the person for their help.  

• Acknowledging their contribution strengthens the relationship. 
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6. CREATING A PERSONAL COMMUNICATION PLAN 

You have learned a great deal. The question is: how do you make sure this sticks? How 

do you ensure that the progress you have made is not just a temporary change, but a 

permanent shift in who you are? 

The answer is a Personal Communication Plan. This is your roadmap for the future. It is 

a simple document that reminds you of your goals, your strengths, your weaknesses, and 

the tools you will use to continue growing. 

Your plan should include: 

1. My Key Strengths: What are you good at? (e.g., active listening, staying calm 

under pressure, using "I" statements) 

2. My Critical Area for Improvement: What is the one thing you need to focus on 

most? (e.g., asking for help, expressing emotions, avoiding the silent treatment) 

3. My Top Tools: What are the specific tools you will use to improve? (e.g., the 30-

second rule, the Emotional Check-In, the Conflict Resolution Cycle) 

4. My Action Steps: What specific actions will you take? (e.g., practice the Emotional 

Check-In every day, have one vulnerable conversation a week, use the "and" 

instead of "but") 

5. My Support Network: Who are the people you can count on? Who can you talk 

to honestly? Who will hold you accountable? 

6. My Check-In Date: When will you review your progress? Set a date on your 

calendar for one month, three months, and six months from today. 

Creating this plan is a powerful act of commitment. It transforms the ideas in this 

workbook into a tangible, actionable plan for your life. 
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WORKSHEET 7.1: MY PROFESSIONAL "I" STATEMENT 

Adapt the "I" statement for the workplace. For each of the following scenarios, write a 

professional "I" statement. 

Scenario 1: A colleague has missed a deadline, and it is affecting your work. You are 

feeling frustrated. 

Your Professional "I" Statement: 

 

 

Scenario 2: Your boss has given you conflicting instructions on a project. You are 

confused and need clarity. 

Your Professional "I" Statement: 

 

 

Scenario 3: A team member is dominating a meeting and not letting others speak. 

You are feeling frustrated. 

Your Professional "I" Statement: 

 

 

Scenario 4: You are feeling overwhelmed by your workload and need to ask for 

support. 

Your Professional "I" Statement: 
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WORKSHEET 7.2: PREPARING FOR A SOCIAL OR PROFESSIONAL EVENT 

Use this worksheet to plan for an upcoming social or professional event. It could be a 

work function, a networking event, a family gathering, or a party. 

The Event: _______________ 

Date: _______________ 

My Goal for This Event: (e.g., connect with two new people, have a conversation with my 

boss, enjoy myself without feeling stressed) 

 

 

My Icebreaker Questions: Write down three open-ended questions you could use 

to start a conversation. 

 

 

 

My Conversation Starters: Write down three topics you could bring up to keep a 

conversation going. 
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My Body Language Goals: What will I pay attention to with my own body language? 

(e.g., posture, eye contact, open hands) 

 

 

 

My Exit Strategy: If I need to end a conversation gracefully, what will I say? (e.g., "It 

was great meeting you. I am going to grab a drink. Enjoy the evening.") 

 

 

 

Reflection After the Event: 

• What went well? 

• What was challenging? 

• What will I do differently next time? 
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WORKSHEET 7.3: THE CONVERSATION SELF-CHECK 

After your next significant social conversation, take a few minutes to complete this self-

check. Be honest with yourself. 

The Conversation:  

(Briefly describe the situation and 

the person you were speaking with) 

 

 

 

My Contributions: 

• Roughly what percentage of 

the speaking time did I take 

up? (e.g., 20%, 50%, 80%) 

 

 

 

• Did I tell any long stories? If so, 

did I notice any signs that the 

other person was losing 

interest? 

 

 

 

• Did I interrupt the other 

person at any point? 
 

 

 

The Other Person's Contributions: 

• Did they have space to share 

their thoughts and 

experiences fully? 

 

 

 

• Did they seem engaged and 

interested, or did they seem to 

be waiting for me to finish? 

 

 

 

What I Did Well: 

• What did I do that helped keep 

the conversation balanced? 
 

 

 

What I Could Have Done Better: 

• What could I have done to give 

the other person more space 

or to bring them in more? 
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My Goal for Next Time: 

• What is one specific thing I will 

do differently in my next 

conversation? 
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WORKSHEET 7.4 BRINGING OTHERS IN 

For each of the following scenarios, write a response that brings the other person into 

the conversation. 

Scenario 1: You have been talking about your recent holiday for several minutes. You 

notice your colleague nodding but not saying much. 

Your Response: 

 

 

Scenario 2: You are at a braai with a group of friends. One friend, who is usually quiet, is 

standing on the edge of the group. You want to include them. 

Your Response: 

 

 

Scenario 3: You asked your partner about their day, and they gave a short, one-word 

answer. You want to encourage them to open up. 

Your Response: 

 

 

Scenario 4: You are in a meeting at work. You have shared your perspective. You notice 

a junior colleague has not spoken. You want to invite their input. 

Your Response: 

 

 

Scenario 5: You have just finished telling a story. You realise you have been talking for a 

while. You want to pass the conversation back to the other person. 

Your Response: 
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WORKSHEET 7.5 THE THREE-SENTENCE PRACTICE 

This is a practical exercise. Find a friend, partner, or trusted colleague and have a 

conversation. Consciously try to keep your contributions to roughly three sentences 

before you pause and invite them to speak. 

Person I Practised With: 

Date:  

How Did It Feel to Limit 

My Speaking to Three 

Sentences at a Time?  

(e.g., uncomfortable, 

challenging, freeing) 

 

How Did the Other 

Person Respond? 

(e.g., they spoke more, they 

seemed more engaged, 

they seemed surprised) 

 

What Did I Learn from 

This Exercise? 

 

What Will I Do 

Differently in Future 

Conversations? 
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WORKSHEET 7.6: MY SUPPORT NETWORK 

Who are the people you can turn to for support? This is about identifying the trusted 

individuals in your life. It is also about being honest about who is not supportive. 

Name Role in My Life How Can They Support Me? 

(e.g., listen, give advice, hold 

me accountable) 

When Was 

the Last Time 

I Reached 

Out? 

1. 

   

2. 

   

3. 

   

4. 

   

5. 

   

Reflection:  

✓ Do you have enough supportive people in your life?  

 

✓ If not, who could you reach out to? What is stopping you? 
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WORKSHEET 7.7: MY PERSONAL COMMUNICATION PLAN 

This is the most important worksheet in the workbook. It is your commitment to the 

future. Fill it out carefully and keep it somewhere you can see it. 

My Key Strengths: 

 

 

 

My Critical Area for Improvement: 

 

 

 

My Top Tools: 

 

 

 

My Action Steps:  

(Be specific. What will you do, and how often?) 

 

 

 

My Support Network:  

(Who can I talk to about my progress?) 

 

 

 

My Check-In Dates:  
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(When will I review my plan and my progress?) 

1 Month from today: 

3 Months from today: 

6 Months from today: 

 

MY COMMITMENT: 

I, __________________________________________________, commit to using the skills I have 

learned in this workbook to become a more effective communicator.  

I understand that this is a journey, and that there will be setbacks.  

I commit to getting back up when I fall and to continuing to grow.  

I am a man who communicates with clarity, purpose, and respect.  

This is who I am becoming. 

 

Signature: ______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Date: _____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

CHAPTER 7 SUMMARY CHECKLIST 

At the end of this chapter, you should be able to say: 

✓ I understand how to make a positive first impression. 

✓ I understand the importance of small talk and can use it to build rapport. 

✓ I can recognise the signs that I am dominating a conversation and can course-

correct. 

✓ I have strategies for bringing others into the conversation and keeping it balanced. 

✓ I can adapt my communication skills to the professional workplace. 

✓ I am committed to asking for help when I need it, recognising it as a sign of 

strength. 

✓ I have created a Personal Communication Plan to guide my continued growth. 

✓ I have identified my support network and know who I can turn to. 
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