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Political conversations tend to bring out activation and polarization. This is not a reason to avoid 
them. The following provides some suggestions to make them a more satisfying experience. 
 
These suggestions stem from a simple premise. In political discussions, we tend to become fixated 
on arguing and making a point. As a result, we talk at each other instead of having a meaningful 
conversation. We need to counter this vicious cycle by broadening our focus and engaging our 
curiosity. To do so, we need to shift our sense of what the goal is.  
 
Instead of defending a position, make it your goal to know more about each other through the 
discussion. 
 
Here is a simple format for such a discussion. It has four components. 
 
1. Explicitly commit to building safety and trust 
 
In a discussion where you are opening up, revealing more of yourself as opposed to just voicing 
opinions, you are more likely to be vulnerable to attacks. So it does not makes sense to have such a 
discussion unless the person you’re talking to is equally committed to creating a safe and respectful 
space. You need to make this an explicit commitment. 
 
Specifically, you will be using Focusing, or Active Listening throughout the conversation. That is, you 
will take turns to be the Speaker and the Listener.  
 
When you are the Listener, you will give the Speaker a summary of what they said, making sure to 
do it from their perspective (not yours). You don’t have to agree, just understand, and clearly 
summarize what you understand. The Speaker can (and should) correct you if you misunderstand. 
The point is to make the Speaker feel heard and understood. 
 
2. Put the issue into a personal context 
 
This is very different from the way we usually talk about issues. Here, when it is your turn to speak, 
hold off voicing your opinions. Instead, take a moment to think about how the issue has affected 
you and people you know, and talk about that. 
 
For instance, if the topic is related to COVID-19, you could talk about such things as being sick, how 
it has been affecting your work and your children’s schooling, etc… 
 
It is even better if you can go beyond the day-to-day and look for patterns in your life. This includes 
how such issues were handled in your family of origin. Of course, if the topic is related to COVID-19, 
it is a given that your family of origin never experienced it. But you can talk about related things, 
such as what the attitudes were in your family, about health, or crises in general. 
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3. Ask a meaningful question 
 
Now, you go a step further. The Listener asks the Speaker a question. It is based on what they 
shared in Part 2. So it can be a challenging question, inviting them to face contradictions. But you 
should not be in a “gotcha” mode. You are not trying to trap or embarrass the Speaker.  
 
As the Speaker, remember that you are not a candidate for political office. You don’t have to come 
up with a slick answer. It is quite OK to acknowledge that you don’t know how to deal with it. If you 
cannot find a response, please make an effort to articulate what makes it difficult for you to do so. 
 
As the Listener, you practice Active Listening so that the Speaker feels heard. 
Then, you switch roles. 
 
4. Discuss lessons learned 
 
Now is the time to reflect on the process and to articulate what you got out of it. You each take 
turns describing what you have learned about the other person and yourself. Of course, the Listener 
uses Active Listening to help the Speaker feel heard. 
 
And now, you can be appreciative of each other for turning a potentially frustrating conversation 
into a more satisfying exchange. Enjoy, and share this practice with others! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This approach was inspired by the structured process developed by Kirk Schneider, President of the 
Existential Humanist Institute, author of "The Depolarization of America." 
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