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INTRODUCTION

Kelly had spent her whole life chasing her mother’s approval. Perfect grades, the right kind of boyfriends, even sacrificing her own desires. None of it ever earned her mother’s acknowledgment. Then one day during an argument, her mother pulled out the same old line that Kelly had heard for forty years: “Well, I’m sorry I’m such a horrible mother.”

In the past, that guilt trip would have worked. Kelly would have spent the next thirty minutes reassuring her mother, listing all the ways she was grateful for her sacrifices. But Kelly had recently come across my videos on handling bad apologies. So this time was different. This time, Kelly didn’t take the bait.

Instead, she took a breath, met her mother’s eyes, and said, “I’m willing to accept an apology.”

In that moment, something shifted. For the first time, Kelly realized she didn’t need her mother’s approval. She only needed her own voice.

[image: ]

Daniel was always the good guy. Still is. But for years he’d prioritized keeping the peace over speaking his mind, even when he strongly disagreed. In board meetings, he stayed quiet. In one-on-one conversations, he held back. Then came the moment that changed everything.

During his annual project presentation to the executive team, a senior manager dismissed a key part of his plan as a failure. Normally, Daniel would have swallowed the criticism, nodded along, and let it go—anything to avoid conflict. But this time was different. He’d recently seen my videos on Instagram.

With a steady voice, he said, “I see things differently.”

The room went silent. All eyes turned to him. Daniel took his time and confidently walked the team through the logic and strategy behind his plan. When he finished, the energy in the room had shifted. He hadn’t just defended his work—he had commanded the room. The board approved his plan, not only because of the strategy but because of the way his words stood behind it.

[image: ]

Hanna had spent years overexplaining—why she couldn’t make it to girls’ night, why she didn’t eat certain foods, why she needed time alone. She believed that if she just said enough things, if she gave the right reasons, people would understand. More words meant more credibility. More acceptance. Less disappointment. But one day, something changed.

When invited to an event she didn’t want to attend, Hanna recalled my advice and simply said, “I can’t. Thank you for the invitation.” When the person pressed for a reason, she didn’t fall into old habits. Instead, she calmly replied, “I can’t make it. I’m sure it’ll be a great time.”

No justifications. No explanations. No guilt.

And to her surprise—the world didn’t crumble.

[image: ]

Like these people, you know that same truth: the problem isn’t what to say; it’s how to say it.

Deep down, you already know what you want to say to your friend or boss or spouse. That conversation you know you need to have but you’ve been putting off because you know it’ll be hard. You have the words. You have the pieces. You just need the steps.

That’s what The Next Conversation framework offers: a simple, proven communication method to build better relationships and, more importantly, a better you.

By the time you finish this workbook, you will be able to:


	Control your communication (even in the most difficult conversation)

	Find—and use—your assertive voice

	Stand up for yourself

	Communicate and enforce your boundaries

	Overcome others’ defensiveness (and prevent your own)



You will learn how to speak boldly, with your chin up, and to embrace the vulnerability that comes with laying all your cards on the table.

As I told you in The Next Conversation, I’m not an academic researcher, therapist, or psychologist. I’m a trial attorney from a long line of lawyers who had one characteristic in common: knowing the art of communication. In the following pages, I want to share the lessons I’ve learned over a lifetime of arguments, disagreements, heated debates, and difficult conversations. I know they’ll work for you because I’ve seen them work—not only for me but also for the millions of people who’ve implemented my techniques from my social media videos.

How to Use This Book

You don’t need to have read The Next Conversation to use this workbook. For each section and tactic, I provide a brief summary of the relevant points, sometimes even using words from The Next Conversation. If you want to dig deeper into any aspect, I provide page numbers for where to find the information in the original book. This workbook is yours to tear up, break down, and use however it works best for you. Here’s a quick rundown that will help you get the most out of this workbook:


	Go in order (ideally). As tempting as it might be, don’t skip to what seems most interesting or what you most need help with right now. Each main step builds upon the former step, and I often reference certain strategies multiple times.

	Go slow. Don’t rush yourself. Don’t make this another item on your to-do list. Many of the questions will ask you to consider the stuff of life: your relationships, your conversations, your feelings. Don’t fill in the blanks just to have the blanks filled in. Give yourself the undistracted time to think through your answers.

	Start small. Don’t overwhelm yourself. There is a lot of information here. Use one takeaway at a time until it becomes more natural for you, then add another. For some people, using these strategies will be a big shift in how they relate to others. Give yourself time to acclimate to your new normal before using more strategies.

	Start today. As soon as you read a strategy, look for opportunities to use it in your everyday life. In your next text. Your next email. Even if it’s addressing a relatively small, mundane issue, it could be the perfect time for you to practice something new. The more you practice, the more comfortable you’ll become using these ideas. And the more ready you’ll be when the true tests come.

	Seek accountability. With the right person, accountability motivates change. Let your partner, close friend, or family member know that you’re working to become a better, more confident communicator. Ask them to routinely ask you, “What have you learned this week?” and “How have you used that this week?” This is exactly what we do within my School of Communication online membership community to support one another.

	Optional: keep a running journal. While there’s space at the end of each part to journal your thoughts about that topic, you may want to consider keeping a separate journal to record how these strategies go when you use them throughout your day. Ask yourself questions like:

	“What progress have I seen in myself?”

	“How are others responding to me?”

	“What’s making me uncomfortable?”






Journaling is a great way to witness your progress over time. If you’re not a fan of one-to-one accountability, let your journal be your accountability partner.

About the Exercises

Most of the exercises are open-ended questions, but you’ll also be asked to grade yourself, to choose items from a checklist, to fill in blanks, and to create and resolve scenarios.

For every exercise, the goal is for you to think more deeply about how you currently have conversations and how you could have conversations—the kind that make you feel good about yourself, even when the topic is hard.

As a basic guideline, give yourself thirty minutes to an hour to work through each section. The biggest thing is not to rush.

Are you ready?

Take a breath and turn the page. We’ve got work to do.




Part I

The Essentials

Over the next few pages, we’re going to work through the essentials of my framework. The essentials focus on connecting with yourself before you connect with others. I want you to understand these foundational principles so that the tools and techniques I offer have their best chance of making the most difference in your conversations, your relationships, and your life.

First, let’s set a destination. You picked up this workbook for a reason. Let’s get specific about why.

What Are Your Goals?

Review the following issues that my followers have told me they struggle with. Check the boxes that you could have written or that you’ve thought about at some point.


	[image: ] Being assertive without being confrontational

	[image: ] Focusing on what the other person is saying without thinking about what to say next

	[image: ] Setting boundaries or expectations when I haven’t established them early on

	[image: ] Stopping myself from protecting other people’s feelings

	[image: ] Keeping emotions out of hot topics, like politics or religion

	[image: ] Tactfully handling sarcasm or condescending remarks

	[image: ] Communicating with someone who ignores my statements, turns the conversation to talking about themselves, or one-ups me

	[image: ] Overcoming a conversation going in circles

	[image: ] Knowing what to say when I need to say it most



What other communication issues do you struggle with?


 

 



For each issue listed that affects your life, transform it into a goal. Make it specific, realistic, and actionable.

For example, if you checked “Keeping emotions out of hot topics,” your goal could be, “I will remind myself to take a deep breath before responding when other people bring up troubling topics.” (Note: we’ll get much more into breathing soon.)

Also, if you’re not sure what your goals are right now, that’s cool too. Don’t get stuck here. With dozens of examples throughout this workbook, your specific goals will become clear as you go. If a new goal comes to mind, come back to this section and add it to your list.



I will

I will

I will

I will

I will





Now I want you to imagine yourself a year from now. You’ve met all of your goals and routinely use them in your conversations and relationships. What do you fear will happen in your relationships if that holds true? It may help to think of a specific person (maybe your most difficult relationship) and ask yourself, “If I speak and act in this new way with this person, how do I fear they might respond?”


 

 

 



Lastly, once you meet these goals, how will your life and relationships change for the better? Put another way, what do you want to accomplish by the time you’ve completed this workbook?


 

 



Now that you have a clearer understanding of where you want to go, here’s how you can get there. The page numbers in parentheses are where you can find the information in The Next Conversation if you want to go more in-depth on a concept.

Never Win an Argument (TNC, pp. 21–39)

Arguments aren’t something to win. They’re something to unravel.

Think of arguments like knots in a conversation. If you pull in your direction and your friend pulls in theirs, what happens? The knot tightens. It becomes harder and harder to undo. If you both dig in your heels, then you’re stuck in a game of tug-of-war.

So drop the rope. Stop trying to win.

Instead, see the knot as an opportunity for connection. That means rather than yelling right back at them, you take a mindset that asks yourself, “Where is their behavior coming from?” Start at the loose ends by getting curious about the other person until you understand the heart of the matter. You can even ask the other person, “How can we smooth this knot out together?” or say, “Help me find the knot.”

Real communication begins when you get past their struggles, fears, and hopes. Real communication begins when you discover their why.

Asking yourself questions like “Who am I really talking to?” and “What else is at play?” opens doors to connection. Remember: the person you see isn’t the person you’re talking to. Like you, their life is still going on in the background of their conversation. Think of a river and its undercurrent. There’s so much more going on under the surface that you can’t see.

[image: A vertical bar chart titled ‘Quality of Relationship’ shows the horizontal axis labeled ‘Before Argument’, ‘After Winning Argument’, and ‘After Winning Another Argument’, and a vertical axis labeled ‘Quality of Relationship’, with shaded bar heights decreasing from left to right.]
Instead of making arguments about the moment, I’m going to teach you how to turn arguments into conversations about discovering that person. It doesn’t take much to dive beneath a person’s struggle—but it does take a willingness to give up the fight. Real communication begins when you can discern the struggle, the fear, or the hope hiding underneath.

Fun fact: The Next Conversation was almost titled The Confidence to Connect. Nowhere is this confidence more necessary than in hard conversations and yelling matches. In the moment when your fight-or-flight response wants nothing to do with the other person, choosing to connect is an act of mind-body defiance. You’re pressing pause on your predisposed response to act


[image: A diagram shows a dashed horizontal divider separating ‘What is said’ above from ‘What is felt’ below, with a circle overlapping the divider containing ‘You never listen to me’ above and ‘I want to connect and feel understood’ below.]























Your Next Conversation (TNC, pp. 41–54)
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	If I had to choose, what’s the one thing that I need them to understand?

	What small step can I take to show them that I heard them?

	What assumptions am I making?

	How can I show gratitude for this opportunity to talk?

	Is there a part of this that I’m trying to win?














	What do you think I find important in my life based on our daily conversations?

	What are three words you would use to describe my character to someone who doesn’t know me?

	What topics of conversation do I get most enthusiastic about?

	What quality is most important to me in the friendships I have?

	What emotion do you wish I’d show more of?























	

	

	






The Truth About Connection (TNC, pp. 55–65)


[image: Can we talk about what I said the other day?; …]














[image: A two-part diagram shows ‘Regardless of the Conversation...’ on the left, with two circles labeled ‘Understanding’ and ‘Acknowledgment’, and on the right shows overlapping circles labeled ‘Connection’ under the text ‘The Goal Is Connection …’.]


	Lack of awareness: Ever had someone say “You look mad” or ask “What’s wrong?” when you feel perfectly happy and content? When you’re talking, you may not realize that your eyebrows are scrunched or your tone is harsher than you intended. Maybe you know someone (not you, of course) with a “resting” face that looks mad when they’re not smiling. Without self-awareness, you’re often unaware of the mixed signals you send.

	Lack of understanding: Have you heard someone begin by saying “I just don’t understand how they can …”? Whenever I hear that, I always think to myself, Well, have you tried? Most of the time, conflict occurs because you’ve decided to argue against their point rather than acknowledge and address their perspective. When you fail to appreciate the difference in someone’s perspective versus your own, you will always have a hard time understanding what they’re saying and why they’re saying it.

	Lack of self-assurance: There are everyday verbal and visual cues that tell others about your level of assurance behind your words. Maybe it’s insecure body language, hedging words, or doubting phrases (like adding “Does that make sense?”). If you don’t feel assured about what you’re saying, the other person won’t feel sure to believe it, follow it, or accept it. When you lack self-assurance in communication, you will begin to hide from the very interactions that could bring out the best of you.
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