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INTRODUCTION


The best things in life are on the other side of difficult conversations.

—The American Negotiation Institute’s guiding principle



The topic of race and issues surrounding race have been coming up with ever-increasing frequency, and not just in the news and on social media. Conversations about race are also being held far more often in the workplace. As a society, we are more interested in racial equity than ever before—and that’s a good thing. But conversations around race also tend to stir up strong opinions and powerful emotions, and unfortunately, most workplaces are woefully unprepared to manage the ensuing awkwardness and conflict. This jeopardizes workplace harmony and makes it harder for colleagues to collaborate and coexist. It also makes it more difficult for people who are trying to address issues of inclusion and belonging within the organization to persuade and influence others.

People who aren’t used to talking about race and don’t feel comfortable doing so—but find themselves in a position where they must—can be particularly ill-equipped for these conversations. Even people used to talking about race often find these conversations challenging. The potential for awkwardness and offense abounds. But so do the opportunities for creating connection and solving problems. While we’ve made great progress as a society in terms of race, equity, and justice, we still have a long way to go. To solve our remaining problems, we need to be able to talk to one another about them.

I’m the founder and CEO of the American Negotiation Institute (ANI), where we specialize in training and consulting in the realm of negotiation and conflict resolution. At ANI we believe the best things in life are on the other side of difficult conversations; it’s our guiding principle. In addition to our negotiation and conflict resolution work, we also conduct diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) training and strategic consulting centered on creating connection through communication and cultural intelligence. We’ve had the opportunity to work with a wide variety of companies in different industries of every size that are experiencing DEI challenges. In the process, we’ve recognized an important issue: in the world of DEI, we’re not just dealing with a knowledge gap, we’re dealing with a skills gap. Yes, DEI programs should increase awareness and help people to understand diverse perspectives. However, these programs often miss a critical element: the ability to communicate respectfully and effectively about these serious issues.

That’s what this book will teach you to do.

My goal isn’t to teach you how to think about race. There are already a lot of great books on the history of race and racism, structural inequity, and more. But although these resources usually do a great job of outlining the challenges we face, they often overlook the difficulty of bridging the gap between problem and solution. Both persuasive communication and conflict management play critical roles in whether meaningful change occurs in the workplace. How can you solve problems if you don’t have the skills to talk about them?

THE FIRST DIFFICULT CONVERSATION

In 2020, America went through yet another racial reckoning. The latest in a string of police-related deaths, the most notable of which were Breonna Taylor and George Floyd, played nonstop on the news. What made this reckoning different was that, because of the global COVID-19 pandemic and resulting lockdowns, we could do nothing else but watch story after heartbreaking story about police shootings, hate crimes against Asian Americans, and racial inequity. They were all over traditional and social media, making it seem like everybody was talking about race.

Everybody except me.

Before starting the American Negotiation Institute, and before the career I had in between as a business lawyer, I worked as a legal and policy analyst at the Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race and Ethnicity. There, I focused on matters concerning health equity and criminal justice. I would travel the country talking to health professionals about growing health inequities, what they could do to address them, and more specifically, how they could create persuasive arguments to overcome resistance to change from their leadership, local politicians, and community leaders. For example, one of my focuses in the world of health equity was infant mortality, defined as the death of an infant before their first birthday. Did you know that out of every 1,000 Black children born, 11 die? This is nearly double the rate for White infants, which is only 5.8 per 1,000 births.1 There was no shortage of statistics like this, so helping health professionals address these persistent challenges is important and impactful work.

However, it felt like what I was doing was just a drop in the bucket. And all of those years I spent talking about inequity and injustice were psychologically and emotionally taxing. I was burnt out emotionally, spiritually, and intellectually, and was in desperate need of a change. So . . . I quit.

I ran as far away from anything that had to do with racial inequity as I could. For over a year, I stopped watching the news. If I saw a social media post with a political, inequality, or race-related message, I would unfollow the poster. I even went as far as to block my wife, Whitney, from time to time, because she’s never been one to hold back when there’s something on her mind, especially when it comes to matters of social justice.

Mental health–wise, shutting down and disconnecting from the world’s problems was incredible! I never felt better. I was less stressed and much happier.

But even though I felt better, it didn’t mean that everything was better.

Fast-forward to May 2020. By this time, after transitioning to the business world, I had built a career representing clients in legal negotiations, started to work as a mediator, and honed my conflict resolution skills. I had also found that my true passion was teaching negotiation skills. That passion led me to start ANI in 2016, and four years later, our team was growing quickly. I was enjoying the work and the positive impact it was having on the world. But, unfortunately, after the murders of Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, and George Floyd, difficult conversations about race were becoming harder and harder to avoid.

On May 31, 2020, Whitney decided to have a difficult conversation with me. She said, “I know that you want to avoid this situation, Kwame. I know that you hate talking about this. But here’s the thing—you always talk about how important it is for other people to engage in difficult conversations. How does it look if you are intentionally avoiding having difficult conversations?”

Damn.

I realized that avoiding the situation was not the same as choosing neutrality. My lack of engagement was causing harm. People were looking to me for guidance on how to have these difficult conversations about race, and I was silent—despite being uniquely qualified to address the issue. I’m a Black man in the field of negotiation and conflict resolution, which is rare. And my background in civil rights made me even more unique.

That’s when I decided—reluctantly—to get involved.

I thought I’d just check the box and say I did my good deed, then go back into the shadows until these most recent incidents blew over. I’d have a little online event, maybe twenty or thirty people would show up, and then I’d be done. I posted about doing a virtual town hall on LinkedIn and titled it “How to Have Difficult Conversations About Race.” To my surprise, the post went viral. We maxed out our online event capacity, with more than a thousand attendees from around the world.

I told them, “I’m not going to tell you how to think about race, I’m going to show you how to talk about race.” I provided simple and practical tools for having these difficult conversations that people could immediately put into action. Attendees discovered that they could have these conversations in a way that was constructive, not destructive.

Following a brief presentation, I promised the attendees that I would stay as long as they needed and answer questions. I answered the last question three hours later. Even though I was the person presenting, the audience taught me something very important: people are hungry for this information. They want to learn how to communicate and connect on this sensitive issue. It’s my hope that this book will teach you how to do just that.

THE GOAL AND SCOPE OF THIS BOOK

Maybe you’ve thought or heard someone else explain their hesitance to talk about race like this:


I know we have some serious problems regarding race to address in our workplace and in our society. But when I try to tell people about it and share the data, they just don’t get it. It’s so frustrating.

Everybody here is afraid to talk about our company’s challenges around race. I can’t get people to engage. It makes it hard for me to solve the problem if we can’t even talk about the problem.

I’m a leader in my organization and I worked hard to earn the position that I have. I got here because I’m good at what I do. I don’t want to have these conversations about race because they make me feel uncomfortable, but they are becoming harder and harder to avoid.

I’m one of the youngest people in our organization. The folks in the older generation don’t seem to see any issues, but I do. I want to do something, but I’m afraid of being punished for stepping out of line.

I just experienced or witnessed a microaggression at work. The person who did it doesn’t seem to think it’s a problem, but it’s really interfering with my or someone else’s work experience, and I don’t know what to say or how to say it.

I’m White and I want to be an ally, but talking about this is awkward. I don’t want to say something wrong and be labeled a racist or accused of not staying in my lane, so I stay quiet. But sometimes when I stay quiet, I get accused of being racist. I feel like I’m in a lose-lose situation. When should I speak up, and what do I say?



So many of the reasons people don’t have conversations about race come down to fear:


•the fear of being canceled or labeled a racist

•the fear of being misunderstood

•the fear of offending somebody

•the fear of being uncomfortable



Even finding the right words to use for having conversations about race feels hazardous. For example, is it:


•Hispanic or Latino/a or Latinx?

•White or Caucasian?

•Black or African American?

•Native American or American Indian or Indigenous American?

•Indian or South Asian?

•Nonwhite or people of color (POC) or Black, Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC)?



Terms that were once generally considered acceptable are now considered politically incorrect, which can leave you feeling, as one person put it, “on your toes because you never know what to say.”2 It’s easy to get overwhelmed before even starting the conversation—like, no matter what terminology you choose, you’re going to offend someone.

It’s hard for me, too. Finding the right terminology to use in this book felt like such a daunting task that I ended up asking my LinkedIn tribe for help. (Using their advice, I’ve chosen to be as specific as I can, where I can, particularly thanks to the guidance of Marisa Tatum, director of communications at Strategic Diversity Partners: “I don’t particularly care for the current acronyms. The groups are so varied, it seems nonsensical to lump them together in most cases. I try to be as specific as possible when I can.” Otherwise, I’ve chosen to use BIPOC.)

Sometimes we’re just not sure what to say or how to say it. Most of us haven’t been trained in how to have difficult conversations in general, so how can we assume that we know how to have difficult conversations about race? The goal of this book is to give you that training, and with it the confidence and skills necessary to have these conversations in a way that is productive and not destructive.

These skills can help you communicate more effectively everywhere, but I’ve chosen to focus on the workplace for three main reasons. First, given my work with ANI conducting negotiation and conflict resolution workshops for businesses, it’s a context that I know well. Second, the challenges associated with these difficult conversations about race are particularly impeding inclusion and belonging at work. Third, we spend a lot of time at work; moreover, for most of us, it’s our primary source of income and social status. Because of this, I believe that if we are able to overcome race-related challenges and create positive change in our workplaces, it will generate positive momentum that can help us to overcome race-related challenges and create positive change in our society as a whole.

It’s nearly impossible to be an effective leader in today’s multicultural workplace without understanding how to engage in difficult conversations about race or communicate effectively with people whose lived experiences differ from yours. Change in your organization, like change in society, takes collective action. However, conversation must come before action. If there’s a change you want to make in your organization, unless you have the power to make it unilaterally, you first have to persuade others of the need for change, then talk through how best to achieve it. What good is knowing what needs to happen if you’re unable to persuade people of it? How can a group of individuals coordinate their collective efforts to solve a problem without talking about it first?

Effective communication is one of the most important—yet often overlooked—parts of the process of creating positive change. If you try to take action before laying a strong foundation with these difficult conversations, you are less likely to garner the political capital necessary to put your plan into action, and more likely to alienate potential allies and stakeholders. You can end up doing more harm to your cause than good.

This can be particularly complex in a multigenerational office environment. Older professionals have largely been socialized to believe that conversations about race are impolite and inappropriate for the workplace, whereas the younger generation is more likely to believe that unapologetic political and social expression is a crucial part of their authentic identity. One of the tenets of inclusion is allowing people to bring their whole selves to work. Your whole self also includes how you think about sensitive topics like race. Younger professionals also tend to want to work at organizations that demonstrate a value-driven mentality.

All of this has put leaders in a very challenging position. There is no “safe” solution here; avoidance isn’t the answer. You’re going to need to have these conversations at some point, so you might as well learn how to have them in a way that is constructive and beneficial for your business. And call me a radical, but I believe that our workplaces should be a place of enjoyment and improvement. On average we spend approximately thirteen full years of our lives at work (assuming fifty years of employment).3 That’s a significant amount of time spent doing anything, especially given that, over an average lifetime, we spend only 328 days socializing with friends.4 Thus, any place you spend that much time should be a place where you feel appreciated, valued, and accepted. When it comes to improving your organization, you should always seek ways to make your workplace better, as a leader or an employee. Having difficult conversations about race is an important way of doing that.

A CONSISTENT FRAMEWORK FOR SUCCESS

I’m assuming you’re here because conversations about race have been challenging for you, but you want to improve because you believe these conversations matter. We don’t have these conversations because they’re easy. We have them because they’re necessary and worth it.

You also want to be more effective in these conversations. What does it mean to have an “effective” conversation on the topic of race? I believe that, as with any communication, it’s critical to be outcome oriented, whether the desired outcome is to influence, persuade, or simply escape the conversation respectfully without damaging the relationship. Once you clearly understand what it is that you’re trying to accomplish, you can then use the appropriate approach to achieve your goals.

This, of course, is easier said than done. And when it comes to talking about race, there is no one-size-fits-all solution or technique for every situation. Despite some similarities across organizations, each one has specific challenges. The context, history, and structures of your organization are unique, so the solutions to your challenges and the outcomes you’re looking for will likely be unique as well.

However, here’s something important to understand: even though every situation is unique, predictable patterns of thought and behavior will be involved. That’s what I love about psychology. It can bring order to the chaos of these complicated human interactions.

Different people have different goals in these conversations and different reasons for engaging. Some just want to share what’s on their minds; some are confused and want to learn; some want to create positive change within their organizations. This variety of reasons for engaging can be overwhelming. But the strategy and mindset necessary to succeed across these conversations are roughly the same. Of course, we’ll need to adjust slightly depending on the situation and the desired outcome, but the underlying framework won’t vary much. If you’re able to absorb and enact a few simple principles, you’ll start to see these conversations as opportunities to connect, not threats to avoid.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK TO DO BETTER AND BE BETTER (WHAT TO EXPECT FROM THIS BOOK)

This book gives you realistic and reliable tools that work—not theory. I don’t want you to flounder in a perpetual state of deep thought. I want you to finish reading this book and take action.

After reading this book, you will have:


1.practical skills to put into action in these conversations.

2.more confidence when having these conversations.

3.less fear and pressure during these conversations.



I want you to be able to rely on your skills, not your hopes. Many times, when people encounter a problem, they use what I call a “hope-based” strategy. Instead of actually saying or doing something to create the reality they desire, they sit back passively and just hope that things will get better on their own. But here’s the problem: hope is not a strategy. You need to be proactive.

Let’s say you’re a leader in your organization and you recognize that the retention rates for high-performing BIPOC within your organization are significantly lower than average. Upon further investigation, you realize that most of your BIPOC colleagues who left said that they “didn’t feel as though they belonged.” Your remaining BIPOC colleagues echo this sentiment. A hope-based strategy would lead you to say to yourself, “I hope our organization changes its culture in order to become more inclusive,” without taking further action. When you don’t know what you can or should say to create positive change in situations like these, you’re much more likely to fall back on hope. One of my goals with this book is to empower you with the mindset and skill set you need to feel more confident having these conversations, so you can stop simply relying on hope and instead rely on your ability to create positive change.

Disclaimer: You aren’t going to agree with everything you read in this book. That’s okay. Consider this text more as a toolbox than a rigid step-bystep guide. Take what you like and leave what does not work for you. I don’t want you to communicate like Kwame; I want you to communicate like you. Think about how you can use these tools to create a personal persuasive style that is both authentic and effective.

All I ask is that you start to become more outcome oriented and begin to think critically about how you can have these conversations in a way that boosts your odds of getting the results you want. By being proactive instead of reactive, you can profoundly improve the state of your circumstances and your relationships, both at work and beyond.

This book was designed by a democratic process. Each chapter arose from the questions and concerns of the thousands of people who have attended our trainings, as well as questions from my followers on LinkedIn and students in my LinkedIn Learning courses. There are a lot of things that I want to talk about, but I want to narrow our focus to talk about the things that matter most to you.

First, we’ll address the challenges you’ll face in these conversations, beginning with a deeper dive into our internal barriers to even initiating these conversations. You can’t overcome challenges if you don’t see or understand them. We’ll also look at psychological obstacles that are likely to arise during these conversations, both in ourselves and others, and how to address them. We often overlook our own roles in these difficult conversations, in favor of focusing on external forces. We are quick to blame others or blame culture, but we rarely blame ourselves. When these difficult conversations get off track, we rarely take the time to consider how we contributed to the situation. This is a disempowering stance.

Next, we’ll discuss strategy—how to approach these conversations for maximum impact—and move into the core of my methodology for handling these difficult conversations: the Compassionate Curiosity framework. This framework is designed for conflict resolution generally but is especially useful in difficult conversations about race. My approach is not based on helping you to “win” or persuade, per se (although persuasion is often a natural byproduct of this approach); it’s focused on understanding, because people are usually unwilling to change their hearts and minds if they don’t believe that you understand where they’re coming from. This is the foundation for constructive conversations. We’ll also take a moment to discuss common mistakes that take us further away from our goals.

Finally, we’ll wrap up with advocacy and allyship. Now that we have these foundational conversational skills, we’ll discuss how you can use the strategies from this book to create positive change in your organization.

To assist you in developing your voice within difficult conversations, I’ve included a series of discussion questions at the end of each chapter. If you are reading this book with friends, family, or colleagues—as part of a book club, in an organization-wide initiative, or within an employee resource group, for example—you can use these questions to share your thoughts in a safe place and practice using the communication techniques from this book. If you are reading solo, consider journaling the answers and revisiting what you’ve written once you’ve finished the book; your answers might change. Having a written baseline can assist in your personal growth or reveal areas of your communication style that need further attention.

I want this book to spark discussion. I’m not perfect, and your feedback, whether you agree or disagree, is ultimately beneficial; the more conversations we have about how to have constructive conversations on the topic of race, the better we’ll all get at approaching these crucial discussions.

Conversations about race are some of the most difficult conversations you’re going to have in your professional life. However, if you are able to navigate them well, the impact can change your relationships, your life—even the world.

Thank you for taking this journey with me. I’m excited for you to be here. Let’s get started!

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


•Why are you reading this book?

•Finish this sentence: After reading this book, I want to be able to . . .

•What changes for you if you can achieve this goal?

•What changes in your environment (your workplace, family, or community) if you are able to achieve this goal?

•What are the risks if you do not take action?







PART ONE



The Problem





CHAPTER ONE



WHY IT’S IMPORTANT TO TALK ABOUT RACE

If you picked this book up for yourself, you likely think it’s a given that we should talk about race at work—or that it’s inevitable and you want to be prepared. But you might find that your colleagues don’t share those sentiments. If you’re unable to articulate why it’s important to have these conversations, it’s unlikely that you’ll be able to persuade other people to engage.

There are lots of reasons why we should talk about race in the workplace. When I ask business leaders and other professionals why they believe we should have these conversations, their responses are consistent but unsatisfying. They usually respond with some version of the following:


•It’s unavoidable. Race is going to come up, so you might as well know how to talk about it.

•If we don’t practice these conversations, we won’t get better at them.

•We can’t solve problems if we can’t talk about them.

•Studies show that diversity is good for business.



Although I don’t necessarily disagree with any of these answers, none of them gets to the core rationale for having these conversations. To me, the reason we should be talking about race at work comes down to one simple word: care.

One of the most hurtful things you can say to someone is “I don’t care.” In the words of Holocaust survivor and writer Elie Wiesel, “The opposite of love is not hate, it’s indifference.” In any relationship, whether business or personal, the people involved need to know that their care is reciprocated. Talking to people about the things that are important to them is one of the easiest ways to show you care. Your workplace consists of a system of interconnected relationships. We have difficult conversations at work, whether about race or anything else, because we care about those relationships.

I know there are going to be people reading this who don’t like to talk about race in the workplace and who are saying, “I do care about my colleagues, and the relationships I have with them! It’s not fair for you to say that I don’t.” And I’m sure you do! But if you care, and you’re still not having these conversations, it means that you care more about something else.

For example, I care about hanging out with my friends. But after I got married and had kids, I cared more about spending time with my family—and, as a result, the time that I spent with my friends decreased. Something else took priority.

One of the major goals of the human brain is the conservation of energy. Although the brain only comprises 2 percent of your body mass, it uses up to 20 percent of the body’s energy—more than any other organ.1 Because of this, it is constantly looking for ways to use less energy. It will therefore choose the easiest option (unless it has a particularly good reason not to).

Conversations about race require a lot of time and effort, two things that are in short supply in the workplace. This makes avoidance one of the natural cognitive responses to discussions centered around sensitive topics. The problem is that any kind of progress—whether interpersonal, professional, or societal—requires effort, often a significant amount. Similarly, progress often requires time spent in discomfort—something that taxes the brain.

So it’s not that people who don’t talk about race don’t care about others or race-related issues. It’s that they are, often unknowingly, prioritizing the conservation of energy and comfort.

This response is understandable. It is challenging for those who do not feel the impact of race-related issues in the workplace to fully appreciate those issues and why these conversations are so important. This is not an indictment of their morality. It’s a recognition of their humanity. It also gives us the key to convincing avoiders to engage in conversations about race: helping them understand why the effort and discomfort are worth it. That means shifting their focus to the benefits of having these conversations and the reality that, in many cases, showing that you care means leaning into these discussions about race.

So what is it that we care about that explains why difficult conversations about race are necessary, especially at work?


1.We care about our colleagues and our relationships with them.

2.We care about fairness.

3.We care about progress.



WE CARE ABOUT OUR COLLEAGUES AND OUR RELATIONSHIPS WITH THEM

In 2020, I was invited to be on a Dutch show to discuss how to talk about race. The host explained that, in the Netherlands, he was taught to be color blind and believed that this approach was the solution to a lot of the racial problems in society. This is something I’ve heard time and time again, and I believe in most instances it comes from a good place—but the approach is often inadequate for a number of reasons. So I decided to respectfully challenge him by saying, “You’re a father. How would you feel if I said I don’t see your son?”

His identity as a father was something he was proud of—something that was important to him. How hurtful would it be for me to deny that part of him? To ignore his identity as if it were something shameful? You can’t have a meaningful relationship with someone while denying an integral part of their identity.

Who we are is made up of our collection of life experiences. Race, ethnicity, and culture not only have a profound impact on how we engage with the world, but also on how the world engages with us. If we care about the relationships we have with our colleagues at work and want those relationships to grow stronger, we have to recognize and accept our differences, and the varying life experiences that led to them.

One of the most beautiful things about working in a multicultural workplace is that we can avail ourselves of a diversity of perspectives that together enrich our ability to analyze, strategize, problem-solve, and take advantage of opportunities. When we mute conversations about race, we make it exponentially difficult to do this. If anyone feels their ability to express themselves authentically is stymied, then we collectively miss out on a depth and richness of conversation that can spark creative ingenuity.

Of course, these differences in perspective can lead to misunderstandings and disagreements, and that’s okay. All relationships, personal or professional, have challenges; this is the nature of human interaction. But when these challenges arise, especially around something as integral to our identities as race, we need to address them in some capacity. Even if you’re ultimately unable to solve the problem, the relationship still benefits because we acknowledged the problem and communicated respectfully about it. However, if you instead respond with inaction or avoidance, people will question whether you care, which has implications not only for the other person’s feelings about their role in the company, but also for the quality of your personal relationship.

Relationships go both ways, and caring about a relationship entails caring about the well-being of everyone in the relationship—including yourself. When problems arise, we engage in difficult conversations because, as Zabeen Mirza—negotiation expert, founder of Jobs.mom, and host of the Moms at Work podcast—explains, they’re organic opportunities to engage in self-advocacy. By having them, we:


1.set boundaries and expectations,

2.help others to understand exactly what we need and what our requirements are, and

3.communicate what kind of support we need in order to perform effectively.



These things don’t just benefit us. They ultimately benefit the relationship, because you are coaching people on how you want to be treated. This gives them an opportunity to adjust, which is important because they may not even know that adjustments should be made.

The more we communicate, the better we understand ourselves and one another. While conversations about sensitive issues like race are often seen as risky, when done appropriately, they can be sources of deeper connection and mutual understanding—even if we ultimately don’t agree.

Here’s what it really comes down to: when you care about your colleagues and believe that they care about you, from time to time you will have to have difficult conversations on a number of topics, including race. How can you show that you care about someone if you are unwilling or unable to speak to their fundamental emotional needs? How can you show somebody you care if you won’t talk about things that are important to them? How can you show somebody you care if you’re unwilling to address and acknowledge the challenges they face? You can’t have a meaningful relationship with someone if you can’t prove to the person that you care.

WE CARE ABOUT FAIRNESS

Fairness is something we as human beings care about deeply. Researchers have documented (and parents around the world can attest) that children as young as two years old demonstrate clear appreciation of and sensitivity to fairness.2 Not surprisingly, conversations about what is, or is not, considered fair are constantly happening in the workplace. Whether regarding pay, access to opportunity, preferential treatment, or issues of inclusion and belonging, discussions about fairness as it relates to race have arisen with ever-increasing frequency.

We want our workplaces to be fair, and we care about making that happen. But we often make the mistake of thinking about fairness as a simple fact. We like to believe that things are either fair or unfair and that we can come to that conclusion objectively. However, whether we perceive something as fair is based on our unique perspective. It’s easy to notice unfairness when you believe that you are the one being treated unfairly. However, if you have the luxury of not being treated unfairly—or being treated preferentially—it can be much harder to see the unfair treatment of others. Thus, whether you perceive something as fair is largely based on whether you hold the advantage.

Historically speaking, it is usually BIPOC employees who find themselves in a disadvantaged position in the workplace. As such, often they are both on the receiving end of unfair treatment and also bear the burden of raising awareness of it.

The leadership
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