Practical Skills for Connecting
Connecting well with others can be one of the most meaningful things in life. We want to
belong, to be accepted. We want to be seen, heard and valued. The true value of connecting is
understanding and being understood by another person. When we connect well and form deep
relationships, we feel a bond like no other.
Connecting with others through strong relationships has a profound effect on our resilience
and personal well being. We all appreciate a good friend who will listen to us. We know
intuitively that identifying and spending time with a caring person (friend, spouse, mentor,
colleague) is a powerful source of strength. When a caring person encourages us, reminding us
that they believe in us and that we can achieve our dreams, we feel more empowered to achieve
our goals.
When connecting authentically, we also build resilience in others. Lending our encouragement
to a friend, colleague, or child at the right time can make all the difference in their ability to
bounce back from the tough things in life.
For children, connecting with a caring adult is the most important factor for developing
resilience.. A single caring person can make all the difference for a child. For children, the
adults who have trusting relationships with them— parents, relatives, and those in the helping
professions (like educators or health care providers) — can anchor them to their own resilience.
While we are biologically hardwired to want to be in a relationship with other people, we are not
hardwired to know how to build those relationships well. We often struggle with our
connecting skills. Our instinct for emotional safety (protective patterns) can get in the way of
our need for connection. We want to avoid pain, so when it feels emotionally risky or we feel
misunderstood, we push others away, sometimes hurting those we love most. When we get
frustrated, irritated, or angry, we may isolate ourselves and then feel sad. Feeling sad is our
body’s way of signaling that we are not getting our emotional needs met. Strengthening our
connecting skills can lessen that negative cycle and create trust, safety and belonging through
nurturing relationships.
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Our centering skills can help us improve our relationships. And strong relationships
—strengthened by good connecting skills— help us to be centered and balanced. Together they
can have a profound effect on our sense of inner strength and wellbeing.

One critical issue about connecting (that is not true for centering) is that you need the other
person to be interested in connecting to truly connect. Centering is a choice always available to
you; connecting takes two people. Even if you center yourself, and you use your connecting
skills, but the other person is not interested, it won’t work—at least in that moment. You will
then have to assess whether the failure to connect is a “not now” issue (the other person may
need to center themselves) or a “not ever” issue (this is not a person with whom you will be able
to connect with or you choose not to connect with.)
How do we connect? Skills for connecting include noticing and listening to others, being
empathetic to what they are going through, choosing kindness in our interaction with them, and
speaking authentically as a way to build trust.

Now, let us take a deeper look at these five skills, including how they work, how people use them
in daily life, how you can develop them through activities, and what you can practice in order to
strengthen them.
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Noticing Others
Moment of Inquiry: What am I noticing about another person? What am I sensing/feeling
about what they might feel or need? What can I inquire about?
Connecting requires taking the time to focus and pay attention to the signals someone is
sending us. Their expressions, body language, and tone of voice can all tell us a lot. In fact,
studies have shown that more than 55% of communication is body language alone. Can we be
curious about who they are and what their story is? When we are open and curious rather than
closed or judgemental, we can improve our connections with others. When we notice that
friends or colleagues are sending non-verbal signals, it can be helpful to ask them directly how
they are doing, to confirm our impressions or clarify assumptions, so we are able to support
them appropriately. When we notice others, it gives them a message that we care.
Good communication requires two dimensions of noticing: our feelings AND someone else’s. It
is a skillful practice to be noticing our own feelings and simultaneously noticing what another
person might be feeling.

When I take the time to notice my wife, I see the stress of her demanding job and
caring for our kids. Rather than me snapping at her, I can take a mindful breath and
then have a good conversation about how I can support her.
~ Damon, Auditor
Reflective Activity:  P
 ause.

What’s The Cause?

When you have a conflict, large or small, take a moment and ask yourself “Pause, What’s the
Cause?” When you are trying to connect with someone, notice their body language, tone of
voice, and energy level. Are you engaging in a positive way? Is there something that is wrong? Is
it something you said? Is it something external that you can help with?
1. Think about a situation that happened recently. What was happening for the other
person in the situation? What might their emotions be? Can you see the situation from
their perspective? Write out what you think the cause is from their perspective.

My colleague has really been bugging me. She micro-manages my work and always
seems to try to find something I have done wrong—even when I haven’t. When I take the
time to Notice her, I see that she is tired. I remember she told me that her mother has
cancer, and she is providing the care for her. It gives me more patience.
~ Miranda, Office Assistant
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Challenge Activity: People

Watching: Playing with Backstories

When you are out in public (on the bus, at a park, or at the mall) spend time Noticing Others. If
possible, close your eyes and notice what you hear from others, such as their tone of voice,
volume of speech, etc. Observe how others move around you. Do you see any pain? Is
someone athletic? How do they carry themselves? Are they making eye contact with others?
Play with giving strangers a “backstory” or narrative based on what you see. When you do this
activity with a friend, it can be fun to compare backstories you each created. You will see how
we make things up in our minds all the time.
I notice when I have my phone out I am less able to Notice Others. Sometimes I miss what
my girlfriend says because I have been on Insta. I am trying to break the habit.
~ Ramundo, Tech Support
Practices to Strengthening Noticing Others:.
●

●

●

Noticing emotions and attitude: Notice what you see, feel, and hear in another’s facial
expressions, tone of voice, or body language. What are you feeling inside yourself as
you notice the other person’s emotions or attitudes?
Inquire, confirm and support: When someone in your life seems sad, you can say, “I
notice you seem sad. Anything you want to share?” When you confirm your impressions
of another’s emotions, you can better support them.
Noticing how you think about others. Notice when you are using negative words about
others. What might an alternative story be? For every negative word you use for that
person, choose two positive words. How does that impact how you see them?
My son was not getting his homework done. All I could think was LAZY, LAZY, LAZY.
When I stopped those negative words and started thinking, “creative and out-of-the
box thinker” it was easier for me to calm down and become curious about what was
really going on with him. Switching my thinking was a challenge, but it allowed us to
have good conversation about it.
~ Fred, Retail Sales
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Listening Actively
Moment of Inquiry: How can I listen in a way that shows I truly understand what
someone is trying to communicate? How can I let them know I have heard them?
Listening Actively is a process that requires us to listen non-judgmentally and think about what
we hear. Rather than focusing on problem solving, we learn to listen wholeheartedly. Listening
Actively requires both verbal and non-verbal signs of listening (such as smiling, nodding or
affirming.) It can also mean repeating back what they are actually saying, (mirroring their words
back), which shows your connection to them. Listening Actively helps us better understand what
the other person is feeling or experiencing. Remember, understanding someone else’s
perspective is different than a
 greeing to their perspective.

Somebody Listening Actively to me? I get that when I hangout with my girlfriends.
Nobody coming in and trying to solve our problems. I get to say what is really going
on with me and everyone just really listens.
~ LaShonda, College Senior
Activity: 

Listening Actively Practice

Spend some time practicing listening actively with your colleagues, friends or family members.
Let them know you are working on this skill.
1. Ask them a question, such as "Tell me about one of your favorite childhood memories.”
Then listen without thinking about your response, your own memories, or feelings.
2. Practice responding by mirroring back what they said using many of their exact words.
Ask them if they feel heard by what you shared.
To ensure we get in some Listening Actively time in our house, we need to schedule in
digital-free times as a family. It can be really hard, as my husband’s work sends him
emails at all hours. However, we have found that if we all put our phones in a basket for
meals, that works really well. And on Sundays, after soccer practice, the phones go
back in the basket. It is not always perfect, but it does feel like we relax better together
and have more time to listen to each other.
~ Alicia, Mom of five
Activity: R
 eflect

on Not Being Heard

Think about a time when a friend, colleague or family member did not really pay attention to
what you are saying. How did it feel when they thought they heard you but really did not. How
did it impact your relationship?
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Think about a time when you did not hear and understand what someone else actually said.
How did that impact your relationship?

Challenge Activity :

One Conversation Per Day

Each day, try to have at least one conversation when your whole attention is on the other person
and you listen actively to what they are saying. With all the distractions of work and home life,
this may be harder than you think!
My mom works really hard to support my brother and me. I really want to help her but
there is not much I can do. I have found that her favorite thing is if I just spend a little
time with her after dinner, hanging out and really listening to her, before I leave to do
homework or hangout with my friends.
~ John, Junior in High School
Practices to Strengthening Listening Actively:
●

Start the day listening: Ask family members or colleagues one thing they are looking
forward to and one thing they might need help with.

●

Empathic listening: When a friend, colleague, or patient is talking with you about
something painful in their life, practice listening actively to understand their feelings
rather than offering solutions to their problems. Any questions should be to clarify your
understanding of their perspective. Sometimes being heard is all the other person needs
to solve their own problems.

●

Digital-Free listening: When you are having a conversation with a friend, colleague or
family member, put down your phone and other digital devices and give them your full
attention. This allows you to perceive the non-verbal information better and more
authentically.

●

Inquiry-based listening: A
 sk deeper questions of your friends or family members, in
which you really listen to what is going on with them.

●

“Rose and Thorn” Daily check-in: Each day, perhaps at a meal, ask your family members
to name one thing that went well for them and one thing that could have gone better.
Spend time listening actively to what is happening in their lives.
We have been married 48 years. He is really good at Listening Actively with me. It
has taken a long time, through all the ups and downs of the business and our
kids. But now he knows that the thing I most value in our relationship is when he
just hears me, without telling me what he thinks I should do.
~ Sara, Retired Florist
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Empathizing
Moment of Inquiry: What is the other person feeling? How would I feel if I were in their
shoes?
Empathy is being sensitive to the feelings, thoughts, and experiences of others. It is
acknowledging and letting in what someone else is feeling and experiencing. Empathy involves
recognizing the emotions of others, taking on their perspective and using that information to
guide us.  Empathy has both a cognitive component—when we understand and know in our
heads what someone is going through —and an emotional component —when we take their
emotions into our hearts and feel what it must be like for them. Empathy requires staying out of
judgment. At its best, empathy is built upon mutual understanding where we listen and share
our deepest beliefs and experiences with others. Empathy is feeling with others.
I love to ride the train to work and just talk to people around me, to learn their
stories. It has really helped me develop empathy. A lot of time people have their
headphones in, but if they don’t, they might talk. A few people really open up. One
guy in a suit told me about his life in a refugee camp and another woman in
designer clothes told me about her husband divorcing her and becoming
transgender. I never take people’s stories for granted anymore, no matter what
they look like. So many people carry a lot.
~ Monique, Travel Writer
Reflective Activity: O
 pening

Your Heart

When paying attention to others with an open heart, you can discover a great deal about what is
true for that person. Put yourself in someone else's shoes by inquiring in your own mind, “what
must be true for ______?” What might their life be like, their emotions, thoughts and feelings?
Write down what you think their thoughts and feelings are.

I didn’t like Gino very much—he was always ragging on my politics not to mention
my football team! He just acted like a real jerk. Since we have to work together
everyday, I needed to get past that. One day, some detail about his journey up from
El Salvador came up. I asked a few more questions and I realized that he has had it
real tough. It helped me give him some slack. I will never like his politics, but I can
give him the benefit of the doubt on other stuff. It makes it easier to work together.
And we can trash talk football in a spirit of fun.
~ Dan, Foreman
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Challenge Activity: Encouraging

Empathy in Others

When a friend or family member is in conflict, you can help them find empathy. First,
acknowledge what is going on for your friend and demonstrate empathy for them. Then, you can
have empathy with the other person in the conflict and explain to your friend how the other
person might have felt.
Lien has a lot of fights with her older sister. I used to fight with my older sister, too, so I
have empathy for Lien. But I also explain why her older sister might be freaking out about
Lien’s choice to sneak out with boys. Her older sister got involved with some really bad
guys by doing that and got really hurt. Lien’s sister may seem harsh but she is trying to
protect Lien from that pain. I try to help Lien see that.
~ Mai, High School Freshman
Practices to Strengthen Empathizing:
●

Acknowledge the other person’s emotions. E
 ven if you don’t agree with someone’s
opinion, acknowledging and mirroring the other person’s feelings can help you
empathize better.

●

Be curious: W
 hen talking with others, see if you can ask questions that allow you to
discover how they are feeling about their lives, even in the small moments. Try to keep
your questions as a “friendly inquiry” rather than a cross-examination. Try to have a
conversation with at least one stranger per week--at the store, the post office, or in line.

●

Find your “blind spots”: Seek to know what you don’t know about other people’s
experiences. Search for commonalities with people who are different than you (different
religion, political party, income level, race, etc). When you empathize with differences,
you can find pathways to solutions together.

●

Watch, listen to, and read great stories: When you watch TV shows, listen to or read
stories, you are being shown how it feels to be in lives other than our own. Can you feel
what it is like to be the people in the stories?

●

Practice having empathy for yourself: When something is difficult, give yourself
empathy by acknowledging what is difficult and that you are in a situation you wish you
were not. When we have empathy for ourselves, it is easier to have empathy for others.

“My favorite way to develop Empathy in my children is to go to the library! There are
so many books we like to read together. After we read them, I like to ask questions
about the characters, like “Why do you think Charlie was so excited about getting the
Golden Ticket?” and “Who would you invite to the Chocolate Factory if you had
won?” (Hint--they know they better say me! ) Books are such an easy way into the
hearts and minds of r other people..”
~ Jeremiah, Father of four
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Choosing Kindness
Moment of Inquiry: How can I act kindly in this situation? How can my kindness help this
relationship?
In any relationship or situation, we often have moments where we can take a little extra care and
choose a kind approach. Kindness is easy to talk about and much harder to do, mostly because
we get so trapped by our own stressors (time, money, other obligations, etc). However, when we
are friendly, generous, and considerate towards others, we help ourselves as well as them.
When we make a choice to be kind, that choice gives us a sense of control and satisfaction and
empowers us to be our best selves. It also empowers others because it helps them feel loved
and valued. It gives them an opportunity to choose kindness as well because kindness creates
a virtuous cycle and nurtures our connection.
My whole workplace has changed now that we are on a “random act of kindness” kick.
It started out as competition—who could bring in the most cups of mocha for other
people or who could send the nicest messages on Slack—but now it has evolved and
settled in. People are saying thank you all the time for projects being done, and it has
opened up connection to the custodial staff that wasn’t there before. People are
saying nice things in their emails. They are checking in on colleagues having a bad day
and just generally offering to support each other. What a different place to work! I actually look
forward to coming in.
~ Abdulaziz, Lab Tech
Reflective Activity: 

How Choosing Kindness Can Change Us

Remember a moment in your life when you did not choose kindness. Perhaps you were
judgmental or rude? How did it make you feel? How did that impact your perception of the
person? How did it change your relationship with that person?

Recall a moment in your life when you DID choose kindness. How did that make you feel? How
did that impact your relationship with this person?

My work is pretty frantic. We are always running behind on appointments. I had
gotten in a bad habit, snapping at the nurses and offices assistants, asking them
for this and that so we could hurry up and get to the next patient. When I realized
how I was killing morale, I made a conscious choice to start being kind with every
interaction. Now we are still running late by the end of the day, but our patients
are not nearly as cranky about it. Everyone is being nicer in the office and we can
all feel it.
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~ Carrie, Orthodontist
Advanced Reflection:
Choose a moment in your life when you did not choose kindness. Think about why you did not
choose kindness. What value of yours was crossed that made you judgmental or unkind? In
retrospect, was there a more effective way to handle the situation?

Sometimes the best way to be kind is to keep your mouth shut. When I was
shopping for food for a weekend away, my girlfriend kept criticizing every product I
put in the basket. I was getting pretty frustrated. Then, after taking some deep
breaths, I asked myself, “What would help this situation?” And I kept my mouth
shut.
~ Felicity, Cafe Barista
Challenge Activity: Complimenting

others

When you notice something about someone you like (an outfit, their kind smile), have the
courage to share the compliment. Try to do it at least once every day.
Practices to Strengthen Choosing Kindness:
●

Make the choice: When situations arise, take a moment to consider what the kind
approach is. Can you take a few extra minutes to help? How might you just be with
someone who is upset, or help to reassure them? Can you use a kind tone of voice?

●

Give yourself a pep-talk: B
 efore going into a challenging situation (a difficult meeting at
work, warehouse stores, kid pickup), give yourself a two minute pep talk about how you
can make a choice for kindness.

●

Choosing kindness even in difficult situations:  When you listen with an empathetic
heart, it can motivate you to act with kindness. When you see that someone is having a
bad day, you can to help them, regardless of how you feel about them. How does that
make you feel?

●

Make the switch:  If someone snaps at you, can you respond kindly? If you can center
yourself and maintain healthy boundaries, sometimes a kind response can diffuse
negativity.

We have the most irritable secretary in our office that I have to pass several times a
day. She always has a scowl. But every time I pass her, I give her a big smile, a kind
word, and sometimes a compliment. She hasn’t gotten much nicer (though
sometimes she gives me a slight smile) and it may not change her at all, but it makes
my day better when I smile at her.
~ Walter, Education Policy Advocate
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Speaking Authentically
Moment of Inquiry: How can I speak my truth in this moment, being open, kind, vulnerable
and strong?
Speaking authentically means that we say what we are thinking and feeling even though we feel
vulnerable (emotionally, socially, and/or economically). Though it may be difficult, we speak
with kindness and strength. We strive to speak authentically because what we say—and how we
say it—shapes our experience. The words we speak to others, the words we say to ourselves,
and the words we hear all impact how life occurs for us. Tone of voice and attitude also have
impact. Speaking can bring about immense happiness, intimacy, and love, and it can also bring
sadness and conflict.
What we don’t say—unsaid missing information—can also cause deep misunderstanding and
conflict. Due to cultural and familial patterns, emotions are often the missing information that
makes the most difference. Learning how to speak authentically about emotions without blame
or judgment can foster intimacy and trust.
I have learned that to speak authentically, I need to start by forgiving myself. Too
often, when I do something wrong, I get caught in a “shame storm” that is a swirl of
judgement and blame upon myself. If I don’t forgive myself, I am no good to anyone
else and I can’t move forward.
~ Diana, Case Manager
I was so mad at my boss that I stayed angry at him for almost two years. After long
talks with my dad, I realized that my resentment was eating me up. It was hurting
me much more than him. I had to let go of those feelings. It took a lot for me to do it,
but now I feel freer. I have not forgotten what he did, and I am never going to work
with him again, but I have forgiven him. Now I can speak more authentically to my
family and friends because I am not carrying that bitter load.
~ William, Insurance Agent
Reflective Activity: W
 here

am I not speaking my truth?

1. What information are you withholding from others that might be helpful for them to
have? W
 hat would be helpful to say so that others know what is important to you (letting
someone know that they hurt your feelings or crossed a boundary).

2. Why are you afraid to speak? Is it the other person’s reaction? Worry about saying it
wrong? When we understand what we are afraid of, it helps to overcome the barrier.
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I can usually speak up for other people, but it’s really hard for me to ask for help. I feel like I
should be able to do it myself. I don’t want to bother other people, even my friends. It wasn't
until my friend Clara told me that she was upset that I never asked for help that I realized I
had it wrong. Speaking authentically means reaching out for help myself, too.
~ Emily, High School Sophomore
Challenge Activity: Mining

for Conflict: “Where’s the source of the

problem?”
When something is not working for you, can you tell the person what is not working for
you and why? You can tell the other person that you feel like there is a problem and you
notice they seem “off” with you. You can ask them if that correct and if there is
something you can work on together. Often, when you directly ask about potential
sources of conflict, it can reduce the negative reactions between you and the other
person because you are asking to solve it together.
I am learning to apologize more in my life. I used to focus on my excuses, why I did what I did.
Other people would get angry for no good reason, or at least that is what I thought. I have learned
that my impact on others matters more than my intention. So rather than just stewing in “but I am
right!”, I say I am sorry. It actually makes me feel better because it lessens the tension between
us. And I am sorry for doing things that hurt other people. My wife appreciates this change in me
the most.
~ Darryl, Retired Engineer
Practices to Strengthen Speaking Authentically:
● Start small: I n a kind voice, practice saying what you think about small things that aren’t
working for you..
● Notice what stops you: When you want to speak up but don’t, notice what your body is
telling you about why. Are you afraid of being embarrassed? Exposed socially or
emotionally? Fired? Sometimes you have to think through potential power dynamics
before you can create a path for yourself to speak up. When you know why you are not
speaking up, you might be in a stronger position next time.
● Set boundaries: In some relationships, you may need to speak authentically about
boundaries. You may not be able create a deeper connection, but you can set the
boundaries that stop you from becoming more hurt.
● Practice complete apologies: When you have hurt someone, even for small offenses,
practice by ensuring your apologies have all three components: 1. Express remorse (I’m
sorry) 2. Admit your mistake and the impact (I was late and you had to wait) 3. Offer
reparations (Is there anything I can do to make up for it?)
● Start with yourself: To forgive yourself, start by acknowledging the mistake you made
and the pain you caused yourself and others. Think about what was in your control and
what was not. Then let go of your offense and work on moving forward.
● Make your asks clear: If you can let others know exactly what you need and for how
long, they will be better able to help you. (Can I have your help to edit this document for
about one hour tomorrow morning?)
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After I blow up at my kids, I apologize for yelling at them and explain it was wrong. I also
tell them how their behavior impacted me (“Your fighting in the back seat wears me out
after a long day of work” so they understand their part.) Then I tell them I will recenter by
breathing mindfully for a few minutes. At least my kids are learning it is okay to make
mistakes. And when I hear them follow the same pattern of stopping, apologizing and
recentering in conflicts with their friends, I know that at least my learning is being passed
on.
~ Albert, Benefits Analyst

Moments of Inquiry:
●

Noticing (Other Person): W
 hat am I noticing about the other person? What am I
sensing/feeling about what they might need? What can I inquire about?

●

Listening Actively: H
 ow can I listen in a way that shows I truly understand what
someone is trying to communicate? How can I let them know I have heard them?

●

Empathizing: W
 hat is the other person feeling? How would I feel if I were in their shoes?

●

Choosing Kindness: How can I act kindly in this situation? How can my kindness help
this relationship?

●

Speaking Authentically: How can I speak my truth in this moment, being open, kind, and
vulnerable and strong?
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