
Death by PowerPoint® is something no one wants to
suffer. However, a PowerPoint review can be an
excellent way to help recall learning. Having already
devised colourful, graphic slides that have been used
throughout the course, copy them all, add in text that
prompts people to think back to their earlier learning
– for example, ‘What are you planning to do with this
technique?’ – and create an automatic slide show. Dim
the lights, play some appropriate music, and then let
the delegates sit back and relax to review their
learning. It’s amazing how much gets covered and
forgotten even in one day, so it’s a useful thing to do
just before you get people to write their action plans.

You want to pack maximum value and learning into
the day, and you sometimes get to the end of the day
with very little time left – you’re about to overrun. It’s
tempting to leave out the review and hope that the

learning happened, but the review is a really vital
part of the learning process, allowing delegates to
put the learning into context for themselves and work
out how to carry it forward. This makes it important
for the organisation, as well. It’s all too easy to go on
a course, enjoy it, come back and completely forget
everything you did. It’s easy to go back to old habits
instead of having a process to help you develop new
ones. So, in addition to the well-planned, lengthier
review that you’d designed, have a few quick and
effective review methods up your sleeve. And next
time, plan the overall timing better.

Occasionally, for a bit of creative
fun, we’ve thought about The
Course from Hell, and one of the
key components of this course
would be to do lots of exercises
for which there would be no
review – no evaluation, no
making sense of what the
activity was about, no attempt
to remember the key points or
opportunity for delegates to put
them into context.

Reviewing seems to have lots of
definitions and meanings, and
certainly plenty has been written
about it. For many learning
facilitators, reviewing is the
process in which learners have
another look at what they’ve
learned and find out what it
means to them, how it fits into
their world.

It is also a vital part of
enhancing memory – to ensure
that revisiting and repeating the
learning help to strengthen the
neural pathways. There is lots of
conflicting information about
specific times to review
information – suffice it to say
that reviewing at regular
intervals after the learning does
work to boost the memory of
what’s been learned. And it
works even better when there is
a credible reason for learning
and retaining the material.

Many learning models include a
review phase:
● Honey and Mumford’s

learning styles include the
reflector who needs time to
collect and analyse data.

● Kolb’s Learning Cycle has a
‘reflection’ period – in order
for the cycle to continue,
there has to be a review. 

● Colin Rose’s six-step model of
Accelerated Learning1 has
‘Review’ as the final stage. 

● One of the principles of brain
friendly learning is Keep it
Real – that is, find the linkage
between the learning and real
life.

● It makes the learning stick, 
by embedding it into the
delegates’ brains.

● It builds on neural pathways
that already exist, and creates
new routes.

● It provides real ‘Aha’
moments when people 
realise what the learning
means for them – WIIFM
(What’s In It For Me?).

● It gives you the opportunity
to check whether the
delegates learned:
• what you planned
• something they planned
• something else altogether.

● And you can review how well
a session really went – what
will you or your learners do
differently next time, to make
it even better?

The most basic way of reviewing
is to ask delegates what they
learned, and how they’ll
implement it or put it back into
practice. Or you can be far more
creative and interactive, and
make the process part of an
overall strategy to encourage
people to continue learning.
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Reviewing
exercises and
activities

Stella Collins

● Review regularly.

● Use creative techniques to
make reviews relevant.

● Encourage delegates to create
the reviewing sessions.

● Plan the review as an integral
and vital part of the session.

Key learning points

On a modular communication course (eight modules run over four separate days) there are lots of
opportunities for reviewing the learning. The best are always the ones that we hand over completely 
to the delegates. 

In Session 1 we introduce the theory of Multiple Intelligences. Then, at the end of each day, we ask four
volunteers to work in pairs to review the morning and afternoon sessions when we next meet (about two
weeks later). Each pair chooses an intelligence as the style of their review – no intelligence can be reused so, if
anyone is keen to use a particular intelligence, there is an incentive to volunteer early on in the programme.

Delegates have worked really hard to devise lots of brilliant reviews – some of which they’ve kindly said 
we can add to our repertoires. 

One pair had chosen ‘body physical’. At the beginning of the next session they handed out laminated cards
that they’d made. On one side was an instruction to do something physical – such as behave like a chicken,
walk sideways – and everyone, including the tutors, had to find a matching person. Then the cards were
turned over, and on the back were matching questions and answers, so pairs asked a review question of the
group, such as ‘Name four keys to rapport’, and were able to check the answers with the cards. 

Another pair chose the musical intelligence to review the influencing session. They highlighted musical notes
in key words, and then put them in the appropriate place on the musical stave and created a duet.

Delegates have found the reviews useful to reinforce their learning, and we’ve found them wonderful, as
they create the appropriate state for the ensuing session.

Case study

Did you know

Caution

Why do it?

Background
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Reviewing exercises and activities
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Traditionally, a review happens at the
end of a day’s activity, or possibly at
the beginning of subsequent days.
However, it’s best included at
multiple points, to maximise the
opportunities for strengthening the
memory links.

Begin the day with a review of what
people already know. 

One way is to get the group to 
come up with a concept map of 
their knowledge. Show everyone
how to create a cognitive
cartograph,2 another name for a
Mind Map® (see Figure 1). 

Give each individual a little time to
start their own – to reflect on what
they already know. Then ask people
to work in pairs, in order to generate
more ideas from each other and,
possibly, already learn something
new. Finally, encourage everyone to
contribute to a large, colourful map
on the wall (sheets of flipchart paper
or a roll of newsprint) so that

everyone can see all the information
that they already have on the topic.
This will allow you, as the trainer, to
get a far clearer picture of the
current knowledge levels, and you
can then pitch the rest of the sessions
appropriately. It will also give
everyone a chance to get a good
overall map of what might be
covered during the course – so it
becomes a review and an overview.

At the end of an activity or a topic,
encourage people to spend a few
minutes working in pairs to discuss
what the session has meant to 
them, what they will do with the
knowledge gained. You can create
colourful pictorial handouts with a
timeline for people to begin to build
up their own individual action plans
– this is likely to engage people more
than a traditional list of actions, 
and it can be tied in to any themes
you may be using – for example, a
journey or a voyage. Give a title to
that space in time – such as ‘Oxygen
check’ – so that people are expecting
it. They know that when they’ve
finished an exercise there’ll be time
to reflect. This will be particularly
important for reflectors in the group.
Five minutes at the end of an hour 
or so will be long enough for some –
but not all, so try to tie it in just
before a break, so that people 
will have the option to take longer.
Encourage delegates to add their
reflections whenever they have 
‘Aha’ moments.

At the end of the day you can review
the whole day’s learning. Encourage
delegates to create their own reviews
(see Using multiple intelligences,
below).

A review at the beginning of every
subsequent day is a great way to get

everyone back into the appropriate
state for fresh learning. People are
able to build on what they learned
the day before. Create a quiz or a
wordsearch to get everyone
thinking – and if anyone’s a bit
late, they have it to do later. Make
sure that everyone is familiar with
the format and has the linguistic
skills to do it. Working in pairs may
be useful if you have a diverse
group.

Better still, get delegates to
produce the review. This can be
particularly good if there is a gap
between the sessions. On some
modular courses there may be a
period of two or three weeks
before the next session, so a
selected group of delegates can 
be asked to come up with a lively
interactive review (for an example,

see Figure 1). They will tend to
take a lead from the trainer – if
your reviews have been interesting
and involving, theirs usually will
be, too. Try to encourage each
group to do their review in a
different way.

One approach is to take an
element of learner preferences and
design some reviews around them
in order to maximise the
opportunities for all.

Research by Gardner, Jensen3 and
others shows that there are an
increasing number of ways of
measuring and using our
intelligence. In Figure 2, we focus
on eight that are commonly used
in business.

When should reviews happen?

Using multiple intelligences

Fig. 1: A cognitive cartograph

Linguistic People with a strong linguistic intelligence may enjoy devising mnemonics or poems 
to review the day.

Visual/Spatial One really effective review can be what we call the ‘art gallery review’. During the day,
use exercises that generate interesting and visual outputs – pictorial flipcharts, models 
built out of Duplo® or big Lego®. Ensure they are displayed in the order in which they
were created, then play some relaxing music and ask the delegates to walk around 
their own art gallery. This seems to be a quite profound experience for some people.

Musical/Rhythmic Ask for a musical top twenty for the day. Ask groups to come up with songs that 
reflect their learning for that day. Some groups may be prepared to sing the songs for 
you – others can read out a list as if they were a disc jockey.
Appropriate music is really useful for reviewing, helping to create a calm, relaxed state.

Logical/Mathematical Encourage delegates to create a logical flowchart, and devise an equation or model 
that sums up the day’s learning for them.

Body physical Encourage movement; get delegates to create physical sculptures of what they’ve 
learned – for example, different people could act as different parts of a model you’ve 
covered. These activities usually cause lots of laughter, a great learning enhancer.

Intrapersonal Ask delegates to write a diary or a learning log. They can choose whether to share 
what they have written. This could be in words or pictorial, or they may like an 
auditory note, using, for example a Dictaphone® or tape.

Interpersonal Get delegates to ask each other questions about the learning, and to coach each other 
on what they want to do, to take the learning forward.

Naturalistic We had a wonderful review on one course in which delegates collected various natural 
objects outside and then created collages from them. 

Fig. 2: Using multiple intelligences
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You have the job of training
staff to handle customer
complaints positively. You are
confident about the skills
required: effective listening,
responding to show
understanding, deciding on a
course of action within authority,
and delivering what you
promise. You know you can
complete a goal analysis for the
fuzzy ‘handle customer
complaints positively’. You are
confident that your learners will
gain the skills needed. Your
project sponsor proposes a CSF
that says ‘increase the
percentage of customers who

are satisfied with the outcome of
their complaints’. Should you
accept this CSF and be measured
against it? Is it fair to measure
your success on a survey of
opinions of customers who are
likely to be disgruntled to start
with? You do not manage the
staff who deal with these
complaints, and affecting the
results of the survey may be
completely outside your
influence.

You reflect, on the one hand,
that the business needs
customers to change their
perception of the way the
company deals with their
complaints and, on the other
hand, that is outside your
responsibility. This is something
only the managing director or
chief executive can deliver. 
You are being pushed to 
accept a new responsibility. How
do you respond?

Just consider how far you would
have to influence in order
achieve the required result. 
To succeed, you would have to
change the perception of people
you never see: customers. Not to

accept the responsibility might
be akin to managerial suicide.
Companies survive on customers;
trainers rarely serve the needs 
of customers directly, though
they must get as close to their
needs as possible. To increase
your value to the business,
accept the challenge and
arrange to evaluate your 
project against customer criteria,
but take on the authority to
influence the way your learners
apply their learning in the
workplace. Use your CSFs to 
have an influence outside the
training department, so that 
you can deliver on your target:
improved customer satisfaction.
A project review will help you
deliver on those targets if you
use it wisely. 

This article is about measuring
projects but, as in evaluating
training, what really matters is
getting the objectives or CSFs
right at the beginning. The
article, therefore, explores 
how the project manager’s 
role differs from that of the
training manager, and how 
you manage the consequences 
of those differences. 
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● Identify the role of critical
success factors (CSFs) in
planning a project 
implementation review (PIR).

● Describe how to use CSFs to
influence improved take-up
and benefit from learning. 

● Identify the difference
between the role of a
training manager and a
project manager of training. 

Key learning points
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If you accept a CSF based on customer perceptions
that you are then unable to influence and that don’t
change because of other factors you cannot influence,
this is an unhealthy situation for you. Your sponsor
blames you for a failure to deliver on the CSF of
improved customer perceptions. If you can’t convince
others that the product, the process or customer
expectations must change, and you are sure
employees have the right skills, you have only one
sensible course of action open to you. Leave the
company – it is unlikely to be successful. 

There are two aspects to a post-implementation
review (PIR):

1 Did the project deliver on the CSFs? If not, why
not? What can be done to improve this?

2 What improvements can we make to our 
process-managing projects?

Talk to your key stakeholders (from your stakeholder
map) and ask them a series of questions. Include the
sponsor, the project team, users and their managers.
The following checklist may help.

● When

The review process should be conducted once
immediate concerns and issues have been dealt with.
Any change of process will generate concern and it is
more effective to review after initial concerns have
been alleviated, usually by experience. I recommend
reviewing with learners and their line managers once
they have put the training into practice. From
personal experience, early review of training for a
developing IT system ended up as complaints about
the specification of the IT system, rather than
concerns about the training.

● What questions

For almost everyone: Did you feel you had enough
information about progress and what was happening
generally across the project? 

For the sponsor: Were you told enough about budget
and progress, and was there anything that surprised
you that you were not told? To what extent did you
get what you wanted? 

For the users and their line managers: Was the
training available at the appropriate time, in ways
that were acceptable to you (and your teams)? Did
any learners have special needs that were not met
adequately? 

For the project team: Did you feel you had sufficient
resources of people, systems, equipment and –
crucially – information? What events or procedures
made it difficult for you to do your job well? 

For yourself: Did any adverse events occur which were
not in the risk analysis? For any risks that did occur,
were your contingency plans adequate? It’s advisable
to review your contingency plans that were not
required, in the light of your greater knowledge of
having completed the project.

Finally, here are a couple of standard questions 
for everyone: 
● What went well? 

● What could have been done differently?

Howard Hills

Imagine ...

Implementing a review

The review process
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A project implementation review
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Every reader will be familiar with
Kirkpatrick’s four levels of
evaluation1 and, perhaps, with the
modifications described by Phillips.2

These are aimed at evaluating the
training and learning people have
done. Ultimately, does learning
deliver business results? Has it
delivered a return on investment?

If your terms of reference are right,
the CSFs will include all the
evaluation criteria that match
business outcomes. Other CSFs 
might be to train all employees:
● by a specific date

● within a defined budget

● with employee learning time not
exceeding 20 minutes

● with the solution using
appropriate language and value
differences.

A project implementation review
(PIR) assesses how well the project
delivered against the CSFs. An
additional purpose is to identify and
learn, from the project process itself,
what can be done better next time.

If your CSFs include the requirement
to deliver improved performance
from the training, then you must
take steps to do that. You do not
manage learners in the workplace, so
how can you be held accountable for
delivering an improved performance?
This wider responsibility represents a
crucial difference between project
management and instructional
systems design. The introduction to
this article proposed that you should
accept the responsibility to gain
business value from your project,
specifically measured on customer
perception which you can only
influence indirectly.

Your CSFs give you a reason to do
the following:
● Measure customer perception.

● Measure how well employees put
into practice the skills imparted in
a training course.

● Investigate how supportive
managers are in consolidating the
training you deliver.

● Compare employee skills and
knowledge against performance.
If you take the responsibility of
delivering on this within your
project, it is legitimate for you to
have the authority to influence this.

If two teams have radically different
customer perception scores but
comparable skills and knowledge,
the inescapable conclusion is that
something other than employee skills
affects customer perception of
handling complaints. It is now your
responsibility, as project manager of
the training, to find out what that
difference is due to, and to propose
actions to put it right. I say ‘propose
actions’ since it is likely that the
cause relates to issues that you do
not directly manage – for example,
managerial behaviour, complaints
policy, equipment reliability, or
design and resources deployed. 

Analysing what is happening changes
your analysis from that of training
analysis to management analysis. The
skills of management analysis are the
same as those of performance
problem analysis – at least insofar as
they deal with internal performance
problems as opposed to product or
market problems. Remember, with
teams performing differently with
the same processes, product and
market, any differences must be
internal. If team A’s performance is
superior to Team B’s, but their skill
levels are the same, you will need to
look for other variations in the
factors that get between the team
and its customers. 

You now have an important
extension to your role: promotion of

skill development in the workplace,
training managers in consolidating
the skills you impart to their team
members, influencing the culture 
of the workplace so that it is 
more supportive, and developing
learning skills in the workplace. 
The foundation for that role is the
CSFs required by your sponsor, and
your agreement to deliver. 

Why should you take on that 
responsibility? How do you persuade
others that it is right to do so?

The logical argument goes like this:

1 Benefit from training derives from
changes in business performance.

2 This is achieved when managers
ensure new skills are put into
practice.

3 The training function can (should)
assist managers in:

● identifying the new skills the
training delivers

● recognising their relevance to
business targets

● enabling team members to put
these skills into practice to
achieve the business targets.

Actions you might take include
these:
● Consult team leaders on the

training objectives and how they
might make best use of them.

● Identify examples of where
managers have applied the new
skills to improve business targets.

● Provide briefing packs to
supervisors and managers on the
new skills, and on how they relate
to business targets and practical
ideas (based on real-world
experience) for using new skills
that deliver improved business
results with their team members.

● Promote the training and briefing
packs through the senior
management structure. In a large
company, this may be a protracted
and complex process cascaded
down from senior executive level.
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In a small company, it may be as
simple as asking the managing
director to tell everyone what
business benefit the new skills
will deliver.

● Include performance targets for
managers and supervisors that
relate to coaching their teams
(this is clearly relevant only to
companies who use
management by objectives).

As an example, here are
suggestions for some of the issues
involved in measuring the CSFs I
gave as an example, earlier in the
article. These were quantitative
and will be easy to measure – or
will they? 

Train all learners

Diversity
Some learners may have special
needs. Did they receive material in
a format that they could use?
Almost immediately, an apparently
objective, quantitative and easily-
measured criterion becomes
subjective – based on the views
and opinions of the learners. By
legislation, all employees must
have an equal opportunity to
access learning. The more obvious
special needs are physical, visual
and aural; others include special
learning needs (those of dyslexic
and dysphasic learners, for
example). The preceding, rather
glib, sentence conceals several
issues of access to which there is no
simple solution. During the design
process, learners should be
consulted, particularly those with
special needs. It is their views that
will indicate solutions. Large
organisations may have diversity
specialists who will guide you.

Work patterns
Some learners may be away from
work when the training is
delivered. Did you monitor who

used the training or was booked
on courses? Did you make it
available to those on holiday at 
the time, those who were away
sick, or those who work certain 
key hours? For example, if some
employees work mornings only,
you cannot rely on their
attendance on full-day courses.
Some restricted-hours employees
may be willing to learn outside
working hours, but this should 
not be compulsory and the
question of overtime may have 
to be considered. There is evidence
that employees, irrespective of
their employment pattern, will 
be willing to learn outside 
working hours. The success of
various home-computing initiatives
proves this.3

By a specific date

It should be obvious if this target
has been met although,
realistically, the best that will be
achieved is, perhaps, 95 per cent 
of learners by the required date.
Your project plan will include ways
to train the stragglers and, maybe,
new recruits after the project is
completed. 

Learning not to exceed (for
example) two hours

How do you measure this? It
appears straightforward, but some
learners may take much longer
than others. Good record keeping
for e-learning and classroom
training are straightforward but,
before setting in place complex
measuring systems, ask yourself
why this target was set as a CSF 
at all. 

First, it contains the opportunity
cost of the training: the salary costs
of those being trained frequently
exceeds the training cost. 

Second, it impacts on the day-to-day
running of the business. The project
review should ask two questions to
elicit whether this CSF is met:

1 Does a typical member of the
target group complete the
training within the time
required? This is assessed during
the field test of the training.

2 Is the time away from work
acceptable to line managers?

Neither of these questions is
relevant to the effectiveness of 
the training or whether change
was delivered in the workplace.
They are, however, of critical
importance to the business.

This article raises a number of
issues under the guise of describing
the project implementation
process. Some readers may feel
cheated, but I make no apologies
for hijacking the title to identify
that project managing training 
is fundamentally different from
creating training. A project
manager’s responsibility includes
the effective implementation of
training, and ensuring that it is
used appropriately and for the
purpose for which it was created. 

You may feel that you do not have
that influence in the organisation.
Consider our customer complaints
scenario. Perhaps none of the
teams you train shows any change
in how they deal with customer
complaints, based upon surveys of
customers. Is this your failure?
Maybe customers’ expectations are
your failure; maybe the process for
dealing with complaints is flawed;
maybe products are consistently
faulty or don’t give value for
money. Are you responsible if 
your training has no effect on
customer perceptions? 

A final thought 

Evaluating projects or
evaluating learning – which?

Organisational role of
project management

Implementing a project
review process

what really 
matters is getting the

objectives or CSFs right
at the beginning

“
”



As trainers, we are often dealing
with ideas that are new to
participants. It is, therefore, not
surprising that we occasionally
meet objections. It is also likely
that, in a learning event, we will
sometimes disagree with
something a participant says.
This article looks at ways to
handle such situations. 

Disagreement is a difference of
opinion, and is healthy and
natural. People don’t disagree
because they are disagreeable;

they have a reason. Their reason
may be one of these:

● Trainers’ statements bump
into learners’ beliefs or vice
versa. It is important to
recognise that belief is not
truth, even if we believe
something to be true. People’s
values and beliefs can be so
strong that it is easy for 
them to take the thing that 
is said, or the way in which it
is said, as the ‘ism’ that
offends them: sexism, racism,
ageism and so on. 

● Trainers often make
statements that are different
from a participant’s current
way of thinking. Participants
may become uncomfortable,
and may object. Admittedly,
some people may appear
awkward because they like 
to be different. This is not 
a major issue, as learning 
events are inherently about
change, and people who 
like difference normally 
like change.

● Different people operate 
with different chunk sizes. 
For example, if we are a 
big chunker and make 

generalisations, the small
chunker may disagree because
they find what we say vague.
Equally, if we are a small
chunker and give detail, the
big chunker will want that to
be related to the big picture. 

This can create an environment
where it appears that there is a
disagreement. 

There are both positive and
negative products of
disagreement. When we 
jointly solve a disagreement, 
our relationship becomes
stronger. Some of the positive
outcomes are new ideas,
different perceptions, better
ways of doing things,
innovations, better use of
resources and new skills. For
learning, it is important to air
the participants’ disagreement
concerning the trainer’s
statement. 

On the negative side, if a
disagreement is not handled
well, it can degenerate into
hostility, acquiescence or silent
withdrawal, preventing the
facilitation of learning. 
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● Understand why physiology
has an impact on learning.

● Utilise physical exercises that
will enhance alertness.

● Choose appropriate nutrition
for the training environment.

● Access the benefits of water
in learning.

● Benefit from physical exercise
as a means of increasing
oxygen in the brain.

● Adjust posture to increase
levels of attention.

Key learning points
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The difficult
encounter

Barry Johnson and Shirley Harrington

Let’s now take a look at an
emotionally-based difficulty
statement: ‘I can’t understand this’.

1 Seek clarification – ‘Tell me the
bit you don’t understand.’ The
participant’s potential response
is ‘It’s how you ...’.

2 As a trainer, you can put
yourself at the heart of the
problem and seek a proposal:
‘How can I help you understand
how ... ?’. The learner feels in
control because you have not
offered a solution, but involved
them in the route to a solution.
The emotion is quietened. The
person who stated the problem
knows you want to help.

3 Thank the person for raising
the problem.

When a participant disagrees,
they may engage negative
emotions and orally attack you or
what you have said. To make the
objection more productive, it is
necessary to tackle the emotion
and to encourage the person to
put forward their view in a more
productive way. The following
pattern may help: 

1 Reflect the emotions that you
observe – for example, ‘I can
see that you feel strongly about
this’. Reflecting the person’s
emotions is more likely to help
the person control them than a
command such as ‘Calm down’.
Commands often exacerbate
the emotion and imply that you
are in a more authoritative
(parental) position.

2 State your feelings or emotion
– for example, ‘I feel
intimidated when you ...’. 
State the specific behaviour
that caused the feeling – for
example, sneered, shouted,
swore, glared. Note the ‘I’
language.

3 Describe the change you’d 
like – for example, ‘I should 
like you to explain the 
problem that I am creating’.
The negative emotion is
directed at the trainer, so
accept the responsibility 
for creating it.

4 Give the participant an
incentive to change their
behaviour – for example, 
‘This will gain my respect 
and motivate me to help, 
or change, or to ... [do what is
implicit or explicit in the
participant’s outburst]’. 

An alternative approach is as
follows:

1 Pause. This prevents you
responding in kind.

2 Be responsive and seek
clarification. ‘Pull’ behaviours
sometimes reduce the attack.

3 Make an assertive, low-key
rebuttal and ask for a personal
reasoning. For example, ‘I see it
differently from that, Mike (use
the person’s name). I’d like to
hear why you think ...’. The
person may now  feel listened
to, and know there is a
different way of seeing the
situation. The ambiguity
prevents your position from
being attacked.

4 Ask, ask, and ask. The person
may be correct and feeling
frustrated. They may be wrong,
and their own explanation may
enlighten them.

It is OK for the trainer and
participant to disagree, and 
that may prove invaluable in
obtaining new, or better, ideas. 
An objection is not a rejection; 
it is simply a request for more
information. Within a training
environment, disagreement can
be uncomfortable. If we refrain 
from permitting it to descend 
into hostility, we may learn
something and keep our 
blood pressure down, at the 
same time.

If every participant thinks the
same way, we run the risk of
‘group think’ and intellectual
stagnation. When participants 
can disagree and clearly explain
their ideas without negative
emotions, they can have a positive
impact on the communication
process. When they disagree, 
they are more likely to engage 
in critical thinking, and are usually
more satisfied with the decision
they make. 

The danger lies in handling
disagreement badly and turning 
it to hostility or silent withdrawal.
Hostility and withdrawal destroy
communication and learning. 
The key to success is tolerance 
for disagreement, an important
trainer skill.

Introduction

The basis of disagreement

Products of disagreement

Handling an attack

Conclusion



The difficult encounter

TRAIN the TRAINER

Communication within
disagreements is a learned skill,
using both verbal and non-verbal
methods. Aspects of verbal
communication are control of tone,
pitch, speed and volume; and aspects
of non-verbal communication are
gestures, facial expressions and
personal space. Crucial elements are
the vocabulary and structure of the
language used, and the assertive
behaviour that expresses your own
rights in a way that does not violate
the rights of the other person.
Some trainers find it difficult to
challenge or confront assertively. This
may lead to an individual taking a
non-assertive approach, resulting in
avoidance of the situation altogether,
or being vague and hesitant.
Alternatively, an aggressive approach
may be taken, resulting in counter-
aggression, submission or defensive
behaviour. There are constructive
ways of assertively challenging and
confronting that maintain a healthy
learning experience within the
group. Aggression, avoidance and
non-assertion are not effective
confronting strategies.

Constructive disagreement may be
used when you want to disagree
with someone in a way that allows
your message to be listened to,
whilst maintaining effective
communication. It can also be 

used as a counter to an objection.
Let’s look at a step-by-step approach.

1 The person has said something
with which you disagree. 

Pause. You have a decision to
make. Do you disagree or let it go?

2 You decide to disagree. 

Think. What exactly am I
disagreeing with? Is it the
content, the implication, the
inherent values, or the way it 
was said?

3 Seek clarification of what the
person has said. The clarification
may illuminate or dissolve the
disagreement. 

4 Listen. We all listen in different
ways and apply our own 
interpretation of the other
person’s message. (See Issue 20,
It’s good to listen, by Johnson and
Geal.)

5 Be clear about the outcome you
want to achieve. It is a valuable
rule that, if you know exactly 
the outcome you want to achieve
from an interaction, and you 
treat the other person with
consideration, the right words
come out.

6 Identify something that you agree
with in what the person has said
and tell them – for example,
‘What I like about that is ...’. On
rare occasions, the statement that
you disagree with has no element
that you can agree with. In this
case, recognise that the other
person has a valid point of view –
for example, ‘I recognise that you
have a different point of view
from me’, ‘I appreciate that you
see things differently’. Then move
into your disagreement: ‘My
experience is ...’. Note that we are
still not moving into accusation or
saying that the person is wrong. 

7 Use ‘I’ language, as illustrated in
Point 6, above. Avoid starting with
‘You’ – for example, ‘You said ...’ is
often heard as an attack, even
though it is just a reiteration of
what was said.

Consider the sentence 
‘I appreciate that you see things
differently’. The first four words
of such a sentence may bypass the
person’s psychological filters and
positively impact on their
subconscious.

8 The next step is crucial. Avoid
responding by using ‘but’ or
‘however’. ‘But’ often indicates
that an objection is coming and
tends to create a defensive
mindset in the listener. Avoiding
‘but’ is difficult as we have
become acclimatised to its use in
disagreeing situations, which is
why it signals a negative response.
Pause, or say ‘and’ or ‘even
though’, and then say something
like ‘my reservations are ...’, ‘I am
having difficulty with the concept
of ...’. Never use a direct rebuttal.

9  Move the discussion forward – for
example, ‘And perhaps we can ...’.
Notice the word ‘we’. Creating an
inclusion and posing a proposal
allows the participant to support
and build on the proposal. 

The best way to handle an objection
is to treat it as a request for
information. The basis of this
approach puts the objector in a
positive light. It is important to know
what you agree with, so only the
difference needs to be considered.
Let’s look at an example.

The participant says, ‘You can’t 
say that!’

1 Seek clarification even though 
you may think you understand.
Explore exactly what the person 
is objecting to – for example,
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‘What is it you disagree with?’.
The participant’s response may 
be: ‘You can’t say that using 
“but” always indicates that a
disagreement is coming’.

It is not unusual for objectors to
use absolutes such as never and
always. 

2 Find something to agree with –
for example, ‘I agree that “but”
does not always indicate a
disagreement’. 

3 Now give information – for
example, ‘I have found that
using “and” or “even though”
is often a more powerful
structure.’ 

4 Finally, check for understanding.

Difficulty in stating is objecting or
disagreeing presented in a softer
form. Typically, the sort of thing
that is heard is ‘The problem with
that is ...’, ‘We can’t do that
because ...’. Difficulty statements
are valuable for trainers because
they focus on a problem that,
when solved, opens a way
forward. Let’s look at an example.

A participant makes a difficulty
statement – perhaps ‘They won’t
do that, it’s too expensive’.

1 Agree that there is a problem
and reframe it to the positive. 

‘So the problem is affordability.’
Note that the negative won’t is
removed. 

2 State a goal. ‘So we need to
make it affordable.’ Notice that
the statement is inclusive, using

we, not the disquieting you.
The objector is being gently
pulled along. 

3 Now seek a proposal using a
How question – ‘How can we
make it affordable?’. How
questions are problem solving
and action based. They tend to
gain positive responses from
people of good will. They are
often useful to open a question
to the group.

Confronting and challenging

Constructive disagreement

Handling an objection

Communication 

within disagreements is

a learned skill, using

both verbal and non-

verbal methods

“

”

Turning objections and
difficulty statements into
outcomes

● Give the other person consideration.

● Enter all disagreements with an open mind. 

● Thank the participant for bringing the problem up. 

● Ensure you understand exactly what has been said. 

● Separate fact from opinion.

● Never disagree with the person; disagree only with ideas or facts. 

● Never use invectives or reply in kind to rudeness. 

● Recognise that phrasing is everything. Bluntness is just plain rude. 

● Build a script book to deal with objections.

● Be prepared to agree with points made.

● Be big enough to concede. If the participant convinces you or 
others, admit it! 

● Know when to quit. Graceful closure is as important as graceful
conduct.

● It is permissible to agree to disagree. 

● It is always better to debate an issue without settling it than to settle
an issue without debating it.

● Do not leave an argument carrying a grudge.

● Always be genuine about what you are agreeing with.

● If the other person’s emotions are now channelled against you,
absorb them. Don’t react. 

General consideration

The word but causes us to focus
on is uncomfortable. It also gives
the feeling that an objection is
coming.

The word and makes the
sentence balanced. This makes 
it emotionally neutral. 

The words even though tend 
to create focus on the first 
part of the sentence. As we 
have put the positive, or 
agreeing, part in the first half 
of our sentence, it is this that
subconsciously has emphasis.

Giving information – example

‘Disagreement is
often constructive but
is uncomfortable.’ 

‘Disagreement is 
often constructive and
is uncomfortable.’ 

‘Disagreement is 
often constructive
even though it is
uncomfortable.’


