
DESCRIBING THE 
‘WEATHER’
- THE SKILL TO SPEAK IN WAYS THAT PRECEDE JUDGMENT AND LESSEN DEFENSIVE 
REACTIONS
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FIRST WORK TO BUILD SHARED UNDERSTANDING

• If we’re not talking about the same thing, we’ll never make progress in resolving an issue.

• Testing for agreement on the ‘concrete’ facts of a situation keep us from missing one 
another at the start.

• I may ‘assume’ certain things only to discover that there’s more to the story than what I 
know.

• We may also discover that neither of us has the information we need.

• ‘How’ I describe the ‘facts’ is often a make or break to initiating a dialogue that works.
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BEGIN BY 
‘DESCRIBING THE 
WEATHER’

We often add critical judgments when we 
speak or describe things.  “Past failures” 
can seem like a simple description, but if it 
points to people in the room it can 
scream ‘you screwed up!’

The skill of  ‘describing the weather’ is to 
use non-judgment words that describe 
without overlaying critical judgment.
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WE CAN DESCRIBE ‘THE WEATHER OUTSIDE’ 
WITHOUT ADDING HUMAN JUDGMENTS

• The sky can be described accurately in terms that point out storm clouds, sunshine, 
coloration, or wind speed. 

• That simple description sounds very different than adding judgment adjectives like ‘ugly’ or 
‘angry.’

• We can describe experience or behavior too without labeling it with judgments or opinion.  

• Describing a situation or concerns without judgment added, improves the possibility of talking 
well and honestly about something.

• This doesn’t mean ‘whitewash’ or ‘sanitize.’ After we see the same thing, I can add how I think 
or feel about it.
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SKILLFULLY ‘DESCRIBING THE WEATHER’ USING 
CONCRETE DESCRIPTIONS

LADEN WITH JUDGMENT

• “The history of this department’s past 
failures ….”

• “The staff doesn’t work hard enough.”

• “This always happens.”

JUDGMENT NEUTRAL

• “A number of major projects have not 
been adopted.”

• “I’d like to talk about staff productivity. I 
have concerns.”

• “I assume there might be a pattern 
here….”
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NEXT STEPS – TRY IT

1. Practice

• Practice ‘describing the weather.’ 

• Try it at home, or while driving in the 
car; “look at that truck driving over the 
limit and tailgating that car.”

• Tell a safe work colleague or your team 
about the skill and practice with them.

2. In conversations first name the intent to 
get clarity together so together you can 
make your best choices.

• “I’m aware this has been a challenge for 
us. I’d like to be intentional about making 
sure I understand you and that we’re 
looking at the same concrete realities.”  

• “My hope is that helps us make good 
choices together. Is that okay?”
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BUILDING SHARED MEANING LETS US MAKE 
BETTER CHOICES

• When we understand one another well, we can each make better choices.

• Ideally, we grow to trust one another more and can choose to work together.

• Realistically, even if we disagree, clear shared understanding avoids broader fears about 
the other based on misunderstanding or bad information. 

• It also may reveal areas we can work together on, or respect one another in despite our 
differences.
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