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WORKING WITH A 
CONCRETE EXAMPLE
- THE DANGER OF ABSTRACTION. 



GETTING CONCRETE TO AVOID 
MISUNDERSTANDING

• Often one of the ways we miss each other is by trusting our words to describe things

• In the workplace we get so comfortable talking to one another that we imagine our 
words accurately describe what we picture in our heads

• The reality too often is that ‘abstract’ words mean different things to different people

• With colleagues, what we think we each mean is often different enough to cause us 
problems.  This is a universal human challenge; happens in relationship, family, community 
too.
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WHAT COMMONLY 
HAPPENS IN 
MEETINGS

Busy minds carry ‘snapshots’ of ideas, 
plans, intended outcomes, BUT too 
often our ‘words’ falsely assure us 
that we mean the same things.
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STEPS TOWARD CREATING PRODUCTIVE 
CONVERSATION

1.  Attempt to describe the ‘facts’ of the situation and check for the other person’s agreement.  

• The ‘facts’ can include different perceptions, naming perceived differences, identifying assumptions 
each group or person holds.

• By putting them fairly and accurately on the table, we are taking steps to build shared understanding.

2. Name the assumptions you each make about ‘the facts’ and check for accuracy.

• Too often we imagine we know the other’s concern or interpretation, but without checking we’re 
often wrong.  

• Wrong can mean I get the broad abstract belief, but misjudge how the other sees it applied.
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IN THIS PICTURE, WHAT COULD THEY DESCRIBE 
MORE CONCRETELY?

• We sometimes forget that ‘words’ and
‘concepts’ are abstract descriptions. ‘6’ or ‘9’
are abstract symbols that give us shorthand 
ways to describe ‘real world facts.’

• What if one character said “Near my feet,
there is a loop, and I see an opening at top
right nearest your left foot.”

© Wirth 2020



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 facts 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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