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BUILDING A SUPPORTIVE CLIMATE
SERIES OUTLINE

LAST WEEK: COMMUNICATION 101

•	Defined Communication

•	Skills: Perspective Taking

THIS WEEK: BUILDING A SUPPORTIVE CLIMATE

•	Communication Climates

•	Skills

•	Supportive Listening

•	Supportive Speaking

WEEK 3: GO TIME

•	Planning and Organizing for the Hard Conversation

•	Q&A

COMMUNICATION CLIMATE
Can the relationship handle this conversation? 

The right word at the right 				          is like a custom-made piece of 
jewelry, And a wise friend’s 				           reprimand is like a gold ring slipped 
on your finger.

Proverbs 25:11–12 (MSG)

4 KEY ELEMENTS OF A COMMUNICATION CLIMATE
Tim Muehlhoff, Marriage Forecasting, 21

1.  A

•	I see you, I h			             you

•	Responsiveness is key

•	Evaluate: 



•	Do we feel seen and heard in this relationship?

•	Do I communicate to you that I see you, and hear you?

2.  T

If a lack of trust exists between individuals, any attempt to communicate effectively or to 
resolve differences will be compromised.

Tim Muehlhoff, Marriage Forecasting, 24

•	If we lack trust we look for unstated real answers. This creates a cycle of distrust and 
suspicion.

Ghandi says, “The moment there is suspicion about a person’s motives, everything he 
does becomes tainted.”

Stephen M. R. Covey, The Speed of Trust, 8

•	I replace your actual words with my assumptions

•	Evaluate: 

•	Relational Trust has 2 Dimensions:

1.	Reliability 

•	Can we trust each other to f				            t					   
on what we say?

2.	Care for personal welfare

•	Do we show each other we care about each other’s well-being? 

3.  E

•	Relational Rules—we each have unique definitions of relational rules

•	What do we define as respect, love, support, connection, etc. in the relationship?

•	V				      —we all have a unique hierarchy of values

•	Family vs. Autonomy/Independence

•	Privacy vs Connection 

•	Evaluate: 

•	Do we meet each other’s expectations when it comes to our investment in the 
relationship? (Ex. time, energy, effort)



4.  C

Assumption of a future.
Muehlhoff, Marriage Forecasting, 27

•	Evaluate:

•	Are we secure in where our relationship stands?

HOW TO IMPROVE AND SUSTAIN A POSITIVE COMMUNICATION CLIMATE
A				     your approach based on the other individual, and what you know 
about them.

 DIRECT APPROACH VS. SUBTLE APPROACH

•	Direct Approach

•	Talk about what needs to improve: 

•	Formula:
When you do x in y situation, I feel z.

Muehlhoff, I Beg to Differ, 60

•	This minimizes defensiveness

•	Ex: When you cancel plans at the last minute, I feel disappointed and frustrated

•	Subtle Approach

•	Strengthening Acknowledgment

•	Acknowledge purposefully the positive things you see others doing

•	Ex. "I like your shirt;" "That was well said."

•	Attend to other perspectives

•	Start S				         !

•	Ex. "How was that restaurant?" "I saw you went on a trip. I would love to get 
together to hear more about your trip."

•	R				       Matters!

•	Let the other person know 3 important things:

1.  What they’ve said has made an i				      on you



•	Ex. Body Language—nod in agreement

•	Ex. "Wow, I hadn’t thought about that!"

2.  Their f				       matter to you

3.  Respond to content

•	When we are not sure

•	Paraphrase

•	Ask clarifying q				       

•	Anything else they want to add?

•	Listen until THEY feel they’re understood

•	Strengthening Trust in your Climate

•	Check out Brene Brown “Anatomy of Trust”

•	G				      Process

•	If you are responsible for the breach:

•	Repent—acknowledge and show change in action

•	You improve trust each time you show:

1.	You are reliable 

2.	You care about the personal welfare of the other

•	If you are on the receiving end:

•	Communication builds on itself

•	Feed climate with positive action

•	Ex: Am I reliable/Do I show I care about welfare?

•	Strengthening Expectations

•	Lower and D			             Expectations

•	What have they shown they can actually contribute?



•	Have things changed? (Ex. new job, new baby, new city)

•	Share what you’re noticing, ask if they notice the same (last week)

•	XYZ Formula:

•	Ex. "I’m noticing when you don’t respond to my text messages within a few 
days I feel insecure in my relationship with you."

•	Strengthening Commitment

•	Remember the past and invest in the present

•	Investment in the present is an investment in the f

•	Small talk

•	Allows us to understand the rhythms of others

•	Rapport Building—Connection based on shared experiences/ similarities
Tim Muehlhoff, Marriage Forecasting, 50

•	Activity

•	Invite to play soccer, disc golf, game night, etc.

•	Talking

•	"This made me think of you…"

•	"Remember that one time…"

WHAT IF I’M THE ONLY ONE WORKING TO IMPROVE THE CLIMATE? WHY 
SHOULD I WORK TO IMPROVE THE CLIMATE?

•	It is a g				            to invest in the relationship 

•	We give gifts without expectation that we’ll get one in return

•	Understand Social Justice Theory
Todd V. Lewis and Tim Muehlhoff, Authentic Communication, 88

•	Attitude change can be seen as moving along a continuum with a gradual pace.

•	Move from Rejection to A

•	Have grace—we’re all on a different part of the continuum



•	Make sure you’re doing your part to move from rejection to acceptance

•	Communication spirals

The actions of one person accelerate the actions of the other person.
Tim Muehlhoff, Marriage Forecasting, 78

•	Negative Spirals: 

•	Keep a negative spiral from gaining m

•	Lay groundwork for positive spiral

•	Our Biblical principles influence our responsibility to pursue peace making even if it’s not 
fair or reciprocated.

11Good sense makes one slow to anger,
	 and it is his glory to o				     an offense. 

Proverbs 19:11

39But if anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also.
Matthew 5:39b

44But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you,
Matthew 5:44

7for whatever one sows, that will he also reap.
Galatians 6:7b

•	We might not see impact right away, but God’s word doesn’t return void.

WHAT IF THE RELATIONSHIP IS TOXIC OR ABUSIVE?

•	Clearly Define: Is it toxic, or just hard? Do I need to practice patience and overlook an offense? 

If you go deep with a few people and stay close to those who rub you the wrong way, 
you will have accomplished the ambitions Jesus said were always worth the effort.

Bob Goff, Dream Big, xii

Clearly Toxic and Abusive Relationships: Call a Truce
Tim Muehlhoff, Marriage Forecasting, 95

•	Truce is not the goal, just a tool

•	Create distance to pursue healing



SUPPORTIVE LISTENING
Mindful Listening: Fully present in the moment—not thinking about what you are going to say or 
what you forgot to put on the grocery list. 

FOUR COMMON LISTENING MISTAKES: FORMS OF NON-LISTENING

1.	Monopolizing

•	Rerouting to self

•	I

•	In some cases this is cultural—cater to person and situation

•	 When it’s a definite problem:

•	Interrupting to change the topic to one that interests us

•	Interrupting to question and challenge

•	This stops momentum of speaker and diminishes the effectiveness

3.	Selective Listening

•	Defensive Listening

[Definitive listening is] perceiving personal attacks, criticism, or hostility in 
communication that is not critical or mean-spirited… we assume others don’t like, 
trust or respect us and we read these motives into whatever they say no matter 
how innocent their communication may be.

Julia Wood, Interpersonal Communication, 173

•	When you see someone else engaging in defensive listening

•	D				       with grace—hear the hurt behind the response

2.	Ambushing

•	Listening for the purpose of a

3.	Literal Listening

•	Listening for c				           only 

•	Ignoring relationship (insensitive to feelings)



THREE THINGS TO DO

1.	Be Open Minded

•	Keep opinions of others and their views t				          ; stay open to revision.

Good listeners Robert Bolton quoted “stay out of the others way.” 
Julia Wood, Interpersonal Communication, 164

2.	Monitor Self-Talk & E

•	2 Corinthians 10:5—Take every thought captive

The thoughts we communicate to ourselves affect what happens in our lives.
Julia Wood, Interpersonal Communication, 206

•	We don’t have to react to what we feel

Others certainly say and do things that affect us; they may even do things to us. 
But we—not anyone else—decide what their actions mean, and we—not anyone 
else—are responsible for our feelings.”

Julia Wood, Interpersonal Communication, 202

•	Giving into emotions affects the other person as well

•	Emotional C				            (Tim Muehlhoff, I Beg to Differ, 60)

•	We transfer emotions, and receive emotions

•	Reduce i				             of emotions

•	Fractionation (Tim Muehlhoff, I Beg to Differ, 61)

•	How can a broad and emotional topic be broken down into smaller, manageable 
sizes?

•	Ex: I hate my boss vs.

•	I’m embarrassed because I wanted to be perceived well.

•	I’m disappointed because I thought I did well.

•	I’m frustrated that I’m feeling these emotions. 

3.	R				        What You Hear

We forget on average 2/3 of what we hear.
Julia Wood, Interpersonal Communication, 165 



•	Make sure what we remember is the important part, not the petty part 

•	We create meaning in what we s				        and how we organize. 
Select wisely!

SUPPORTIVE SPEAKING—MINIMIZE DEFENSIVENESS 

SIX DEFENSIVE vs. SUPPORTIVE CLIMATE PAIRINGS FROM JACK GIBBS
Todd V. Lewis and Tim Muehlhoff, Authentic Communication, 108–109

1.	E				        vs. Description

•	We become defensive when our thoughts are quickly critiqued or evaluated

•	Describe without passing judgement 

•	Ex. Description—You seem to be angry

•	Ex. Evaluation—You are being too emotional

2.	Neutrality vs. E

•	We become defensive if our thoughts, experiences are met with detached, distant 
neutrality

•	Engage with others feelings, put yourself in their shoes

3.	S				        vs. Spontaneity

•	We become defensive when we feel we’re being manipulated

•	Ambush listening

•	Premeditate communication

•	Stay open and honest and use communication principles

4.	C				        vs. Problem Orientation

•	We become defensive when we feel others are forcing their perspectives on us

•	Seek to find language and solutions that are beneficial and equitable to everyone

5.	C				        vs. Provisionalism 

•	We become defensive when others express beliefs as unshakable and absolute



•	Ex. Christians 

•	Have absolute truths, but communicate in ways that show openness to the views and 
perspectives of others

6.	Superiority vs. E

•	We become defensive when others present an attitude of superiority

•	You can be an expert or know more about a topic, but still show regard for others and 
their contribution to the interaction

BONUS MATERIAL
SECRET WEAPON—METACOMMUNICATION 
If all else fails, communicate about your communication: It is disarming

•	Call Out Emotion

•	"I’m noticing a strong emotional reaction in me, and I want to explore this further before 
saying something I’ll regret."

•	Not Sure What You Think

•	"I’ll be honest, you’ve shared some things that are hard for me to hold, I need some time to 
process.'

•	Feeling Attacked

•	"Thank you for all you’ve shared. I don’t know how to respond well, but I want to. Can we 
plan to meet again next week after giving this important topic some time?"

•	It’s okay to say you don’t know, but make sure you:

•	A

•	What you’ve said has made an impression on me

•	Your feelings matter to me

•	Follow through—if you tap out, you must tap back in



SUMMARY
•	Communication Climate: Should we have a hard conversation now?

•	Should I invest in the relationship before doing so?

•	Listening Skills to build a Supportive Climate

•	Speaking Skills to build a Supportive Climate

•	Next week: Organize and Prepare

HOMEWORK
•	What is ONE skill that really stood out? Practice it once this week.

•	Identify one relationship where you can improve the climate.

•	Look for ways to increase acknowledgement in each of your conversations this week.

•	Pray over one relationship that needs healing, and the impending conversation you have to 
have. Pray the Lord would reveal where you need to improve your communication. 



REFERENCES
Covey, Stephen M. R. The Speed of Trust. (New York: Free Press, 2006)

Goff, Bob. Dream Big: Know What You Want, Why You Want It, and What You’re Going to Do 
About It. (Tennessee: Nelson Books, 2020).

Lewis, Todd V. and Muehlhoff, Tim. Authentic Communication: Christian Speech Engaging 
Culture. (Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 2010).

Muehlhoff, Tim. I Beg to Differ: Navigating Difficult Conversations with Truth and Love (Illinois: 
InterVarsity Press, 2014).

Muehlhoff, Tim. Marriage Forecasting: Changing the Climate of Your Relationship One 
Conversation at a Time (Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 2010).

Winfrey, Oprah, host. “Dr. Brene Brown: Anatomy of Trust.” Super Soul Conversations, OWN, 
15 Apr. 2019, https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/oprahs-supersoul-conversations/
id1264843400?i=1000434936869

Wood, Julia. Interpersonal Communication: Everyday Encounters, 5th ed. (California: Wadsworth, 
2007).

https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/oprahs-supersoul-conversations/id1264843400?i=1000434936869
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/oprahs-supersoul-conversations/id1264843400?i=1000434936869

