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AIA Quality Assurance

The Building Commissioning Association is a Registered Provider 
with The American Institute of Architects Continuing Education 
Systems (AIA/CES). Credit(s) earned on completion of this program 
will be reported to AIA/CES for AIA members. Certificates of the 
Completion for both AIA members and non-AIA members are 
available upon request.

This program is registered with AIA/CES for continuing professional 
education. As such, it does not include content that may be deemed 
or construed to be an approval or endorsement by the AIA of any 
material of construction or any method or manner of handling, using, 
distributing, or dealing in any material or product. 

Questions related to specific materials, methods, and services will 
be addressed at the conclusion of this presentation.
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Learning Objectives

At the end of this presentation, attendees will be able to:
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1. Identify how the words you say can be perceived adversely
2. Know when to be diplomatic
3. Strategies for phrasing what you want to say in a diplomatic 

manner
4. Lessen the chances of contracting foot-in-mouth disease



• 8+ years ago…
• Was told I was “too direct”
• Kicked off a project

• Unfair!
• Delivery might trump 

my message 
• A gentle word can go 

further
• DIPLOMACY!

About your presenter…



• Choose one:
How do I diplomatically say?
Question/phrase needing to be rephrased in a diplomatic way

• Pound sand a$$%^#@#$!
How do I diplomatically respond to? 
Question/phrase requiring a diplomatic response

• Example: What is this crap you’re viving me?
• … and write it on your card

Group exercise and share at end

What’s up with the index cards?



Intro

• About this 
presentation

• Guidelines for 
diplomacy
• Practice!

• Group practice
• Additional tips
• Next Steps



About this presentation

• Diplomacy 
• The art of dealing with 

people in a sensitive and 
effective way

• Tact 
• Cleverness and sensitivity 

in dealing with others or 
issues

• Politeness
• Courteous manner that 

respects social values

• Persuasion
• Negotiation
• Interpersonal 

communication
• Verbal self-defense
• Dealing with difficult people
• Contrarians

• Differing  gender 
expectations 

• Unconscious bias

Allied Terms Associated subjects



Practice Situational Awareness

Guideline 0



• Be aware of how your message may be received
It’s not all about you (or your intent)

It is all about the other person
• Who are you speaking to?

Would you ask this question of anyone?

Does it draw attention to one’s differences from the majority? 
Or societal “norms”?

• Know when you must be diplomatic (or not)
Look and listen for clues and cues

Initial meeting?                 At work?

Long term colleague?      Outside of work?

Guideline 0: 
Practice Situational Awareness



• What might have been the intent?
Personal interest

Just making conversation
• How might this message be received?

When are you leaving?
• What else could take this place?

What do you find interesting about college?

What’s your major?

Do you plan on working at kW after college?

Would you like to come work for us after you graduate?

So, what are your plans after college?



Know when not to say anything

Guideline 1



• Listen, think, and be open
Seek first to understand, then to be understood. 

-Dale Carnegie

• Listen to the facts
Concentrate on what they’re saying to avoid becoming defensive

• Inside thoughts vs outside thoughts
• Let others completely finish their thoughts

Refrain from interrupting

• Ask questions for clarification 
Avoid jumping to conclusions or making assumptions

Diplomacy depends on clarity

Guideline 1: 
Know when not to say anything



• Disengage the clutch:
Nod act sincere

• Listening noises:
Wow!

Turn off your phone
• Clarifying questions:

Ask what happened.

Holy *%$@. I had a day from hell! 
(Insert verbal rant here)



Pass your cards to the front…



There are more nice people than jerks:
2a: Assume the best in people
2b: Be generous

Guideline 2



• Be kind, for everyone you meet is fighting a great 
battle. – Philo of Alexandria

• Ask clarifying questions
Prevents making assumptions or passing judgment

• Have empathy
Prevents going on the defensive

• Get good rest
• Cucumber: cool thyself

Guideline 2a: 
Assume the best in people



• What other guidelines might apply?
Rephrase the question – situational awareness

• What would be a diplomatic response?
Ignore it and change the subject

Perfect! I’m the perfect age

Old enough not to be their mother

How much do you weigh?

What’s your credit score?

Are we going out for drinks later?

Will it get me a discount?

How old are you?



• Forgive small errors
Pick your battles

• Give social klutzes the benefit of the doubt
We’ve all been there

• Help the other person to look good
Praise in public, berate in private

• “The nicer you are, the harder you can push.”
- Eric Voss, FBI Hostage Negotiator

Guideline 2b: Be generous



• What would be a diplomatic response?
Thanks, I love Barney.

That’s a nice blouse you’re wearing.

I love you, you love me…

Smile and nod

• How might you rephrase the question?
That’s a nice blouse

Is that a new shirt?

(say nothing)

That color looks nice on you

You look like Barney in that purple shirt!



Phrase things in the most neutral way possible

Guideline 3



• Avoid words that imply judgment
• Should vs. consider (1)

• Tone it down
“Strong personality” vs. cocky 

• Avoid “You”
Puts the other person on the defensive

Perceived as too direct

• Non-confrontational vs. assertive

(1) Unless you have strong evidence that dictates otherwise

Guideline 3: phrase things in the most neutral way 
possible



• What part about this has charged language?
Your

Hog

is
• How could it be made more neutral?

This building is very energy intensive

There is a great opportunity for energy savings in your building

Some people might consider this building an energy hog
• Diplomatic response?

How can we (work together to) resolve this issue?

What ideas do you have for saving energy?

Your building is an energy hog.



Maintain your integrity

Guideline 4



• Google: The quality of being honest and 
having strong moral principles

Doing the right thing even when nobody’s looking
• Never, ever lie

Lying reduces credibility

You must be credible for people to accept what you say

Salesperson vs. Secretary of State

Omission vs outright lie
• Integrity to yourself

Stick up for yourself
• Say what you think, even if others might disagree

See Guidelines 1 and 2

Guideline 4: Maintain your integrity



• When might this be asked? (situational awareness)

Here, at the conference.

Someone new at the company (work setting)

Family/home situation

• Would you ask for clarification?

Why do you ask?

What do you mean?

In what sense?

Which Alice are we talking about?

• Diplomatic response?

She’s different.

I like her.

I don’t know her that well.

I hear she’s good at commissioning.

(more questions – Have you had an opportunity to work with her?)

What do you think of Alice? 
(or other colleague or company)



Summary of Guidelines

1. Listen
2. Nice people > jerks

a. Be generous
b. Assume the best 

3. Use neutral 
language

4. Have integrity



Additional Tips

• Go beyond neutral and 
phrase things 
positively

• Pick your battles
• Calm tone
• Neutral body language
• Dress appropriately
• Pay attention
• Show respect

• Be early



Activity 

Questions and Answers



• When will you finish the job I gave you?!
How’s it coming?

What’s your schedule look like?

How can I help?

[asking about a specific deliverable associated with 
the task completion.]

•

Index card time!



Next Steps

• Awareness
• Yourself and

others
• Seek a coach
• Practice

• Writing
• Speaking

• Additional Reading



• 5 Tips for Polite And Diplomatic Language, London School of 
English http://goo.gl/Jnoiqm

• 6 Rules for Communicating with Diplomacy and Tact, Dale 
Carnegie Training http://goo.gl/lCWrjJ

• The Gentle Art of Verbal Self-Defense,  Suzette Haden Elgin 
• “Negotiation Strategies for Women”, Harvard Program on 

Negotiation (registration required) http://goo.gl/cNBTBb
• Differing gender expectations: The Broads Must be Crazy 

(John Stewart, Comedy Central) http://goo.gl/HVkJPM
• Oppositional Conversation Style: http://goo.gl/3T48Td
• Arrogant, Know-it-all Jerk:  http://goo.gl/qjHOu0
• Fleming, Carol. It's the Way You Say It: Becoming Articulate, 

Well-spoken, and Clear. Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 2013. 
B00BD436Z8

Additional Reading
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