CROSSING PARTY LINES

Communication and Conflict Skills Can Be
Learned

What research says about reflective listening, open-ended questions, emotional regulation,
and practice

CPL research claim

Research on dialogue and conflict resolution demonstrates that skills such as reflective listening,
asking open-ended questions, and managing emotional responses can be learned and
strengthened through practice.

Bottom line

A substantial body of research treats constructive communication not as a fixed personality trait, but as a set
of observable behaviors that can be taught, rehearsed, assessed, and improved. Training is most effective
when people do more than hear advice: they see skills modeled, practice them in realistic situations, receive
specific feedback, and repeat the process over time.

This supports CPL’s emphasis on recurring practice. A single workshop can introduce a skill, but repeated use
is more likely to make the skill available when a conversation becomes emotionally difficult.

What the research shows

1. Listening and questioning are trainable behaviors

Reflective listening and open questions are central components of motivational interviewing, counseling,
mediation, and other evidence-based communication approaches. Research on training in motivational
interviewing shows that participants can improve measurable behaviors such as the use of reflections, open
questions, and collaborative responses. The literature also shows that lecture alone is usually insufficient:
coaching, feedback, and continued practice help skills persist.

2. Deliberate practice improves interpersonal performance

Deliberate practice breaks a complex interaction into specific skills, gives the learner a challenging but
manageable scenario, and provides feedback focused on what to try next. Studies in psychotherapy and
communication training find that this approach can improve interpersonal competence. Recent simulation
research likewise suggests that practicing conflict scenarios can increase cooperative strategies and reduce
escalating responses more effectively than simply reading instructional material.

3. Emotional regulation can also be strengthened

The ability to notice and manage emotional reactions is not simply a matter of temperament. Meta-analytic
evidence from workplace and clinical training indicates that emotional competencies—including emotion
recognition, regulation, and empathy—can improve through structured training. These gains vary by program,
and they may fade without reinforcement, but the overall evidence supports teachability.
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4. Practice must resemble the situations where the skill will be used

People often understand a communication principle intellectually but fail to use it under pressure. Transfer is
more likely when practice includes realistic emotional and interpersonal demands. Role-play, guided
reflection, observation, corrective feedback, and repeated attempts help close the gap between knowing a
skilland using itin a live disagreement.

What this supports in CPL’s model

e Teaching concrete, observable behaviors rather than asking participants simply to “be civil” or “be open-
minded.”

e Giving people repeated opportunities to practice reflecting back, checking understanding, asking genuine
questions, and pausing before reacting.

e Usingtrained moderators and coaches who can recognize a missed skill opportunity and offer specific
guidance.

e Treating mistakes as part of learning rather than evidence that someone is incapable of constructive
dialogue.

e Providing ongoing conversations and practice environments instead of relying entirely on one-time events.

Important qualifications

The evidence does not show that every communication class produces lasting change. Outcomes depend on
training quality, sufficient practice, feedback, participant motivation, and opportunities to use the skills
afterward. Self-reported confidence may improve faster than actual behavior. CPL should therefore describe
its work as skill-building and practice—not as a guarantee that every participant will become an expert
communicator.

A careful public-facing statement

Constructive communication is not only a matter of personality. Research
shows that listening, questioning, conflict-management, and emotional-
regulation skills can be strengthened through instruction, realistic practice,
feedback, and repetition.
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