
CONVERSATIONS IN THE WILD
The art and craft of listening and attunement 

… even when it’s hard.

You’re caught in an encounter that is 
activating your fight or flight response — 
learn how to expand your capacity for 
nonviolent, collaborative engagement so 
that you can go deep in a conversation with 
anyone … and we mean ANYONE.

2 Day 
Intensive

Nethra Samarawickrema Yuri Zaitsev
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FORMAT

The 2 day version is 6 hours total, spread 
out over 2 days.

This is a highly interactive workshop 
conducted remotely over Zoom.

Participants will work in private breakout 
rooms as well as have discussions altogether 
in a mian room during lectures and 
debriefs.

Our workshop can be tailored for small 
teams as well as groups between 20 and 60. 
Our method for co-creation and emergence 
works through fostering connection 
between the participants. 

DAY 1 | Understanding w. Empathy

Setting the stage for empathy.
-------------------------
Mapping Triggers
-------------------------
Reflective Listening to build connection.
-------------------------
Making sense of needs and balancing perspectives.
-------------------------
Fostering connection even through challenging 
circumstances.

DAY 2 | Designing for Empathy

Holding Spaces and Magic Circles
------------------------------
Empathy Intensive Exercise:

A multi phase conflict roleplay exercise that combines 
all learned skills, Design Thinking, and Nonviolent 
Communication. 
---------------------------
How skills apply in industry and wider social world.
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This workshop will provide participants with 
frameworks and skills to navigate high-stakes 
conversations that are triggering, that make people feel 
threatened in an instant, and can backfire, despite their 
best intentions. 

Participants will learn to shift from an attitude of grit, 
which involves powering through difficult encounters 
using habitual and defensive communication strategies 
to a mindset of resilience, where they redirect the arc of 
the conversation towards a collaborative dialog by 
bringing empathetic listening and curiosity to 
understand the needs and perspectives of those they are 
in conflict with. 

The goal is not to “win” a difficult conversation but to 
learn the art of shifting from acting with fear, 
avoidance, and defensiveness to adopting an attitude of 
curiosity with which one can approach a conversation 
as an iterative process of listening with empathy and 
engaging in creative problem-solving. 

Participants will learn ways to listen to another person, 
whom they may or may not agree with, while analyzing 
their underlying perspectives, needs, and values. They 
will gain dexterity in de-escalating conflict, listening 
across differences, and navigating the challenge of 
being able to articulate and balance their needs with the 
needs they hear from others. 
 

Conversations that are hard to have—around 
power-relations, workplace dynamics, experiences of 
hurt—require significant skills and attention to 
multiple perspectives, yet there are few places to 
acquire them. This workshop will provide participants 
with space to try out these conversations with several 
practice partners in a safe environment and receive 
feedback before trying them out in the real world. We 
approach roleplays as prototypes for conversations 
where participants can try out multiple iterations of 
doing reflective listening, making empathy guesses, 
and expressing themselves so that they can make 
mistakes, fail forward, and learn as they go. 

At the beginning of the workshop, participants will 
draw out their boundaries of what topics feel 
comfortable, what topics are manageable, and which 
topics turn on their fight or flight response. From 
there, in the first phase of the workshop they will 
begin with low-intensity conversations and work up to 
conversations that ramp up in emotion, incrementally 
building their ability to engage with these topics using 
advanced empathy and resilience techniques.
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NETHRA SAMARAWICKREMA

As an anthropologist, mediator, and the 
Director of Ethnography and Design at 
Dovetail Labs, Dr. Nethra Samarawickrema 
has taught empathetic listening and difficult 
conversations at a range of workplaces, 
including the tech sector, non-profit and 
activist organizations. She lectures at Stanford 
University’s d.School alongside Yuri Zaitsev 
and provides coaching and consulting through 
Listen Up, a lab that brings empathy and 
creativity to train people to have hard 
conversations by listening for what matters.  

YURI ZAITSEV

Yuri Zaitsev is a human-centered design 
consultant for corporations and governments, 
big and small, around the world: from Fortune 
500 tech companies in Silicon Valley to banks 
serving small villages in Uganda. He specializes 
in healthcare as previous Lead of Concept 
Development of Advanced Manufacturing in 
Stryker, and now focuses on creating 
environments that promote physical, 
emotional, and mental wellbeing. He lectures 
alongside Nethra Samarawickrema and 
conducts workshops internationally in Design 
Thinking, Ethnography, and Serious Game 
Design.

https://www.listenuplab.com/

