
Cooperative Communication

The way you phrase things to hostile clients affects their reactions. You can sound arrogant, disbelieving, 
mistrustful, challenging, and uncaring, or you can sound cooperative, willing to listen and discuss, and flexible. 
The odd thing is that if you are not aware of the ways you use language, you may inadvertently sound 
confrontational, even if you don’t mean to be. It is important to be aware of how you phrase things, so you won’t 
inadvertently make hostile situations worse.  

Transforming the Language from Confrontational to Cooperative 

Confrontational Language  
Confrontational language is language that conveys the following:  

• you are absolutely certain you are right  
• you are unwilling to consider the other person’s position 
• challenges the other person to back up what they say 
• has a harsh, confrontational tone 
• the other person has no choices 
• tends to blame the other person 
• doesn’t leave the other person an out  

How does this language affect the other person’s behavior? When you use confrontational language you will tend to 
encourage the client to also use this language. This generally causes the situation to escalate, as each of you 
increases the force and energy used in the conversation. This kind of language also gives the impression of lack of 
choice for the client, and contributes to their sense of desperation. 

Cooperative Language 
Cooperative language is at the opposite end. It sends completely different messages, messages more likely to help 
the client realize that you are trying to work together, such as: 

• you are willing to consider other person’s position 
• you recognize you could be wrong (but not likely) 
• invites person to discuss rather than challenges 
• has a milder, cooperative tone 
• leaves room for choice 
• tends to blame nobody 
• helps client save face  

How does this language affect the client? The client realizes that you are not the stereotypical bureaucrat, who 
never admits to being wrong, and is uninterested and uncaring. The client realizes you are trying to work with 
them, on the same side, to help deal with the problem, or make the best of a bad situation. How does cooperative 
language affect the client? The client realizes that you are not the stereotypical bureaucrat, who never admits to 
being wrong, and is uninterested and uncaring.  
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Transforming the Language



Cooperative Communication

Examples of both types of language: 

 Confrontational Language        Cooperative Language 

 I can’t I don’t think I can ........................................................................
 We never We don’t usually ..................................................................
 We (I) always We (I) try to ..........................................................
  We (I) usually 
 You must have (lost it) It’s possible that... ...........................................
 You must The best thing to do is... ..................................................................
  Have you thought about? 
  You might try... 
  If you like you can... 
 That’s impossible That hardly ever happens ....................................................
 You can’t  I don’t think that’s going to help you .................................................................
 You were Were you aware that you were... ..................................................................
 Don’t  It might be better if you (state positive option) .......................................................................
 You’re wrong Is it possible that...? ...........................................................
 You have a problem We have a problem here ................................................
 You should have If you..., then you will... .....................................................
 You need to My approach to this is .............................................................
  Here’s something that’s worked for others 

   

There may be situations where confrontational language is appropriate and even desirable. While cooperative 
language should be used as much as possible, there may be occasions where the stronger and more challenging 
language is needed. The key is being able to assess the situation and your client to determine if you should switch 
to confrontational language. The general rule is to stick with cooperative language until it is clear that stronger 
statements are needed. Then switch to confrontational language only long enough to gain control of the 
interaction, then move back to cooperative language. You know your clients best, so you need to use your own 
judgment.  
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