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Seminar Objectives

 What is it that makes some conversations 
so difficult?  How do I understand and 
influence the “structure” of  the 
conversation?

 How do I increase my confidence when 
engaging challenging conversations?

 What are some proactive strategies for 
increasing our collective capacity for 
engaging difficult conversations?



Conversational Structures

Changing the structure of  the 
conversation can change the nature 

of  the relationship.



What makes some conversations 
more difficult?

 Perception of  difference or threat

 Involve issues of  significance

 Strong emotions

 Pivotal to the relationship

 Characterized by “approach/avoidance”



Kevin Surace, CEO of  Serious Materials, and Inc. magazine’s 

2009 Entrepreneur of  the Year, when asked, “What’s the 

most significant barrier to creativity and innovation?” 

responded, “I don’t know if  it has a name, but honestly, it’s 

the fear of  introducing an idea and being ridiculed, laughed 

at, and belittled. If  you’re willing to subject yourself  to that 

experience, and if  you survive it, then it becomes the fear of  

failure and the fear of  being wrong.

IT’S ALL ABOUT SAFETY! 



Conversational Structures
 Every conversation has a structure that invites 

certain kinds of  responses and inhibits other 
kinds of  responses.

 We approach most difficult situations prepared 
to tell the other person something that is 
important to us.

 Our preparation involves how we can tell the 
other person in a way that will be effective.

 Choose your conversation or it will choose you.



Two Types of Stances

TELLING

 Judgment

 Hubris

 Pretense

 Dismiss

LEARNING

 Curiosity

 Humble

 Presence

 Acknowledge



Choice 
Point

Conversation Structure & Choices

Dialogue and the Art of Thinking Together

William Issacs
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In a “Learning” Stance

Shift your internal orientation from:

 Certainty to Curiosity

 Debate to Exploration

 Simplicity to Complexity

 “Either/Or” to” And”



Quotes

 Individually intelligent people can collectively make 
stupid decisions from shallow pools of  
understanding.

 One measure of  a groups intelligence is the depth 
of  its shared pool of  understanding.



Relationships Within the School House
Roland S. Barth

“One incontrovertible finding emerges from my career 

spent working in and around schools:  The nature of  

relationships among the adults within a school has a 

greater influence on the character and quality of  

that school and on student accomplishments than 

anything else.”



A new way of seeing

Two different sets of  Lenses for 
analyzing the situation



ISSUE
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See the Story



Understanding the Story
 We organize our experiences in narrative form.

 We use stories to make sense of  our our lives and 
our relationships.

 Our stories are influenced by social and cultural 
contexts.

 We act on the stories, shaping the direction of  the 
plot.

 Stories are not designed to tell the scientific truth.



The Ladder of Inference

Observable data and
experience

We select data

We add meaning

We adopt beliefs and 
feelings about the 
situation or person

The Reflexive 
Loop

Our beliefs 
influence the data 
we select when we 
find ourselves in 
similar 
circumstances.  We 
tend to select data 
that supports our 
beliefs

Chris Argyris

We take action based on 
these beliefs and feelings



Conflict Stories are 
Stuck Stories

 Stuck conflict stories become simple and fixed.

 Judgment and accusations are tightly woven 
into the characters.

 The stories are rehearsed and edited.

 The storyteller experiences the story account 
as true.

 There are truths about the storyteller 
embedded within the story.



Return to your situation
ACTIVITY

Reflect on your personal scenario in the context these two frameworks:

 What is the issue?

 What are the positions?  Yours?  Theirs?

 What are the interests?  Yours? Theirs?

Or

What is your story about this situation?

 What assumptions are embedded in your story?

 What elements have you left out of  your story?

 What is the cost of  maintaining the current story?

Share your reflections with your partner



Preparation:  Things to Consider
Work on Me First

Focus on What You Really Want – Get clear on your commitment

Engaging “In-Integrity”

Communication
&

Actions
In-alignment with

Commitments

Refocus your brain and your heart – Find your bearings



Initiating the Conversation
 Make it Safe
 Mutual Purpose
 Mutual Respect

 Learn to Look
 Learn to Look for When a Conversation Becomes Crucial 

and/or Safety is Compromised
 Increase Self-Awareness
 Know when to step out of  Content into Conditions

Crucial Conversations:  Tools for Talking When Stakes are High

Patterson, Grenny, McMillan, Switzler



Being Proactive

Sometimes we need to have a conversation about how we are 
going to have the conversation before we have the 

conversation.

 Identifying our commitments as a group

 Planning for engaging “in-integrity”

 Creating Shared Expectations

 Holding ourselves accountable to these expectations

ACTIVITY#3

 Share your experience with setting and following shared 
expectations



Closing questions

 What new concept, understanding or skill will 
be most useful to you?

 What specific action will you commit to in 
order to apply this learning?
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