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Critical Conversations

Conversations where there are strong emotions, 
where there’s a lot at stake,

And

where there are opposing opinions



Similar Terms in Popular Books…

Critical

Crucial

Fierce

Difficult Conversations



Difficult Conversations*
• Conversations that address issues or provide feedback that may be 

sensitive or unwelcome 

• Conversations that address tension resulting from 
misunderstanding or differences in opinions and beliefs 

• Conversations that focus on uncovering and understanding truths 
and may involve strong emotions 

*Difficult Conversations, taken from the book “Fierce Conversations”
Stacy Alldredge, Independent Consultant seminar



“The Character of a man is known from his 
conversations.”

--Menander



“Fierce Conversations”
• “Each conversation we have with our coworkers, 

customers, significant others, and children either 
enhances those relationships, flat-lines them, or takes 
them down.”

• “Whoever said talk is cheap was mistaken.  (Ineffective) 
conversations (in the workplace) are incredibly 
expensive for organizations and for individuals.”

Author:  Susan Scott



It’s not Personal…although you have 
to care about the person

The What:  Your Business Objective  
Everything can be made objective when put in terms of meeting 

business goals and maintaining high standards (behavior, activities, 
attitude…can all add or detract from a business objective).  Align 

the issue with meeting business goals.  (It’s not personal) 

The How:
You have great impact on how conversations go, even if you don’t 

have complete control. 



Consideration / Preparation…

✓ What is the issue to address?

✓ What are behaviors and examples?

✓ Why is it important?

✓ How do you feel about the issue?

✓ How have you contributed to the issue?

✓ What is your intention?



What exactly will you say?
✓ Name the issue
✓ Share a specific example
✓ Describe your emotions
✓ Clarify what is at stake
✓ Identify how you contributed
✓ Indicate your wish to resolve
✓ Invite response



Example…
You have been grumbling about your position assignments as you leave the 
dugout.  (Name the issue)

Yesterday when I assigned you right field in the 5th inning you said, “Ugh, not 
outfield again.”  (Share an example)

I feel disrespected when you do this and also worry that it is having a negative 
impact on the team and your performance.  (your emotion and what’s at stake)

I really want you to have a great season and I realized I haven’t talked to you 
about what I need to see in order for you to get more infield time.   (your 
contribution) 

I’d really like to get this cleared up tonight so we can be clear about 
expectations.  (your wish to resolve)

Can we talk about this now?  (invite response)



Example You Might Recognize…
An otherwise effective seller 

continues to ignore important processes.

Name the issue and share a specific example:
“I wanted to talk with you because the last couple of times you’ve needed to 
secure a talent for an endorsement, you seem to be missing important steps 
in the process.  We talked about this when you wanted Bill for the Heineken 
endorsement.  I want to make sure that you know what the steps are so that 
this kind of brand integration on the station will occur smoothly and all 
departments can do a great job for this important client.”  



Describe your emotions and/or the 
goals…your intentions

“My intentions are to support you and the other departments 
so the job is done to our high standards.  I know you have the 
same good intentions.  We both know the benefits of a good 
working relationship with the other departments.     

I want to make sure I understand from you what happened 
and what you want to accomplish.  I also want to know if you 
have any suggestions, ideas, or concerns about the process of 
how we fulfill talent endorsements.”  



What’s at Stake
“We’re all on the same team.  Everyone wants to do a 
good job and is compensated on our collective success in 
one way or another.  Our ability to work well together is 
critical to us getting our jobs done.  Communication 
among us must be effective.  I feel like this particular 
situation of not going through the set channels, unless 
I’m not understanding something, is causing an 
unintended ripple effect in several departments that’s 
unproductive.”  (“…not having the effect I think you want…”)



Identify How You Contributed…

“I’m not sure if I or someone else may have 
caused any confusion, but, again, I’m open to 
hearing your thoughts on it.”



Indicate your wish to resolve and 
invite a response…

“The reason why I want to make sure I’m understanding your approach to this is that I 
would like this to be resolved. 

I’d like for us to be on the same page, for you to understand the steps and why they’re 
important, and to follow them so that everyone can be as efficient as possible.  

I want us to be Heineken’s favorite/best marketing partner.

That will pay dividends for years to come. 

Does this make sense?” 



Here’s a couple of others  
for practice…

• “I can’t go on any more sales calls with Julie.”  
(Difficult conversations where there’s personality 
or business approach differences); 

• When someone on your team alienates, accuses 
or otherwise upsets a member of another 
department’s team and it causes multi-
departmental distraction and calls for resolution; 



…for Practice

• Heard at the water cooler:  “I just had the 
biggest month I’ve ever had.  Management 
should just trust me that I’m doing the right 
things and (I should be exempt from having to 
do X)”;    

• When your boss corrects your performance in 
front of other staff.



Groucho Marx said…
"It’s the cracked ones who let in the light." They stretch you, 
make you feel uncomfortable and sometimes make you mad, 
but they are the ones who bring imagination and ingenuity into 
your culture. They are the people who can invent and re-invent 
any job they are doing. You can’t innovate without them. They 
are the ones who set you apart in a sea of sameness. Do you 
have the guts to run with them?” 

From “Innovate or Perish”  
Kevin & Jackie Freiberg/Dain Dunston



What is a difficult conversation you need to have?  Include the 
person’s name and a sentence or two about the topic.

• Identify your most pressing issue.
• Clarify the issue.  What's going on?  How long?  How bad is it?
• Determine the current impact.  How is this impacting me?  What is 

being produced?  How is it impacting others?  $$$$ (advocacy)

• Determine the future implications.
• Examine your personal contribution to this issue.
• Describe the ideal outcome.  
• Commit to action.  What is the best first step for me?  
• Write out what you will say on the “Opening Statement” worksheet



Common Mistakes in One-to-One 
Conversations

• Doing most of the talking
• Not inquiring about feelings
• Delivering unclear messages, instructions (get agreement on 

clarity)

• Canceling the meeting
• Allowing interruptions
• Running out of time
• Assuming your meetings are effective



My Quick Version 
Difficult Conversations

1. Listen/Hear

2. Seek to Understand fully

3. Empathize

4. Intentions?
(avoid escalation; control tone, reaction)



Links to Cliff Notes
“Fierce Conversations, Achieving Success at Work & in Life, One 

Conversation at a Time”,  Susan Scott
http://www.davidmays.org/BN/ScoFier.html

“Crucial Conversations”, K. Patterson…
http://www.chaosmanagement.com/images/stories/pdfs/NotesCrucialConve

rsationsbook1-07.pdf

“Critical Conversations for Dummies”, Christine Tangora Schlachter
http://www.dummies.com/how-to/content/critical-conversations-for-

dummies-cheat-sheet.html

http://www.davidmays.org/BN/ScoFier.html
http://www.chaosmanagement.com/images/stories/pdfs/NotesCrucialConversationsbook1-07.pdf
http://www.dummies.com/how-to/content/critical-conversations-for-dummies-cheat-sheet.html


Questions?
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