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Your vision, strategy, planning and expertise 

are only as good as your ability


 to have candid conversations about them …
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Conversational Capacity !

EASY ISSUES FACING THE TEAM


TOUGH ISSUES FACING THE TEAM


Non-discussable 

or unproductively


discussable issues 


Productively 

discussable issues


CONVERSATIONAL 

CAPACITY


Effective 

 teamwork


No effective 

teamwork 

possible


Adapted from
 W

eber 2013 


Return on Conversation

Trust

Commitment

Accountability

Results	
  

The ability to have open, non-defensive and balanced dialogue

 about tough issues in difficult circumstances
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Our Mind at Work!


Aoccdrnig to rscheearch at Cmabridge Uinvervtisy, it deosn’t 
mttaer in waht oredr the litteers in a wrod are, the olny 
iprmoetnt tihng is taht the frist and lsat ltteer be at the rghit 
pclae.  The rset can be a ttoal mses and you can sitll raed it 
wouthit a porbelm.  Tihs is besauae ocne we laren how to 
raed we bgien to aargnre the lteerts in our mnid to see waht 
we epxcet to see.  The huamn mnid deos not raed ervey 
lteter by istlef, but preecsievs the wrod as a wlohe.  We do 
tihs ucnsoniuscoly wuithot tuhoght.
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A Mind of Our Own!

We adopt a belief 
or a position


We make assumptions to 
make sense of the data 

we selected


We focus on and select data 
based on our background or 

experience


Observable data & experiences


We take 
action
Ladder of inference
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Instinctive Reactions!

When our good intentions are overruled by our mindless behaviors …


Stress 
reaction


Difficult 
issue or 
situation


FLIGHT

‘Minimize’


FIGHT

‘Win’


When candor gives 

way to caution


When curiosity gives

Way to certainty
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Win and Minimize Triggers!

•  How much we care about the issue

•  Our formal position in the hierarchy

•  Status

•  Expertise

•  The behavior of others

•  Personality

•  Culture

•  The perceived risk of (not) speaking up
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Instinctive Reactions!

When our good intentions are overruled by our mindless behaviors …


FLIGHT


FIGHT


Stress 
reaction


Difficult 
issue or 
situation


Sweet	
  spot	
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Conversational Sweet Spot!

Fight
 Flight


Win
 Minimize


Candor
 Curiosity
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Sweet Spot Behaviors!

Start with Candor

1.  State your position “Here is what I think…”


2.  Explain your thinking “… and this is why I think that is.” 


Balance with Curiosity

3.  Test your perspective “What do you think of what I just said?”


4.  Ask for the perspective of others “What is your perspective?” 
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Staying in the Sweet Spot Day-to-Day!

INDIVIDUAL

•  Meeting time is practice time

•  Reflect on your practice

•  Seek support and feedback

•  Set and manage expectations

•  One skill at a time

•  Be patient


TEAM

•  Meeting time is practice time

•  Jointly adapt, practice and 

implement the process

•  Integrate in decision making 

process

•  Appoint a monitor or facilitator

•  Develop a conversational code 

of conduct

•  Hold each other accountable
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Our lives, careers and organizations fail 

or succeed, one conversation at a time …



David Whythe
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