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When stakes are high, opinions vary and emotions start to run strong, casual conversations 

transform into crucial ones. The more crucial the conversation, the less likely that it will be handled 

well. Many times these conversations are dealt with through silence or aggression. 

 

 

 

Dialogue skills to successfully navigate crucial conversation can be learned. 

START WITH THE HEART 

 Work on Me first, Us second 

• Remember the only person you can directly control is yourself 

• No one can make you ‘feel’ anything – only you can do that. 

 

Focus on what you really want 

• When you find yourself moving toward silence or violence, stop and pay attention to 

your motives. 

• Ask yourself: “What does my behaviour tell me about my motives?” 

• Then, clarify what you really want. 

• Ask “How would I behave if this is what I really wanted?” 
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Refuse the Fool’s Choice 

• The Fool’s Choice is where you convince yourself that you have the choice of two 

bad outcomes and you choose the least worst. (e.g. I can say what I really think and 

damage the relationship or remain quiet.) 

• Clarify what you don’t want and add it to what you do want 

 

LEARN TO LOOK 

Learn to look at content and conditions 

Look for when things become crucial 

Look to watch for safety problems 

Look to see if others are moving toward silence or violence 

Look for outbreaks of your Style Under Pressure 

 

MAKE IT SAFE 

Step Out 

• When others move to silence or violence, step out of the conversation and Make It Safe. 

When safety is restored, go back to the issu e and continue the conversation 

Decide which condition of safety is at risk 

• Mutual Purpose or Mutual Respect 

Apologise when appropriate 

• When you have clearly violated respect, apologise 

Contrast to Fix Understanding 

• When others misunderstand you purpose or your intent, use Contrasting. Start with what 

you don’t intend or mean. Then explain what you do intent or mean. 

Create a Mutual Purpose 

When you are at cross purposes, use four skills to get you back to Mutual Purpose: 

• Commit to seek Mutual Purpose 

• Recognise the Purpose behind the Strategy 

• Invent a Mutual Purpose 

• Brainstorm new strategies 
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MASTER MY STORIES 

 

 

 

We see and hear things, create a story about what we think it means, react emotionally to the story 

we tell and act accordingly. The trap is to create the wrong story from the information we have 

(make assumptions) or react poorly to the right interpretation of the information). 

Watch for the three clever stories 

• Victim Stories – “It’s Not My Fault” 

• Villain Stories – “It’s all your fault” 

• Helpless Stories – There’s nothing else I can do” 

 

Get back to the facts 

• Abandon your absolute certainty by distinguishing between hard facts and your invented 

story 

Tell the rest of the story 

• Am I pretending not to notice my role in the problem? 

• Why would a reasonable, rational, and decent person do this? 

• What do I really want? 

• What would I do right now is I really wanted these results? 

 

STATE MY PATH 

Share your facts – start with the least controversial, most persuasive elements from your Path 

Tell your story – explain what you are beginning to conclude 

Ask for others’ paths – Encourage others to share both their facts and their stories 

Talk tentatively – state your story as a story – not as a fact 

Encourage testing- Make it safe for others to express differing or even opposing views 
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HEAR 

 
TELL A 

STORY 

 
FEEL 

 
ACT 
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EXPLORE OTHERS’ PATHS 

Ask – start by simply expressing interest in the other person’s views 

Mirror- Increase safety by respectfully acknowledging the emotions people appear to be feeling 

Paraphrase- As others begin to share part of their story, restate what you have heard to show not 

just that you understand, but also that it is safe for them to share what you are thinking 

Prime- If others continue to hold back, prime. Take your best guess at what they are thinking and 

feeling. 

 

As you begin to share your views, remember: 

• Agree-Agree when you share views 

• Build –If others leave something out, agree where you share views, then build. 

• Compare –When you do differ significantly, don’t suggest others are wrong. Compare your 

two views. 

 

MOVE TO ACTION 

Decide how to decide 

• Command 

• Consult 

• Consensus 

Finish Clearly 

Determine who does what by when. 

 

“everybody’s business is nobody’s business” – single point accountability for action. 


