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Seven Principles of Courageous Conversations  

Source: Scott, S. (2011). Fierce conversations: Achieving success at work and 
in life, one conversation at a time. Berkley Group: New York.  

1. Probe Reality  
  

In her book Bird by Bird: Some Instructions on Writing and Life, Ann Lamott wrote “Reality 

is unforgivingly complex”. And reality is constantly shifting. Each participant in a 

conversation will have a different view of reality. Given this complexity, how do we get at 

the truth of the moment?  

  

How to probe reality:  

  

• Share your understanding of the situation.  

• Check for others’ understanding.  

• Check for agreement or places of lack of agreement   

  

Avoid Laying Blame  

  

Remove ‘But’   

 

It is important to re-visit conversations to explore:  

  

• What has changed?  

• Does the plan still make sense?  

• What new information has arisen?  

  

  

2. Be Your Authentic Self  
  

Authenticity is defined as ‘the quality or condition of being authentic, trustworthy or 

genuine’. Authenticity does not necessarily mean transparency; it is a process of 

understanding oneself. It is not something we have, it is a way of being that we choose, and 

is a trait we must work on. Authenticity is a powerful attractor. When we model our true 

selves, others will recognize this and respond to it. How do you build this bridge between 

your authentic self and your professional self?  
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3. Be and Stay Present  
  

Much success in our lives, personal and professional, depend on our conversations. While 

not guaranteed, any single conversation can promote change. Being fully present means 

you speak and listen like this is the most important conversation you will ever have. And 

indeed, it just might be!  

  

4. Tackle the Toughest Challenge First  
  

Identifying and tackling the real obstacles in your path with timeliness and courage can be a 

challenge. Some people/organizations only deal with whatever pops up at whatever time. 

Others bury challenges because they seem too big or overwhelming that it is hard to know 

where to start. Certain issues can seem risky to name or may be avoided because of real or 

perceived consequences. As a result, some issues get left to simmer under the surface.  

  

5. Obey Your Intuition  
  

Can you recall a time when you knew something before it happened? Each of us is 

equipped with a calibration system that allows us to sense things that we cannot see or 

hear. Obeying your instincts requites that you listen to and acknowledge your own internal 

reference point. In courageous conversations, there is an opportunity to pay attention to 

and disclose your inner intuition, while encouraging others to do the same.  

  

  

6. Be Accountable for your Affect  
  

Elizabeth David wrote: “There are people who take the heart out of you and there are 

people who put it back in.”  

  

Every comment made by a person affects an individual or group. There will remember how 

they felt in your presence long after the conversation is over.  
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7. Use Silence  
  

“Where in your life did you become uncomfortable with the sweet territory of silence?”  

  

Silence can be uncomfortable for many people. Learning to hold silence as a sacred space 

for thinking, reflecting, allowing others to step into the conversation, and slowing down the 

conversation can be powerful in creating change and finding solutions. It provides an 

opportunity to think and plan. Silence offers time to check in with our thoughts and 

emotions.  

  

 Essential Skills - Communication and Language (See Appendix A)  

‘I statements’ are a helpful tool in assertive communication. They ensure we clearly 

communicate our own messages, while avoiding aggressive or passive communication, 

such as blaming or deferring to the other person. Re-write each of the following statements 

into ‘I statements’.  

  

Listening  
  

How can I be a better listener?  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

Paraphrasing  
  

Where can I use paraphrasing in my conversations?  
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Inquiry  
  

Effective Questions (See Appendix B)  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
Reframing  
  

Example of a situation where reframing could have been helpful (See Appendix C):  
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Acknowledgment  
  

How will acknowledgement further difficult conversations?  
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Template for a Courageous Conversation  

The following is a useful tool to assist is preparing for a courageous conversation.  

  

  

State the intention of this conversation: Link the intention to a higher, positive purpose, 

where possible.  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

Name the issue: Clearly and succinctly  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

Select a specific example that illustrates what I want to change: Clearly outline your 

expectations.  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
Describe my emotions around this issue: Connection is supported by sharing emotions such 

as frustration, confusion, anger, disappointment, etc.  
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Discuss what is important about this: What is at stake for me, others, the team, the 

organization?  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
Discuss how you may have contributed to this issue: Important to demonstrate ownership 

if you have impacted this issue.  

  

   

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

State wish to resolve this issue: Open conversation for reach resolution.  
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 Invite my partner(s) to respond:  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

Delivering Bad News  

Delivering bad news is different that a courageous conversation. In delivering bad news, a 

decision has been reached, or an event has taken place that is typically not open to change.  

  

It is important to understand that how the news is delivered will have an impact on the 

received beyond the event. People will remember how the news was delivered as much as 

the actual message.  

  

1. Prepare  

  

• Be clear about the message 

• Anticipate questions and be prepared to answer, if possible 

• Anticipate and prepare for a variety of reactions 

• Consider logistics (When, where, who, etc.) 

• Ensure any supports or relevant actions  

are in place 

• Ensure all relevant documents are available  

and correct 

• Be clear about plans immediately following delivery 

• Prepare a post-communication plan 
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2. Deliver  

 

• Prepare the person for the news 

• Use clear, simple language 

• Focus on the facts 

• Stay neutral 

• Use pauses strategically to allow the person to absorb the information 

• Acknowledge difficulty 

• Demonstrate empathy 

 

3. Observe  

 

• Observe the person’s reaction to the news. 

 

4. Support  

 

• Provide appropriate support, where possible, to the individual 

• Plan anticipated supports in advance 

  

5. Follow-up  

  

• Where appropriate, follow up with the person to provide additional support or 

information 

• Respect the person’s interest or need for follow up 

• Take your cue from the person 

• Self-care 
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Appendix A:  ‘Would You Be Willing?’  Words to Turn a Conversation Around (and 

Those to Avoid)  
  
Choose your words carefully and you can get someone to change their mind, or see you in a 

new light.  

  

It’s not what you say, it’s how you say it – isn’t it? According to language analysts, we may 

have this wrong. ‘‘We are pushed and pulled around by language far more than we realise,” 

says Elizabeth Stokoe, professor of social interaction at Loughborough University. Stokoe 

and her colleagues have analysed thousands of hours of recorded conversations, from 

customer services to mediation hotlines and police crisis negotiation. They discovered that 

certain words or phrases have the power to change the course of a conversation.  

  

Some of these words are surprising, and go against what we’ve been taught to believe. (For 

example, in a study of conversations between doctors and patients, evidence showed that 

doctors who listed “options” rather than recommended “best-interest” solutions, got a 

better response, despite the suggestion from hospital guidelines to talk about the best 

interests of the patient.) But, from conversation analysts such as Stokoe to FBI negotiators 

and communication coaches, we’re learning which words are likely to placate or persuade 

us. Here are some of the biggest dos and don’ts.  
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Do use: willing  

  

One of the first words Stokoe came across that seemed to have a magical effect on people 

was “willing”. “It started with looking at mediation telephone calls,” she explains – that is, 

calls to or from a mediation centre, where the aim was to persuade people to engage with 

mediation to resolve their conflicts. “When they’re in a dispute, people usually want a 

lawyer or the police. They don’t really want mediation, so they’re quite resistant.”  

  

Stokoe found that people who had already responded negatively when asked if they would 

like to attend mediation seemed to change their minds when the mediator used the 

phrase, “Would you be willing to come for a meeting?” “As soon as the word ‘willing’ was 

uttered, people would say: ‘Oh, yes, definitely’ – they would actually interrupt the sentence 

to agree.” Stokoe found it had the same effect in different settings: with business-to-

business cold callers; with doctors trying to persuade people to go to a weightloss class. 

She also looked at phrases such as “Would you like to” and “Would you be interested in”. 

“Sometimes they worked, but ‘willing’ was the one that got people to agree more rapidly 

and with more enthusiasm.”  

  

What to say: Deploy it when you’ve already been met with some resistance: “I know it’s not 

your first choice, but would you be willing to meet on Friday?”  

  

  

  

Don’t use: just  

  

In 2015, Ellen Leanse, a former Google executive, wrote a LinkedIn blog about the way men 

and women use the word “just”’. In the blog, which went viral, she claimed that women 

use it far more often than men. “It hit me that there was something about the word I didn’t 

like. It was a ‘permission’ word – a warm-up to a request, an apology for interrupting, a shy 

knock on the door before asking: ‘Can I get something I need from you?’”  

  

Leanse asked her co-workers to have a moratorium on the word “just”, banning it from 

their communication. She claimed the difference in how confident people felt was 

noticeable after a few weeks. Her evidence wasn’t scientific, but, even so, “just” is one of 

those words that has a habit of creeping into our emails and spoken conversations. Fine if 

you’re trying to be placatory, but if you want to have more authority, lose the “just”.  

  

What to say: Try your own experiment over the next week. Read your emails back before 

you send them and count the number of times that “I just wanted to” or 

“Could I just” appear. Edit them out and see the difference in tone.  
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Do use: speak (instead of talk)  

  

The word “talk” seems to make a lot of people resistant to conversation. “We observed this 

when looking at interactions between police negotiators and suicidal persons in crisis,” 

Stokoe says.  Negotiators who used phrases such as, “I’m here to talk” met with more 

resistance. “Persons in crisis would often respond with something like: ‘I don’t want to talk, 

what’s the point in talking?’”  

  

When the verb was “speak”, however, persons in crisis were more likely to open up the 

conversation or offer new information.  

  

Why the difference? Stokoe suspects it’s because the cultural idioms associated with “talk” 

cast a negative shadow. “‘You’re all talk; talk is cheap; you talk the talk, but don’t walk the 

walk’: we seem to think that people who want to talk don’t place much value on what 

we’re saying.”  

  

There was a similar difference in the effectiveness of the word “sort”, as opposed to “help”. 

“Let’s sort it” feels much more direct and active. “There’s no point in trying to fake a 

relationship with someone in crisis. Better to be practical and direct.”  

  

What to say: If you really want someone to engage with you, use, “Can I speak to you about 

this?”, rather than “Can we talk?”  

 

Don’t use: How are you?  

  

Stokoe uses her research to work with groups on improving their communication, including 

groups of business-to-business cold callers. “One of the main messages of that work was to 

tell people to stop building rapport,” she says. “Sales people are trained to do small talk at 

the beginning of calls, but we were able to show with our research that it doesn’t work.  

  

“Not only is there no evidence of reciprocal rapport-building, but also you’re more likely to 

irritate the other person and extend the length of that call.”  

  

It’s not so much that the “How are you?” is rude, but rather that it’s false. In real life, no 
one asks “How are you today?” in that cold-call way, if they know the person and 
genuinely want an answer to the question. We would rather they got to the point.  
  

What to say: The next time you have to speak to someone you don’t know, don’t be overly 

friendly. Stick to being polite.  
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Do use: some (instead of any)  

  

“Anything else I can do for you?” Sounds like a perfectly reasonable question, doesn’t it? 

But John Heritage and Jeffrey Robinson, conversation analysts at the University of 

California, Los Angeles, looked at how doctors use the words “any” and “some” in their 

final interactions with patients. They found that “Is there something else I can do for you 

today?” elicited a better response than “Is there anything else?” “Any” tends to meet with 

negative responses. Think about meetings you’ve been in – what’s the usual response to 

“Any questions?” A barrage of engaging ideas or awkward silence? It’s too open- ended; 

too many possibilities abound. Of course, if you don’t want people to ask you anything, 

then stick to “Any questions?”  

  

What to say: Try not to use “any” if you genuinely want feedback or to open up debate. 

“What do you think about X?” might be a more specific way of encouraging 

someone to talk.  

  

Don’t use: Yes, but  

  

If you’re stuck in a circular argument and you’re convinced that you’re the reasonable one, 

try listening out for how often you both use the phrase “Yes, but”.  

  

“We all know the phrase ‘Yes, but’ really means ‘No, and here’s why you’re wrong’,” says 

Rob Kendall, author of Workstorming. A conversation expert, Kendall sits in on other 

people’s meetings as an observer. The phrase “Yes, but” is one of the classic warning signs 

that you’re in an unwinnable conversation, he says. “If you hear it three or more times in 

one discussion, it’s a sign that you’re going nowhere.”  

  

What to say: Kendall advises shifting the conversation by asking the other person “What’s 

needed here?” or, even better, “What do you need?” “It takes you from what I 

call ‘blamestorming’ to a solution-focused outcome.”  

  

Do use: It seems like  

  

Rapport-building may be of little value in cold calls, but it can be essential if you’re trying to 

bring someone round to your point of view or end a conflict. As former FBI negotiator Chris 

Voss writes in Never Split The Difference, his manual of persuasive techniques, there are 

five stages in what’s known as the “behavioural change stairway model” that take anyone 

from “listening to influencing behaviour”. The first stage is active listening – namely, being 

able to show the other person that you have taken in what they’ve said and, more 

importantly, have a sense of what it means to them.  
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Rather than focusing on what you want to say, listen to what the other person is telling you, 

then try to repeat it back to them. Start with, “It seems like what you’re saying is” or “Can I 

just check, it sounds like what you’re saying is”. If that feels too contrived, it often works 

simply to repeat the last sentence or thought someone has expressed (known in 

counselling practice as “reflecting”).  

  

What to say: Try, “It seems like you’re feeling frustrated with this situation – is that right?” 

Always give the other person the opportunity to comment on or correct your 

assessment.  

  

Do use: Hello  

  

“‘Hello” is a really important word that can change the course of a conversation,” Stokoe 

says. “It’s about how you respond to people who are what we call ‘first movers’ – people 

who say something really critical, apropos of nothing.” It might be the work colleague who 

steams up to your desk with a complaint or the neighbour who launches into a rant about 

parking as you’re putting out the bins. “What do you do with that person? Rather than 

respond in the same manner, saying something nice, such as a very bright ‘Hello!’, derails 

and socialises that other person a little bit.”  

  

What to say: Use it when you want to resist getting into a confrontation. “You have to be 

careful not to sound too passive-aggressive,” Stokoe says, “but just one 

friendly word in a bright tone can delete the challenge of the conversation.”  

  

https://www.theguardian.com/science/2017/dec/04/would-you-be-willing-words-
turnconversation- around  

 

Appendix B:  

INQUIRY  

  

Inquiry is an important part of a courageous conversation. Here are some questions that 

might be useful in some situations.  

  

1. What is the problem we are trying to solve?  

2. How can this be more specifically worded?  

3. What can we focus on today?  

4. What’s important to you at the moment?  

http://www.theguardian.com/science/2017/dec/04/would-you-be-willing-words-turn-conversation-
http://www.theguardian.com/science/2017/dec/04/would-you-be-willing-words-turn-conversation-
http://www.theguardian.com/science/2017/dec/04/would-you-be-willing-words-turn-conversation-
http://www.theguardian.com/science/2017/dec/04/would-you-be-willing-words-turn-conversation-
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5. What challenges are you struggling with at the moment?  

6. How can we break down that goal into bite-sized pieces?  

7. What will success look like?  

8. How can this problem be described as an opportunity?  

9. What new skill do you want to learn or develop?  

10. What’s working well for you at the moment?  

11. What isn’t working well at the moment?  

12. What factors influence this issue?  

13. What has been done so far to improve things?  

14. How does this impact others?  

15. What would be the most helpful thing that you could do now?  

16. What do you think you should do first?  

17. If time wasn’t a restriction for you, what would you do?  

18. What would (enter name of relevant expert) do in this situation?  

19. What’s the best use of your time at the moment?  

20. If you could only do one thing this week, what would it be?  

21. What skills in the organization can help up?  

22. What other resources could assist right now?  

23. Who else could assist?  

24. If you saw someone else in this situation, what would you suggest they do?  

25. What benefit will come from resolving this?  
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