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Challenging Conversations Webinars 2018: Companion Resources 

Resources for Part 1: Why these conversations are necessary:  

 

 

 

Explanation of the above model:  

Let’s first consider the green boxes – the Mid-Low level issues in terms of seriousness.  

For example, someone that works with you who was previously reliable is late for, or not 

present for, calls or meetings without letting you know in advance - or their output or 

apparent attitude towards you is falling short of what you consider to be reasonable. And 

it’s frustrating for you and others, although not business-critical.   
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The first time you notice this is happening or it gives you cause for concern, you might ask 

the other person if they’re ok and whether they need any support. The conversation is 

therefore focused on that particular issue or shortfall between what you expected as the 

‘norm’ and what happened in reality. 

If the shortfall is repeated a few times, your next conversation with them steps up to be 

focused on the pattern you’ve noticed and on asking them if they’re ok and need any 

support, and discussing possible consequences of the shortfall to the business or project. 

If the shortfall becomes a persisting pattern, you let them know that you’ve noticed this is 

the case, and you ask them if they’re ok and need any support. You reiterate the 

consequences to the business or project, and take a relationship focus, for example asking 

them to be open with you around whether there’s anything about working with you or the 

team that they’re uncomfortable with, what can you do to help. For example, do they still 

value the relationship? Is something else distracting them? You hear their feelings and 

needs & you share yours too. In the absence of mitigating circumstances that you’re able 

to help with, you may want to set expectations of consequences that may follow if things 

don’t change.  

As illustrated by the amber boxes, when a shortfall has serious consequences, even if it’s 

happened only once, it may be advisable to go straight to the relationship level, to unpack 

the issues and understand each other’s situation better so you can resolve the shortfall and 

prevent future ones. If the pattern – say of late crucial delivery by the supplier or late 

payment by the client – persists, we may want to review whether it’s appropriate or not to 

continue with the relationship, and if we do choose to continue, to consider what we need 

to do to support the relationship. Support for the relationship might include changing 

mutual expectations of each other and/or building in workarounds or coping strategies. For 

example if you want to continue trading with the late supplier, perhaps holding more buffer 

stock is a solution.  

Moving onto the red boxes, in an emergency situation, such as with a risk of an imminent 

plane crash if the right action is not taken, there may not be time for a proper 

conversation. The focus of the intervention must be to speak up, challenge as needed and 

act to avert danger with all the influence we’re able to muster. 

The key point of this model overall is not to get stuck  in reacting to and discussing each 

shortfall individually as they come up. It’s about noticing when it’s time to talk ‘pattern’, 

and when it’s time to talk relationship - and ultimately to considers your life purpose as your 

North Star. A great film you might have seen, with this message at its heart, is Groundhog 

Day.    
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Resources for Part 2: Making them Work  
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Explanation of String 1: Safety and safe SPACES 

The first string is safety and this is incredibly important - not just for the beginning but to 

apply as needed throughout the discussion.  

A tool we can use to help us cover all the points of Safety is the acronym SPACES: 

S is for Suitability. Are you the right person to be having the conversation, or, are emotions 

running so high or trust so low that you need to enlist the support of an impartial mediator? 

Are you prepared to talk about the right topic or topics? Eg. with our buyer-seller example: 

if the late delivery is the most serious issue, zone in on this. If quality is the key concern, zone 

in on this. And get the level of intervention right, which means addressing the issue as a 

one-off if it’s a one-off, or talking about the pattern if it’s a pattern, or talking about the 

relationship if it’s a persisting pattern. We covered more about levels in Part 1 and please 

refer to this companion pack for further explanation. 

P is for Mutual Purpose.  If you authentically revisit mutual purpose and assure each other of 

your respect and that you’re prepared to trust each other in this conversation, you have a 

strong platform to build on. This has to come from the heart, though, and be maintained 

throughout. The other person will not feel safe to open up if they think you’re just ‘going 

through the motions’ to get them to talk. 

For example, the buyer might reiterate how committed she is to working with the seller 

towards their joint purpose. Their joint purpose is elevating the region’s reputation in the 

global marketplace by supplying to prestigious retail clients, and she really appreciates the 

seller’s values and new designs. Communicating intentions is crucial, and the buyer might 

state that her intentions are to help by working together to explore what didn’t go so well 

on the packaging & delivery recently, and to see what she can do to support.  

A is for how you generally Approach the conversation. You need to get the other person’s 

permission for a 2 way discussion and to really listen to each other.  Without listening, it 

won’t work. You might, for example, phone or email and respectfully ask ‘Would you have 

a moment before the end of this week or in the early part of next week, for us to chat 

about what happened with these latest 2 deliveries? I’d really appreciate your time and 

think this would be very helpful for us.’  

C is for Contrasting & Priming. We help the other person to feel safe by Contrasting, which is 

telling them what the conversation is not about (in case they fear it might be more serious 

than it is). And Priming is our chance to mention elements that are permissible to discuss, to 

save the other person the uneasiness of wondering whether they should float a sensitive 

point themselves.   

An example of Contrasting is: Buyer says to seller ‘Please don’t think I have any intention at 

all of ending our trading relationship. I don’t, as I love your products and working with you – 

I just want to explore with you what happened with the recent delivery and quality issues 

and how we can work together to minimise these in future.’ 
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An example of Priming is:  When the Buyer says to seller after some discussion: ‘In other 

words, I certainly haven’t helped matters by being unclear about the delivery schedule & 

standard of finish needed…’ 

E is for Ease fears.   Common behaviour in a challenging conversation, because people 

might fear they’re in trouble, is to say as little as possible, or to deflect attention (which are 

both forms of avoidance). Or they even may ‘lash out’ in criticism, blame or defence, or be 

sarcastic (which are all forms of aggression).  Instead of reacting to the aggression or 

avoidance at ‘face value’, it may be more helpful to look for what is beyond their 

response. The Seller may ask the Buyer ‘you sounded angry just then when I asked when my 

payment will come through – I’m sensing you’re very disappointed about what happened 

and I’m wondering what other concerns and suggestions you have about how we’re 

working together? I so want our relationship to work.’ 

S is for Switch gears. If an unforeseen or more serious issue comes up which impacts the 

current issue under discussion, then switch to the new point.  And once you’ve resolved the 

new issue, you can step back into the original matter. For example, Seller reveals to Buyer 

that a colleague of the Buyer spoke to her a couple of weeks ago in an aggressive and 

confusing way, and that she’s been feeling ill at ease since then and not sure where the 

relationship stands. She explains that this may have partly affected her performance in 

meeting expectations. So you change focus onto this new area, as it might hold the key to 

resolving a core part of the original issue. 
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Questions to ask yourself for the String 3 ‘Consider wider factors’ & ‘Hunch’ points:  

 

…were  they (the other person) motivated or demotivated to meet your expectations? 

…were expectations realistic/clear?  

…were they capable /did they have capacity or not? 

…did other people (including you) or things motivate or demotivate them/ support or not? 
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Examples to help further consideration and preparation relating to String 4 first 2 points:  

• Calmly share what you’re feeling eg. 

• It made me feel xxxx when xxxx happened 

• I’m feeling apprehensive that if xxxx is xxxx, it could mean xxxx 

• It would really help me to feel more xxxx 

• Ask/empathise with their feelings eg.  

• I know xxxx is important to you 

• I’m guessing it must be/have been xxxx for you when xxxx 

happened/happens 

• I’m wondering what your feelings might be about xxxx 

 

 

Examples to help further consideration and preparation relating to String 5:  
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Examples to help further consideration and preparation relating to String 6:  

 

 

References & Further Reading:  

Crucial Conversations by Patterson, Grenny, McMillan, Switzler 

Crucial Accountability by Patterson, Grenny, Maxfield, McMillan, Switzler 

Non-Violent Communication by Marshall B. Rosenberg 

 

Questions, feedback or comments? 

I’d love to hear from you on marianne@blueintogreen.com 

mailto:marianne@blueintogreen.com

