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Leadership takes place through conversation.  To help you develop your ability as a leader to 

have productive conversations about difficult, challenging issues, I have a brief assignment I 

would like you to complete before coming to the Institute.  

 

Please think of a conversation you have had in the past, or might need to have in the future, about 

an important and controversial issue in your organization.  The conversation should be one where 

you are not getting the results that you want, and that you would like to learn to handle more 

effectively.  It could be about promoting change, implementing your strategy, budgeting, 

evaluating or coaching a subordinate, etc. The quality of your case will have a major impact on 

your learning, so please use the guidelines below.  

 

Please provide a very brief background about your situation. Then, start your dialogue at the 

point that is most challenging for you.  In the right hand column of the table please fill in the 

actual conversation you imagine would (or did) occur, as if you were writing a play.  Stop after 

about 5-6 exchanges.  That’s all you need for this exercise.  In the left hand column, please write 

your unspoken thoughts and feelings during the conversation.   

 

After writing the dialogue, please identify the results you are concerned would (or did) occur 

from this conversation.  What’s the impact on your ability to resolve the issue? What is the impact 

on your relationship, etc.?   Finally, include the key question(s) you have about your situation.   

 

Below you will find an example of a difficult conversation. On Page 3 there is a template you can 

use to create your dialogue. 

 

Sample Case: (For illustration only. Please create your own dialogue using the template on the last 

page.)  

 

1) Brief background: I am executive director of a community youth program.  I am talking with a board 

member, Sally, about how to allocate the funds from a new grant to our community organization. Sally 

believes we should broaden the scope of our after-school programs to include computer training for our 

current teenage clientele.  I agree that we should expand, but believe it is more important to expand our 

existing programs, primarily athletic and arts classes, to include younger kids. 
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2) Sample dialogue:  

 

 Sally:   If we don’t act now to shift resources to 

activities that will really make a difference 

in the kids lives, this organization will 

wither and die. 

 

What does she mean make a difference?!  We 

do make a difference! She is so alarmist!  

 

Me: I disagree. This community needs our 

services desperately.  We are barely 

reaching a ¼ of the children who need our 

help – especially the younger ones. 

 

 Sally:    But it doesn’t matter how many kids 

come through our doors.  We’re not doing 

any good if we aren’t preparing them to 

participate in the new economy. Athletics 

are fine, but now we have to go to the next 

level. 

 

She just doesn’t understand what we are trying 

to do!  I hate these conversations.  She is so 

stubborn! 

 

Me: How can you talk about going to the next 

level when we haven’t even made a dent in 

the job we started to do? 

 

 

3) The negative results I am concerned will occur from this conversation are:  

• We won’t make the best choice about how to invest our resources 

• We each get very defensive.  My relationship with Sally is strained 

• Etc.  

 

4) Questions I have about my difficult conversation: 

• How do we make progress when we each see things so differently?  

• What do I do when the other person gets defensive?  

• Etc.  

 

During the program, you will discuss your difficult conversation with 1-2 other participants.  I would like 

to share a few examples with the whole group in order to illustrate key learning points.  Please let me know 

if you would rather I not use your situation as an example.  

 

When you are ready to email your case, please title your file in the following format: CAELI_Your 

Name.doc.   Please email your case to me at phil@actiondesign.com and copy Jessica at 

jsizemore@partnersinperformance.us. Jessica will make sure your cases are printed and ready for use in 

Philadelphia. Please return your assignment by Monday, July 1, 2013. 

 

I will keep these cases confidential.  I am happy to answer any questions you may have.  You may contact 

me either by email, or by phone.  My phone number is 617-354-6160.  I look forward to seeing in July!!  

 

*On the next page you will find the template you can use to create your own difficult conversation case.  

Please delete the instruction information above before saving and sending your case study. 
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Template:  

My Difficult Conversation 

 

 

1) Brief background: (Who are you talking with? What is the issue you are trying to address?)  

Please use pseudonyms for individuals and organizations.  

 

2) Dialogue (past or future): (Note: It is important that you fill out the right hand side as if you 

were writing the dialogue for a play.  In the left column write what you are thinking and feeling 

that you don’t say.  The first person to speak can be either you or the other person). 

 

My Unspoken Feelings and Thoughts 

 

What We Actually Say 

 Me:   “……….” 

 

 

 Other:      “……” 

 

 

 

 

 

Me: “…..” 

 

 

 

  Other: “…….” 

 

 

 

 Stop after 5-6 exchanges.  That is usually 

enough to illustrate the difficulty you face 

in this conversation.   

 

3) The negative results I am concerned will occur from this conversation:  

•  

•  

 

4) Questions I have about my difficult conversation:   
• 

• 

 

Again, please send your file to me at phil@actiondesign.com and Jessica at 

jsizemore@partnersinperformance.us, and title it in the following format:  CAELI_Your 

Name.doc.  

Thanks very much! 
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