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Dear ODyssey,

We have just received the findings from the Employee Engagement Survey administered
in my organisation, and the results are not encouraging. Upon deeper analysis, the data
collected suggest that employee engagement levels have been adversely affected by
employees’ perception that the organisation’s Leadership is unable to provide a clear
vision of the direction of the organisation.

Having conducted post-survey focus group discussions, we have diagnosed that the root
issue behind this negative perception is the lack of Senior Management Team cohesion —
which is demonstrated when some members of the Senior Management team would
publicly express differing views on the direction of the organisation.

In order for employees to gain clarity and confidence in the Leadership’s direction for the
organisation, we see the need to bring about a change in the way members of our Senior
Management behaves as a team. We believe that a Senior Management team retreat
would be a useful intervention to help achieve this. But first, we would need to convince
my CEO that there is a need to change how the Senior Management team is working
together. I'm concerned that raising this need for change might upset him. How should |
communicate this issue with my CEO? How can | prepare for this conversation so that it
will turn out well?

Sincerely,
OD Practitioner
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Dear OD Practitioner,

Indeed one of the common challenges faced by OD
practitioners is convincing key stakeholders such
as our PS/CEO and members of the Senior
Management Team, on the need for change. Often
times the onus is on the OD practitioner to develop
a compelling case for change and to effectively
communicate this case to our stakeholders. This
would at times require us - OD practitioners - to be
skilful in holding crucial conversations about issues
that may be potentially sensitive with our stake-
holders. To address your question, let us look into
why such conversations are important, how we can
prepare for a crucial conversation, and how this
could be applied in your situation through an
example in this article.

WHY CERTAIN
CRUCIAL?

CONVERSATIONS ARE

Some conversations are more important than
others. Such conversations could be labelled as a
Crucial Conversation which refers to “a discussion
between two or more people where stakes are
high', opinions vary and emotions run strong?’.
Examples of crucial conversations include
approaching a colleague who is hoarding
information or resources; speaking to a co-worker
who behaves offensively; discussing poor job
performance with your direct report; raising
sensitive issues which may upset your boss.

As OD practitioners, we have the responsibility of
surfacing organisational performance gaps so that
changes can be made to improve the organisation’s
ability to perform. This may at times require us to
be the bearer of difficult and sensitive news to our
leaders. In other words, we may be required to hold
crucial conversations with our leaders.

We often avoid having crucial conversations with
our stakeholders because such conversations may
be emotionally charged and we feel uncomfortable
entering a situation where there is a strong
likelihood of the other party feeling threatened and
therefore responding defensively. This discomfort is

compounded when the other party involves our
superiors i.e. our PS/CEOQO, Senior Management, or
immediate supervisor, and we fear that we may be
on the verge of committing career suicide.

Avoiding crucial conversations comes with a price.
Research® has shown that failure to hold crucial
conversations can result in change efforts being
derailed (assuming it happens at all), leading to
delays, increased costs and decreased morale. It
short, it makes change a lot more costly and
painful.

On the other hand, research® has also found that
the ability to hold crucial conversations is correlated
with high performers (i.e. high performers know
how to raise sensitive issues with the boss without
creating unnecessary tension), as well as high
performing organisations (i.e. high performance
organisations have a culture where employees are
willing and able to speak up and hold conversations
that matter).

The challenge for us then as OD practitioners is
‘how can we prepare ourselves to conduct such
crucial conversations, and hold them with our
leaders to result in a positive and constructive
outcome?’ Some guiding principles in conducting
successful crucial conversations are provided
below.

HOW TO PREPARE FOR & CONDUCT CRUCIAL
CONVERSATIONS?

#1 Develop absolute clarity about what we
really want and don’t want

The only person we can directly control is our self.
A good start to preparing for a crucial conversation
is to first clarify what we really want (what do we
want for our self, for the other party, and for the
relationship) and what we really do not want (e.g. “/
don't want a useless and superficial conversation
that frustrates people and doesn’t bring about
change”). Once we are clear about what we want
and do not want, the trick is to combine them and
develop a strategy for the conversation.




#2 Learn to be aware when safety is at risk

An important principle of Crucial Conversation is
that safety is needed for dialogue to occur. Safety
refers to an atmosphere where people feel
comfortable to openly discuss and listen to any
issue, no matter how controversial, sensitive or
contrary to their views.

In preparing for the crucial conversation, we should
learn how to be aware when safety is threatened.
This awareness is essential because when people
feel unsafe, they tend to either withdraw into
‘silence’ or resort to ‘violence’. Silence refers to the
act of purposefully withholding information and
withdrawing from the conversation. Violence, on
the other hand, refers to any verbal strategy that
attempts to convince, control or compel the other
party to accept a certain point of view. As a result,
neither party understands what the other is thinking
and feeling.

This awareness will be useful in helping us
anticipate (and even to prepare and practise) how
to respond when we feel unsafe, as well as how to

If the issue is one of misunderstanding i.e. the
other party has misunderstood our purpose or
motive, we can use the concept of ‘Contrast’ to
help fix the misunderstanding. Start with what you
do not intend or mean. Then explain what you do
intend or mean. The contrast will make the other
party understand where you are coming from, and
appreciate your point of view.

Sometimes, the issue is that we have a different
purpose from the other party. In this case, we can
work on four things (i.e. CRIB) to attain mutual
purpose:
I Commit to seek mutual purpose
1 Recognise the purpose behind the
strategy
1 Invent a mutual purpose
1 Brainstorm new strategies that meet
everyone’s needs

Once we've (re)established safety, step back into
the conversation to address the issue in an honest
and sensitive manner.

As OD practitioners, we have the responsibility of surfacing
organisational performance gaps so that changes can be made to

improve the organisation’s ability to perform.

respond when the other party exhibits signs of
being threatened.

#3 Make it safe to talk

When the other party responds with ‘silence’ or
‘violence’, we need to step out of the conversation
and ‘make it safe’.

Safety is usually compromised when either of these
two conditions has been breached:

A. Mutual Respect is risked — the other party
doubts that you respect them.

B. Mutual Purpose is risked — the other party
doubts that you care about his goals in
this conversation, or begins to suspect
your motives.

If we realise that we have clearly violated respect,
the remedy is to simply apologise, a simple solution
but one that requires us to exhibit personal
mastery.

#4 Express your view persuasively

Being persuasive is not about “winning” the
dialogue or being right. Rather, it is about helping
the other party understand how we view the issue
and to also arrive at the same conclusion we have
on the issue.

Here are five steps we can take to STATE our
views in a persuasive and respectful manner:
9 Share your facts
Tell your story
Ask for others’ views
Talk tentatively
Encourage testing

= =4 =8 =4

The best way to start is by sharing facts (e.g. actual
data, observations, etc) about the situation as facts
are the most persuasive, least controversial and
subjective. Be mindful of distinguishing the facts
from our interpretation of the facts (i.e. your story or
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opinion) — use ‘In my opinion’ instead of ‘In fact’. In
addressing sensitive issues we also need to
demonstrate that we are genuinely open to learning
about others’ views and willing to reconsider our
interpretation of the issue as we gain new insights
from the conversation. We do this by being mindful
to ask for the other party’s view and to use tentative
language such as ‘Perhaps’.

#5 Listen to the views of others

It could be quite difficult for the other party to
openly share their views if he perceives that the
conversation will put him in a vulnerable position.
The goal of listening is to understand the other
person’s point of view and understand why he feels
the way he does. The first simple step you can take
is to invite the other person to talk about what is
really going on for him. For example, say ‘/'d like to

hear what you think about this idea and what
concerns you have’.

Here are four steps (AMPP) we can apply to help
us listen in a manner that makes it safe for the
other party to share his views:

1 Ask questions to get things going

9 Mirror behaviours to confirm feelings

9 Paraphrase to acknowledge the story

1 Prime and probe when you are getting

nowhere

Listening to the views of others requires that we be
open to differing points of view. In such instances, it
would be useful to start with areas of agreement
and to build on these areas in order to move the
conversation forward.

THE CASE OF PAMELA & THE CRUCIAL CONVERSATION WITH HER CEO

Let us now apply what we have covered in a case involving Pamela and her CEO in a scenario based on the

question raised in this article.
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Really? Is that the impression staff has of the senior management team? |
thought | had already taken the trouble to involve the senior management
team in presenting a united front. | had even supported your suggestion of
Sy02dzNI 3IAy3Q
row during our corporate events. So what would you suggest | do now?
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engagement survey . It appears that the reason behind the perception that Leadership is unable to provide a
clear vision is that employees have the impression that our senior management team is not cohesive.

GKS &8yA2NI Yyl

CE, I would like to propose that we run a 2-day team-building and development retreat for the senior
management team. Unlike typical work planning retreats, this retreat would focus on building team
cohesion and developing key competencies for the team to relate and function better together.

ing agitation It sounds like you are implying that there is a problem with 5

In a tone express estraint leadershipt my leadership. Do you really think a 2-day retreat will | )
put with some ' help me to become a better leader, or that the senior management ¢ B
team will become more tightly knitted thereafter? 9

Here is where the conversation starts to become ‘crucial’. Pamela is starting to feel awkward because her
reading of the CEO’s non-verbal cues (e.g. tone of voice and body language) is that her CEO is getting upset
— perhaps because his leadership capabilities may have been questioned or challenged. At this point, if either
Pamela or the CEO feels that it is not safe, an open and therefore crucial conversation would no longer be
possible. Pamela would now need to make a critical decision on how to respond to the CEO. She has two

options®: a) Go into Silence, or b) Commit to staying in dialogue.

If Pamela opted to ‘Go into Silence’, she would have taken the ‘low road’ by withdrawing from the conversation
and simply giving in to whatever the CEO says even if what he said or decided was made without the benefit

of complete and accurate information.

® In theory there are 3 options - the 32 LJG A 2 Y
scenario.
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Fortunately, Pamela was aware that this was a crucial conversation. Having prepared herself for this
conversation, she was absolutely clear about what she wanted to achieve in the conversation. Firstly, she
wanted to present a proper case for the idea of holding a 2-day retreat with the CEO; secondly, she wanted
her CEO to be able to express his concerns about this idea so that he would really ‘buy-in’ to this
intervention’ and thirdly, she wanted this conversation to further strengthen a relationship of openness and
mutual respect between herself and her CEO, so that the OD function can continue to credibly play its role as
a ‘trusted advisor’. This clarity made it easier for her to make the decision to ‘Commit to staying in dialogue’

with the CEO.

Being sensitive to the possibility that safety may have been compromised, Pamela attempted to re-
establish safety by addressing the CEO’s misunderstanding that she was questioning his ability as a leader.
Pamela used the ‘Contrast’ technique (i.e. clarify what you DO NOT mean, followed by what you really mean)
to do this.
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ability to lead. What | meant to suggest is that the employees are possibly confused over the direction of
the organisation when senior management team members openly express differing views. As such, the
idea of the 2-day retreat is to facilitate discussion and agreement among the senior management team
members on what should be publicly communicated to staff regarding the direction of the organisation.
At the same time, we can also ride on this opportunity to establish agreement on certain team
behaviours, such as how differences in opinion should be managed. As such, this retreat can help start correcting
A0 TFQa LISNDSLIAZY ( KpotimefomaefossenminassiatimmBan ot >
team is not cohesive. Hmm... a 2-day retreat involving the entire senior
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Sensing that the CEO may need more persuasion, Pamela attempts to help her CEO better understand the
issue by applying the steps in ‘STATE®, namely by providing him with relevant facts or data, asking for his
views, and expressing flexibility (i.e. tentativeness) regarding the course of action.

CE, allow me to share some data we have collected from our employee engagement survey and post-survey
F20dza 3ANRdzZLJA® 28 KIF@S F2dzyR GKIFIG GKS t2¢ Sy3alrasySyid f
there is a lack of direction - 68% of staff or 7 out of 10 felt this way. We proceeded to investigate these
findings by conducting five focus group discussions, involving a total of 50 employees. A common issue
raised at all the focus group sessions was that members of the Senior Management team would publicly
express differing views on the direction of the organisation. As a result, staff felt that they were receiving
conflicting messages from leadership, which confuses them. The focus group discussions also revealed that if not for
this issue of conflicting messages, employees were actually quite satisfied with the leadership and things in
general. As such, in my opinion | believe that addressing this issue regarding how senior management team members
communicate their differing views would significantly improve employee engagement levels. CE, may | ask if you have
any questions or views with regard to what | have just shared?
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that having differing views was healthy because it allowed for robust discussions. If this indeed is an

issue for staff, | do think that it would be important for the senior management team to recognise this
issue and do something about it, especially since it is affecting employee engagement levels.

Perhaps as a next step we can share these findings with the rest of the senior management team
members, and share this proposal to hold a 2-day leadership development retreat.

In order to gain the ‘buy-in’ of the CEO, Pamela keeps the dialogue going by actively listening to the CEO

usingt h e 6 AtsdArique.

® STATE ¢ refers to Share your facts; Tell your story; A2 1 F 2 NJ 2 (Tdtk$entdtivly; Eitolirégeitdsting
"AMPPtT refersto Ask questions to get things going; Mirror behaviour to confirm feelings; Paraphrase to acknowledge the story; Prime and
LINEO0S ¢6KSy @2dzQNB 3ASGiGAy3a y26KSNBO
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you may have.
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management team. Some of them may interpret it as criticism to their leadership
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lot to ask given how busy the senior management team is.

CE, | share your concern regarding how the senior management team may respond and | do see how it

can be challenging in convincing and addressing the skepticism they may have regarding a 2-day retreat.
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able to take any positive steps in improving employee engagement levels.

Eager to move the conversation forward, Pamela reminds herself to keep a calm tone of voice, as she tries to
find areas of agreement which she can build on.

CE, | agree that more thought needs to be given regarding how we should raise this finding with

the senior management team. | also agree that | should work on strengthening the case that a

2-day retreat would be the most effective intervention and that it would be a worthwhile

AygSadySyd 2F Yrylr3ag& T i ’ 5 o
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looks like there is much to work on.
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for me to update you on possible approaches and to discuss in greater detail the steps we could take in
order to address the way senior management behaves as a team and improve employee engagement?

KEY TAKE-AWAYS
ON HOLDING CRUCIAL CONVERSATIONS

Yes, please do that. Schedule
something with my PA.

Develop absolute clarity about what we really
w@aptynd de nptdvant K A &

Learn to be aware when safety is at risk
Make it safe to talk

Express your view persuasively

Listen to the views of others

¢KFyla /9@ LQY 3FJflIR ¢
conversation, and | really appreciate the

attention and support you are giving to

this issue.

a R WOWN® o

Dear OD Practitioner,

| hope this article has provided you with greater insights on how you can prepare for the conversation you could be
having with your CEO.

In seeking to bring about meaningful change, one critical skill we as OD practitioners will need to acquire is the ability
to confidently enter into a crucial conversation with our stakeholders. While such conversations may not always result
in us getting our way, it will prove invaluable in helping us arrive at a much better way to bring about meaningful
change — a way that involves and secures the buy-in of our stakeholders.

In this regard, we wish you every success in your crucial conversation with your CEO and in arriving at the most
effective way to improve the level of employee engagement in your organisation.

Yours Sincerely,
ODyssey

CONTACT US
We would like to know your thoughts and feedback about this article or any OD-related topics that you are
interested in. Please email us at cscollege COD@cscollege.gov.sg.
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