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Chapter 1: Master the Courage to Interrogate Reality 

Discussion Points: 

P#26: “It would seem companies are stressed either because their sales are too low or because their sales are 
too high.” – How to we shift our focus or state of being from being situationally influenced? Is it a bad thing to 
be stressed when times are busy/slow?  

P#27: Beach Ball Example - Unpack the analogy; how does this relate to life at Total. What is our stripe?  

P#30: The Corporate Nod – “Say what you think or tell the truth” what is the limit to this philosophy and how 
to we determine what is our opinion and what is truth? What is our responsibility as supervisors? As 
employees?  

P#32: Taking Stock – Which of the “Ask yourself…” questions resonated with you?  

P#37: “We do have a right, at times an obligation, to chance our beliefs, though the longer we’ve held on to 
them, the harder it is to admit they haven’t served us, or anyone else, for a very long time.” – Arguing vs 
discussing, am I open to changing my mind on topics?  

P#40-52 Running a Meeting to Interrogate Reality – Thoughts on the template, use this template at a meeting.  

P#53: Fish Rots from the Head – Anything stand out, takeaways? 

P#59-70: Mineral Rights: Having Deep Conversations – Drill down deep on a topic by asking a series of questions 
to accomplish four purposes: 

1. Interrogate reality 
a.  Identify the issue on the table and your proposed solution 
b. Check to see that everyone understands 
c. Check for agreement.  Be sure you get everyone's input and resist the temptation to defend 

your idea 
2. Provoke learning 
3. Tackle tough challenges 
4. Enrich relationships 

What is the goal of this structure? What are your takeaways?  

P#70-77: Ground Truth – Official truth vs what actually happens, are there any areas of Total that you have 
experienced this to be true?  

P#73-75: Getting Real with Yourself – Changing yourself vs changing your situation vs starting over. What is our 
responsibility as a manager to identify or coach an employee through something like this?  
 

Assignments: 
o Schedule next meeting 
o Use the Mineral Rights conversation model 
o Run a meeting using the Template from P#41 

 
o _____________________________________________ 

 
Attached:  

1. Meeting Template 2.   Decision Tree 3.   Confrontation Model 
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Confrontation Model 
 

Preparation 
(Steps 1-7 are your opening statement and should be no longer than 60 seconds.) 

 
1. Name the issue 

"I want to talk with you about the effect is having on
 ." 

 
2. Select a specific example that illustrates the behavior or situation you want to change. 

"For example, ." 
 

3. Describe your emotion around the issue. 
"I feel ." 

 
4. Clarify why this is important - What is at stake to gain or lose for you, for others, for the team, or for 

the organization. 
"From my perspective the stakes are high.  is at 
stake. And most importantly, is at stake." 

 
5. Identify your contribution(s) to this problem. 

"I recognize my fingerprints.  I have/may have . For 
this, I apologize." 

 
6. Indicate your wish to resolve this issue. 

"I want to resolve this with you (restate the issue)" 
 

7. Invite your partner to respond. 
"I sincerely want to understand your perspective.  Talk to me." 

 
Interaction 
8. Inquire into your partner's views.  Use paraphrasing and perception check. ("Let me make sure I 

understand.") Dig for full understanding: don't be satisfied on the surface. Make sure your partner 
knows that you fully understand and acknowledge his position and interests. 

 
Resolution  
9. What was learned? Where are we now? What is needed for resolution? What was left unsaid that 

needs saying? What is our new understanding? How can we move forward from here, given this new 
understanding? 

 
10. Make a new agreement and have a method to hold each other accountable for it. 
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Interrogating Reality Using the Beach Ball Model 

 

Overview: 

1. Fill out the issue prep form. 
2. Invite those whose input will be important to the issue, let them know that the topic will be, 

why it is significant, and that you look forward to learning their perspective.  
3. Once the team is assembled, run the meeting.  
4. Get back to them once you have made a decision or taken action and let them know 

the results and/or next steps. 
 

Running the Meeting: 

1. Thank everyone for coming and encourage them to provide input. 
2. Give everyone a copy of the beach ball preparation form (if not given out in advance) 

and talk through it to quickly focus attention and resources on the topic. 
3. Tell your team members that you want to hear their perspectives, especially if they differ 

from what you see or the direction you are leaning. 
4. Make sure that you hear from each team member. No one takes notes! 
5. When you have heard from everyone and the conversation has lost steam, ask each 

team member to write down a concise answer to this question: “What would you do if 
you were me?” 

6. Have each person read his/her advice. Do not respond, except to say, “Thank you.” 
7. After everyone has read their advice, tell them the themes of what you’ve heard and ask, 

“Did I miss anything essential?” 
8. Thank everyone for their contributions and tell them what action you are prepared to 

take and when you will take it. 
9. Ask them to write their name on their recommendations and give them to you so that you 

can follow up with them if you’d like more information. If you feel participants will be 
nervous about recommendations having their names on them, let them know that the 
recommendations are only for your use and will be shredded once you’ve made a 
decision. 
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Team Conversation – Issue Preparation Form 

 
Name:  ______________________   

 
Objectives 

 
 Interrogate Reality 

 
 Provoke Learning 

 
 Tackle Tough Challenges 

 
 Enrich Relationships 

 
 

Comments:   

Principles 
 

 Master the courage to interrogate reality® 
 Come out from behind yourself, into the conversation, 

and make it real® 
 Be here, prepared to be nowhere else® 
 Tackle your toughest challenge today® 
 Obey your instincts® 
 Take responsibility for your emotional wake® 
 Let silence do the heavy lifting® 

 
Comments:   

 
 

Issue Preparation Form 
 

 The issue is: 
 

Be concrete.  In one or two 
sentences, get to the heart of the 
issue.  Is it a concern, challenge, 
opportunity, or recurring problem 
that is becoming more 
troublesome? 

 It’s significant because: What’s at stake?  For example:  
how does this affect people, 
services, students and their 
success, timing, the future, or other 
relevant factors? 

 My ideal outcome is: 
 

What specific results do I want? 
 
 

 Relevant background information: Summarize with bullet points:  
What, why, where, when, how, 
who, etc.; which forces are at work; 
what is the current status? 

 What I have done up to this point: 
 

What have I done so far? 
 
 

 Options I am considering: 
 

What options am I considering? 
 
 
  
 

 The help I want from the group is: 
 

What do I want from the group?  
For example:  alternative solutions, 
confidence regarding the right 
decision, identification of 
consequences, where to find more 
information, critique of current 
plan, etc. 
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Reflection on Team Conversation 

 
Name:  ______________________   

 
1. How did this team (Beach Ball) conversation benefit you? 

 
 
 
 

2. Based on your perception, how did this team (Beach Ball) conversation help others? 
 
 
 
 

3. What were some of the keys to the success of the conversation? 
 
 
 
 

4. What did you learn that will benefit your next team (Beach Ball) conversation? 
 
 
 
 

5. How might this team (Beach Ball) conversation improve your results, the results of 
your team, and the results of the organization? 

 
 
 
 

6. How might you use the team (Beach Ball) conversations in the future? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. Additional Comments: 
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Chapter 2: Come Out from Behind Yourself into the Conversation and Make It Real 

Discussion Points: 

P#82-85: Authenticity what does it mean in our context? 

P87: Being a Manager vs being a Leader: Is there a difference can you be one without the other, what stood 
out to you from this section? 

P#93: Healthy Selfishness: What does a company owe its employees? What does an employee owe their 
employer? What role as managers do we play in meeting our employees core needs?  

P#95: “What is a word or phrase that unfailingly describes you?”: What did you write down? Taking time for 
introspection. 

P#101-109: Assignment 1-4: What stood out?  

P#109: “There is no workable separation of selves at work and at home.”: Employees making good choices and 
growing in their personal life leads to better workers. How as managers and as a company can we help 
facilitate this? Is there something in your life that is holding you back from being a better employee, or is 
there something at work that is bleeding over to your personal life in a negative way? 

 

Assignments: 

1. “How we spend our days is how we spend our lives.” (p#101) Write down how you feel about yourself, 
your life, and your work – several words or phrases that capture your thoughts and emotions:  

a. Myself: _________________________________________________________________ 
 

b. My Life: _________________________________________________________________ 
 

c. My Work: _______________________________________________________________ 
 

2. Stump Speech: 
a. Where am I going? 
b. Why am I going there? 
c. Who is going with me? 
d. How will I get there? 

 
3. Fierce Conversations I Need to Have….. 

a. Person: ___________________  Topic:__________________________________ 
 

b. Person: ___________________  Topic:__________________________________ 
 

c. Person: ___________________  Topic:__________________________________ 
 

4. Mineral Rights Conversation Model 
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Mineral Rights Conversation Model 
 
Step 1: Identify your most pressing issue: 
The issue I most need to resolve is: 
 
Step 2: Clarify the issue: 
What is going on? 
How long has it been going on? 
How bad are things? 
 
Step 3: Determine the current impact. 
How is this issue currently impacting me? 
What results are currently being produced for me by this situation? 
How is this issue currently impacting others? 
What results are currently being produced for them by this situation? 
When I consider the impact on others, and myself what are my emotions? 
 
Step 4: Determine the future implications. 
If nothing changes, what’s likely to happen? 
What’s at stake for me relative to this issue? 
What’s at stake for others? 
When I consider these possible outcomes, what are my emotions? 
 
Step 5: Examine your personal contribution to this issue. 
How have I contributed to the problem? 
 
Step 6: Describe the ideal outcome: 
When this issue is resolved, what differences will that make? 
What results will I enjoy? 
When this issue is resolved, what results will others enjoy? 
When I imagine this resolution, what are my emotions? 
 
Step 7: Commit to action. 
What is the most potent step I could take to move this issue toward resolution? 
What’s going to attempt to get in my way, and how will I get past it? 
When will I take this step? 
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Chapter 3: Be Here, Prepared to Be Nowhere Else 

Discussion Points: 

P#113 – “Every person who worked for Fred would have followed him anywhere.” How to we help our 
employees feel valued? Using the Benjamin Franklin effect to convert employees to our team.  

P#117 – “Unconsciously, we end our conversations as soon as we initiate them,…” Do you do this? 
Why? When is a real conversation needed? Multi-tasking vs being present.  

P#121 – “She was writing down what was not said.” Sure that sounds like something someone thinks is 
profound, but what does it really mean or look like in practice?  

P#123 – “When we listen beyond words for intent,…” How do we practically do this? This seems like it 
could really easily lead to misinterpretation, how should it be addressed?  

P#131 – One on ones – Thoughts? 

P#137 – Mole Whacking – How and what should we be delegating? How do we empower our 
employees to make the right decisions? The “Decision Tree”. 

 

Assignments: 

1. Have one on ones with your employees and with your supervisor. (Attached) 
 

2. Complete the decision tree solo and then during your one on ones. (Attached)  
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The Decision Tree. A Simple Model for Delegation and Accountability 
 
“Think of our company as a green and growing tree.  In order to ensure its ongoing health, countless 
decisions are made daily, weekly, monthly.  Right now, you have a good history of making decisions in 
several areas.  So, let’s think of these areas as leaf-level decisions.  Make them, act on them and don’t tell 
me what you did.  Let’s make it our goal to move more decisions out to the leaf level.  That’s how you and I 
will know you’re developing as a leader and increasing your value to the company. After all, anything that’s 
a leaf for you does not require my attention, which frees me up to focus on other things.” (P139) 
 
 
The four categories of decisions are: 
 

1. Leaf Decisions – Make the decision Act on it. Do not report he action you took. 
2. Branch Decisions – Make the decision. Act on it. Report the action you took.  
3. Trunk Decisions – Make the decision. Discuss your decision with me before you take action.  
4. Root Decisions – Make the decision jointly, with input from many people. These are the decisions 

that, if poorly made and implemented could cause harm to the organization.  
 
The analogy of root, trunk, branch and leaf decision indicates the degree of potential harm or good to the 
organization as action is taken at each level.  A trunk decision isn’t necessarily more important than a leaf 
decision but if you unwittingly yank a leaf off a tree, the tree won’t die. 
 
 
The goals of the Decision Tree are threefold: 
 

1. To identify clearly which categories decisions and actions fall into, so that an employee knows 
exactly where he or she has the authority to make decisions and take action. 

2. To provide employees with a clear upward path of professional development. Progress is made 
when decisions are moved from root to trunk to branch to leaf. As an employee demonstrates a 
track record of making good decisions in the trunk category, for example, it will be satisfying to 
both the employee and the person to whom she/he reports when those decisions can be moved to 
the branch category. 

3. To raise the level of personal accountability without needing to say (or worse, threaten), “I’m 
holding you accountable.” 

4. To assist companies in consciously developing grassroots leadership within their organizations, 
freeing up executives to take on more challenging responsibilities themselves. A direct outcome of 
using the Decision Tree is that learning is provoked – one of the purposes of a fierce conversation.  
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One on One Outline: P#124 

 

Reasonable goals and outcomes for one on ones: 

1. Reality will be interrogated 
2. Learning will be provoked  
3. People will be mobilized to tackle the touch challenges 
4. The relationship will be enriched 

Most common mistakes: 

1. Doing most of the talking 
2. Taking the problem away from someone 
3. Not inquiring about emotions 
4. Delivering unclear messages, unclear coaching, and unclear instructions 
5. Canceling the meeting  
6. Allowing interruptions 
7. Running out of time 
8. Moving to quickly from question to question  
9. Assuming your one-to-ones are effective 

Secret Rule: Only ask question until the person you are with has answered the question in Step 7. 

 

Mineral Rights: A Simplified Version: p#131 

1. What is the most important thing you and I should be talking about? 
2. Describe the issue. 
3. How is this currently impacting you? 
4. If nothing changes, what ate the implications? 
5. How have you helped create this issue or situation?  
6. What is the ideal outcome? 
7. What is the most potent step you can take to begin to resolve this issue? 
8. Additional good questions – p#133 

 

 Debrief: 

• Was I genuinely curious about this person and his or her reality? 
• Did I work to understand what color the corporate or relationship beach ball is from where he or 

she stands? 
• Did I slow the conversation and really probe? 
• Did emotions get expressed, as well as issues and solutions? 
• Did I ask this person to say more about any emotions they expressed? 
• What parts of me failed to show up? 
• Who did the most talking? “Me” is the Wong answer. 
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Chapter 4: Tackle Your Toughest Challenge Today 

Discussion Points: 

P#146-147 – Burnout. Have you experienced burnout? How do we prevent it for ourselves, and 
others? What is the cost of the unknown hire?  

P#147-149 – Undiscussables and providing feedback. It is up to us to help others help themselves 
succeed. Our employees and our departments reflect us. 

 P#153 – Feedback. Nothing in your yearly review should surprise you. Have you ever received 
feedback that surprised you? Creating an unrealistic picture by not providing honest feedback.  

P#177 – Giving Positive Feedback. When is positive feedback warranted? Should you give someone 
positive feedback for just doing their job or meeting expectations? How can you give better positive 
feedback? 

P#178 – CEO Story. Staying in touch with our employees. Address the actual issue, why do you want 
employees to work more hours?  

P#183 – Mistakes. What are you most common mistakes? 

P#189 – Confrontation Model. Thoughts? 

Additional discussion items: How do you like to give or receive feedback? How often are you giving 
feedback, how often should you be? How do you manage up and provide feedback to your supervisor 
in a positive and respectful way?  

 

Confronting an Issue: 

In sixty seconds or less, in person: 

1. Name the issue. 
2. Select a specific example that illustrates the behavior or situation you want to change. 
3. Describe your emotions about this issue. 
4. Clarify what is at stake. 
5. Identify your contribution to this problem.  
6. Indicate you wish to resolve the issue. 
7. Invite you partner to respond.  
8. Inquire into your partners views. 
9. What have we learned? 
10. Make an agreement and determine how you will hold each other responsible for keeping it.  
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Chapter 5: Obey Your Instincts 

Discussion Points: 

P#207 Scams – Have you dealt with scams before. What was your thought process? Slowing down and 
taking life “offline”. 

P#208-211 “And if we are intent on gaining others’ approval, we are quick to discard our insights…” 
Being authentic and secure in our position/person to share insights we might feel are risky. How do 
we as managers cultivate an atmosphere where our employees can share their insights without 
perceived “risk”.  

P#212 Self Reflection – Do you take time for self-reflection? 

P#214 “During a fierce conversation, my role is to not say what is easy to say or what we all say, but to 
say what we have been unable to say.” Good way to lose friends? When is this actually appropriate? 

P#218 Taking things too far – Over interpretation, over sharing, being too ready or eager to share 
whatever you think. Ties back into the confrontation model from last chapter: share in 60s and then 
immediately address how the individual is interpretating the feedback.  

P#225 Core Values – What are Total’s core values? What are your department core values?  

P#231 “People yearn to be connected to something of value.” Our work gives us meaning. What is the 
boundary between work and personal? There is cyclical relationship between work performance and 
home life. If we spend resources improving and individuals work life does that translate to a better 
home life for them? How can we / should we encourage our employees to improve their home life so 
that we can have better workers?  

 

Assignments: 

1. My Core Values: 

 

2. Integrity outage in my workplace / personal relationship / life: 
 

a. What must I do to clean it up? 
b. When am I going to do this? 

 
3. Corporate Integrity Scan: 

a. Why are we here? 
 

b. What is our ideal relationship with one another? 
 

c. What is our ideal relationship with our customers? 
 

d. What contribution do we wish to make to the local or global community?  
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Chapter 6: Take Responsibility for Your Emotional Wake 

Discussion Points: 

P#235 “Our individual wakes are larger than we know.” We have a lot of power as managers. 

P#238 “… I’m too strong for some people…” Managing to the employee. Changing your leadership style 
to fit who you are leading.  

P#239 “What do you want them to remember when you’re gone.” – Why does this matter in business? 
Leaving a legacy.  

P#240 Your stump Speech – Your chance to rally the troops.  

P#243 Feedback – Who deserves positive feedback. Should you provide recognition for people who 
are just doing their job and meeting the expectations you have of them? How do you recognize your 
boss for doing something impactful for you without being a suck-up?  

P#248 “First our own lives must be working.” – A revisit of the circular effect that our work life and our 
home live have on each other.  

P#250 Bad Habits – When does a habit become a bad habit? Do you have a bad work habit?  

P#252 “Technology BAD” – Why is she suggesting that technology is bad for certain things? How can 
we use it to our benefit? Do you agree with her chart (253)? Link between social media and 
depression, (comparing your life to the perfect picture that people present). How do you think 
workplace social media like Linked-in effects workers at TMI?  

P#255 “If you are an important person in my personal or professional life…” – This sounds good, but can 
this be an issue? Can developing close relationships in the workplace end up causing more issues in 
the long run?  

P#261 Crucible analogy – Being a tool to make our employees better.  

P#267-271 Providing feedback and disagreeing – How to say no the right way? How do you provide 
honest feedback without “too many pillows” or without destroying the individual? Should you lie and 
give dishonest feedback? 

  

Stump Speech: 

1. Where are we going? 
2. Why are we going there? 
3. Who is going with us? 
4. How are we going to get there? 
5. What are our core values? 
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Chapter 7: Let Silence Do the Heavy Lifting 

Discussion Points: 

P#275 Talking – Verbal processing vs talking too much.  

P#280 “Here are signs that indicate silence is needed.” – Why are we leaving room for silence? What 
should you / participants be doing during silence?  

P#285-290 Silence – Are you comfortable with silence and long pauses? How long is too long? How do 
we keeping the meeting going and on track but still embracing this principle? 

P#292 Engaging in silence with ourselves – Do you have dedicated time for silence and self-reflection? 
Have you seen a benefit, what do you “do”? 

 

Assignment – P#295 

 

You are having a fierce conversation when: 

• You are speaking in your real voice  
• You are speaking to the heart of the matter  
• You are really asking and really listening  
• You are generating hear  
• You are enriching a relationship 
• You overhear yourself saying things you didn’t know you know  
• You don’t take notes, yet you remember every word 
• You listen with more than your ears  
• You took yourself and your companion personally, seriously  
• You left the conversation satisfied, satiated, awake, fully alive, and eager for more 
• You were different when the conversation was over 
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Conclusion: Embracing the Principles 

Discussion 

P#297 “Rather than settle on a plateau of ‘maturity,’ look around for people who conversations are 
memorable, people who wake you up and provoke your learning – people who are real.” – Iron 
sharpens Iron. Who do we surround ourselves with? (Inverse): The ripple effect, by working on 
ourselves we can change those around us.  

P#303 “What is called for now is quiet integrity” … “Might some people be put off by things I say? 
Certainly, and that is ok with me.” – How do you reconcile this with “taking ownership of your 
emotional wake?” Honesty in speak and in action.  

P#307 Write a shitty first draft.” – Just do something, anything. Sucking at something is the first step 
towards being kind of good at something.  

 

A user guide is attached.  

 

Assignment: 

• What is your take-away from this book? 
• What do you need to keep working on? 
• What do you want to meet, what book do you want to do next?  



A User’s Guide
 

I’ve tried to think about what I, as a reader, would want from a user’s guide. If
you are determined to get “fierce” going in your corner of the organization, this
book is an excellent jumping off place. All the principles are here. All the tools.
And if I said, “So use them,” I can imagine the look on your face.

“How the &%#@! am I supposed to make this work? Mary in accounting
hates Frank in legal and Mark in operations isn’t even talking to our VP of sales,
plus if I were to ask people to say what they’re really thinking, no one would
speak up initially. Too many people would be afraid of looking stupid, of getting
fired or yelled at, or being thought of as a troublemaker, and some people are
just plain apathetic. How can I overcome this? Where do I begin?”

It’s tough to get “fierce” going in an organization if you’re the only one
championing the cause. Often, the cultural norms imbedded in the woodwork of
an organization—the ground truths—are at odds with an individual or group
wishing to ignite honest, intelligent, robust dialogue.

If training in Fierce Conversations isn’t in your budget and you’ll be
championing “fierce” on your own, the User’s Guide is a step-by-step guide to
get you launched. It’s like reading a diet book in which there are literally two
hundred pages on the concept of the diet, the research behind it, the science that
explains it, etc. The crux of the diet is in about ten pages. If you didn’t read
anything but those ten pages, you could still probably follow the diet.
So here’s everything you need to know in a few pages. You can do this.



Frequently Asked Questions

 
How and where do I begin?
 
There’s a scene in the movie As Good As It Gets, which every woman I know
loves. Helen Hunt has had it with Jack Nicholson’s boorish behavior and is
about to leave a restaurant after yet another one of his insults. Through gritted
teeth, she demands, “Say something nice to me and make it good!” He knows
this is his last chance. He agonizes, squirms, and finally offers, “You make me
want to be a better man.”

What would you want people to say to you? Feel about you? You make me
want to be a better person, a better spouse, a better parent, a better employee,
a better boss, a better colleague, even . . . a better customer. So, before we
focus on tips for specific situations, let’s come to grips with a basic fact. Fierce
conversations begin with YOU and how you show up. It requires that you
model the behavior you desire from others.

Consider adopting a private, personal mantra. The mantra is: Model what I
want. Say it over and over. Model what I want. Model what I want. Model
what I want. This works in all parts of our lives. Essentially, it’s . . . Here’s
what I’d like from you. I’ll go first. It works with Fierce, too.

A simple way to begin is to start each day by choosing one of the Seven
Principles of Fierce Conversations as your focus for the day. Start with the first
one and work your way through them.

Let’s say it is day three and you’ve chosen—“Be Here, Prepared to Be
Nowhere Else.” All day, practice giving your full attention to each person with
whom you speak. And to the topic. Face your colleague straight on. Look into
their eyes. Pay fierce attention to the very next words. Ask yourself, “What
does this conversation want and need to be about?” Don’t linger on the edges.
Small confusions are easy to clear up and can lull us into thinking we’ve
addressed our subject in a comprehensive way. Instead, ask yourself, “What is
the deepest issue in this confusion?” Speak toward that, with firmness and
concentration.



If you’re the impatient, foot tapping, finger jittery type, then take some deep
breaths. Sit. Stay!

Do this at home and at work for an entire day. Notice what happens as a
result. I think you’ll be pleased. I know others will.

No matter which principle you choose to practice, in just one week, you will
have practiced all seven principles. Then begin again, from the top. Imagine the
shifts in your conversations and, therefore, your relationships as you become
skilled at:

❖ Interrogating reality
❖ Coming out from behind yourself, into your conversations, and making

them real
❖ Being here, prepared to be nowhere else
❖ Tackling your toughest challenge today
❖ Obeying your instinct
❖ Taking responsibility for your emotional wake
❖ Letting silence do the heavy lifting

 
Not only will you serve as a role model for others, your own learning will be

provoked. Your development as a leader and as a human being will accelerate.
Over time, you may try to say something trivial and find that you can’t do it. You
must speak directly to the heart of the issue.

The results? A high level of personal authenticity, ferocious integrity,
emotional honesty, genuine regard for others, sheer chutzpa, and a greater
capacity to hold true to your vision and enroll others in it.

Some would call this leadership.
 
 
I’m an employee and I want to start using Fierce Conversations at work.
How do I go about this and make sure I don’t get fired? Some people
just can’t deal with honesty.
 
My experience has convinced me that people don’t have a problem dealing with



honesty. What they can’t deal with is either the way in which the message is
delivered or a lack of reciprocity.

Let’s talk about delivery. The #1 reason people with good intentions get in
trouble with “fierce” is that they ignore principle 6: “Take Responsibility for
Your Emotional Wake.” And this often stems from a belief or thought beneath
our words that doesn’t serve any of us. The belief is: “I own the truth about this
issue.” So, for example, you might deliver a message loaded with truths, but
(and I do mean BUT), if you attach blame to your message in subtle and not so
subtle ways, the person on the receiving end will probably start swinging or shut
down.

Remember the Beach Ball? Who owns the truth about what color your
company is? Every single person in the company owns a piece of the truth about
what color the company is. The operative word is piece. And no one owns the
entire truth. No one. So, anyone who comes across as believing that they own
the entire, nonnegotiable truth about a particular topic might as well forget about
having a fierce conversation. They’ve struck out before the game began.

Become a master at telling the “truth,” as best you can, while acknowledging
that others may have very different truths that are just as valid as yours.
Describe your reality without laying blame and you won’t need to worry about
being fired. You’ll need to prepare for your next challenging assignment.

In fact, I recently received an e-mail from an executive who enrolled himself
and his direct reports in our Fierce Leadership program and, consequently,
blames Fierce for his third move in eighteen months, due to promotions.

Makes me proud!
Modeling the principles has been a lifelong, yet worthy challenge for many of

my clients. Sometimes their tone of voice, choice of words, or the expression on
their face can attach a load to a message that they didn’t intend. If they are very
lucky, the person on the receiving end will call it to their attention. Then they can
apologize and try again.

And what about reciprocity? Why would others be interested in listening to
your honest opinion if you, yourself, discount theirs? Everyone wants one person
in the world to whom they can tell the truth. Are you that person? How do you
respond when someone pushes back against your “truth”? Do you become



defensive, argumentative, sullen? Do you do all the talking?
If you want to have fierce conversations at work, begin by becoming

someone to whom others can tell the truth! We’re back to: You go first!
 
 
What topic should I choose for my team’s first Fierce Conversation?
 
Choose a high-stakes topic and engage your team in a “Beach Ball”
conversation, during which you ask them to help you interrogate reality and
design an action plan to work around, impact, change or improve reality. The
topic should be one where there is a fair amount at stake to gain or lose
regarding your organization’s ability to solve a significant problem, design a key
strategy, evaluate an opportunity, or make an important decision for the
organization.
 
 
Who should choose the topic?
 
One of my favorite approaches is to ask the team to choose the topic. A fairly
simple, yet profound way to do this is to ask, “What is the most important thing
we should be talking about?” Or ask, “What is the one area, that if it improved,
would make the greatest difference for good for our organization? Please take
two minutes, no side talking, and write down your answer. Then we’ll hear from
each of you.”

Or: “If you were hired to consult to this organization, what would you
advise?” Or: “If you were a new competitor with deep pockets, how would you
put us out of business?” Or: “If nothing changes, what’s likely to occur?”

These questions are bound to ignite intelligent, impassioned dialogue. If they
don’t, you’ve got a bigger problem. Your team has died. If, as usually happens,
this conversation generates heat and impetus for change, everyone will walk
away energized and ready for more.

If you’d like to choose the topic, ask yourself the same questions. Your
answers will provide plenty of fuel for the fire.



 
 
What are some examples of topics for a Beach Ball conversation?

• How can we strengthen our leadership beach?
• Our competition is eating our lunch. What are we going to do about it?
• How can we improve sales?
• Let’s explore the pros and cons of a possible acquisition.
• How can we rearrange job responsibilities to ensure that work gets done

and no one burns out?
• Let’s design a strategy to win this project we’re bidding on.

 
One approach is to review the key indicators that serve as your

organization’s early warning system. Your corporate intelligence. When a key
indicator points to a downward trend, a conversation is provoked: We are here
and heading in this direction. Instead, we want to head in that direction. We
must make adjustments to the business, now, on time, before it’s too late. What
do we need to do?

Part of your job is to spot trends quickly with the fewest clues, so that you
can take appropriate actions to ensure the company’s success. Key indicators
help you see where you are and where you want to go. If you don’t know what
your key indicators are, assemble a team to identify them.

Key indicators include things like net sales, gross profit margin, inventory
turnover, sales, activities that cause sales, customer satisfaction index, number of
new or renewing customers, average sales per customer, percentage market
share, new product growth, and employee retention.

Every business is unique, so examine different indicators until you’ve identified
the ones that are the real drivers of your business. Then track these with a
vengeance!
 
Other high-level topics for Beach Ball conversations concern the three realities
each organization must interrogate from time to time:

1. What values do we stand for, and are there gaps between these values



and how we actually behave?
2. What are the skills and talents of our company and are there gaps

between those resources and what the market demands?
3. What opportunities does the future hold, and are there gaps between

those opportunities and our ability to capitalize on them?
How do you have a fierce conversation with someone who does not have
knowledge of the process? Some of us have tried to educate others and
have been met with resistance. Do you have any suggestions?
 
Don’t try to “educate” anybody. It’s not universally welcomed. Your role is to
model “fierce,” without putting rules around how others behave (unless they are
abusive, of course).

On the other hand, don’t hide the pea. It is helpful to tell everyone what
you’re doing or attempting to do. What you want and why you want it.
Otherwise, they may wonder about your motive. What life-changing
experience has he gone through over the weekend? Has she discovered
she’s only got three months to live? Has his wife left him? Has she been
told she’s about to be made available to industry?

Whatever you do or attempt to do, tell people that you are working to make
a shift and extend an invitation to them to join you. You might even need to
apologize for previous behavior. Use your own words. This must be you
speaking in your real voice, your own voice. The following just gives you an idea
of the message. You might say something like:

Looking around this room, I recognize what a good company we
have, thanks to your talent and hard work. I think you’ll agree that
we also have room to grow and improve. We have decisions to make,
strategies to design, problems to solve, and opportunities to evaluate.
I’m struck by the notion that all of us—myself and each of you—want
to get it right AND we miss opportunities to benefit from the diversity
of experience and perspective that exists in our organization. Too
often, I tell you what I think and you execute, without challenging my
thinking. I can understand that. Frankly, I haven’t extended a



compelling invitation to share your views and, on occasions when you
have expressed a difference of opinion, I’ve often tried to persuade
you to my way of thinking before hearing you out. For this, I
apologize. I really want to stop that. Going forward, I’d like to ignite
intelligent, productive dialogue—one on one and as a team. Every
single one of you owns a piece of the truth about this company and
how we can succeed going forward, so I am putting you on notice.
You can count on me to tell you what I honestly think and I request
that you do the same. When I ask for your suggestions, I will count on
you to share them. It will be up to me to prove that I was really
asking. I’ll do that by really listening.

 
Though this may seem self-serving, as it involves spending a few dollars,

pounds or euros, you may wish to give your team members copies of this book.
They will be doubly appreciative when they discover that their personal lives, as
well as work lives, will benefit from putting the principles and practices to work.
 
 
 
Can you provide me or my organization with something that explains the
idea of “fierce”?
Before you run your first “fierce” meeting you may wish to show everyone a
forty-minute video, A Taste of Fierce.  This video has helped many leaders
introduce the idea of “fierce” to their colleagues in such a way that everyone gets
the joke. The video helps everyone grasp what is at stake to gain if their
conversations deepen in meaning and what is at stake to lose if nothing changes.
It also provides suggestions for getting started. You can view the first few
minutes of the video on our Web site—www.fierceinc.com.
 
 
How can I run a really great meeting?
 
There are sub-questions regarding this topic:



 
How do I set it up?
For starters, stop calling them meetings. The last thing we want to attend is

another meeting. Call them conversations. And make them so productive,
people will look forward to the next one. Extend an invitation:

l’d like to schedule a conversation with you next Wednesday from 2-4
P.M. We’ll talk about (fill in the blank). Please come prepared to
offer your perspective.

 
Who do I invite?
Get creative here. This is one of your first opportunities to break the old

mold. Don’t just invite people with fancy titles. Whose perspective would be
useful? Who is standing at the juncture where things happen? Who is standing
downstream and will be impacted by the outcome? Who will implement
whatever is decided? Invite your newest employee. Invite someone who works
on the loading dock. Invite your administrative assistant. Invite a customer!
Maybe two or three. Often, your customers are internal. It is essential that a
representative of your internal customers be present. AND, why not invite a
literal, card-carrying, fee-paying external customer? If the blood is draining from
your face at this thought, you should definitely invite a few customers.
Otherwise, you may have the common experience of designing something in
which your customers have little interest. Or they think your newest product or
service is just dandy but they’re not willing to pay for it.
 

How do I prepare?
If appropriate, use the “Preparing an Issue for Discussion” form in the

appendix of this book. Fill it out and make copies for everyone. The bullet
points covered are:
 

THE ISSUE IS . . .
 
 



(Dividing assignments following a reduction in staff so that work gets done;
designing a strategy to increase sales; the need to cut $1M in expenditures;
cooperation and collaboration needed to gain a large, new customer; the
possible or upcoming acquisition of a competitor; etc.)

IT IS SIGNIFICANT BECAUSE . . .
 

 
 
 
MY IDEAL OUTCOME IS . . .
 
 
 
RELEVANT BACKGROUND INFORMATION . . .
 
 
 
 
WHAT I HAVE DONE UP TO THIS POINT . . .
 
 
 
THE HELP I WANT FROM THE GROUP IS . . .

You might decide to send this filled-out form to everyone ahead of time. This is
often very helpful. Everyone now knows exactly what the conversation is about
and what you want from them. They can come prepared to contribute and/or
bring with them any data that could be useful.
 

How do I call the conversation to order?
“Thank you for coming. We have (or I have) a decision to make (or a

problem to solve or a strategy to design or an opportunity to evaluate)
about (fill in the blank). My goal is to make the best possible decision for



the organization, so I need access to all the valid data. Every person at this
table is here because he or she has a valuable perspective.”
 

How do I encourage honesty when many are reluctant to speak up?
If you haven’t already said your version of the words suggested in “Don’t

Hide the Pea,” now is the time to say it. And no matter how sincere you are,
those who have had lousy experiences with honesty in the past will be reluctant
to push back on your favorite ideas or anyone else’s for that matter. Based on
what’s happened in the past, who could blame them? So, see who your takers
are. Some brave person—let’s call him Dave—will venture a comment. What
happens in the next few seconds will tell the tale. It is essential that you say
something like:

Thanks, Dave. Please say more about that.
 
This is often all it takes. Watch your facial expression, body language and bite

your tongue if Dave says something with which you disagree! Instead of jumping
back in to build your own case stronger, invite him to keep talking. Invite him to
talk about his thinking behind his suggestion. Delete “but” from your vocabulary.
Replace it with “and.” Sit or stand with your arms by your side or on the table,
rather than crossed across your chest.

When Dave is finished, say:

That was helpful, Dave. It took guts to say some of the things you
said. Thank you for your candor.

 
Now, hopefully, someone else will venture forth. What usually happens is that

following the first dipping of a toe into questionable waters, assuming no one
dies, the next person who offers a comment will wade in a little deeper and so
on. You’ll definitely find out what you’re made of here. Remember, you invited
their perspective. Listen to it. Honor it. Not one person on your team got up this
morning, looked in the mirror and announced, “Today, I intend to do everything
I can to alienate my team, irritate my boss and ensure that this company tanks!”
 



What if no one says anything? What if I ask for their ideas or opinions
and you could cut the tension in the room with a knife?

Call on someone. By name.

Kathy, you stand right at the juncture where things happen around
this issue. What are your views?

 
If she says, “I don’t know,” say (with no sarcasm or judgment) . . .

Well, what would it be if you did know?
 

And then wait. Let silence do the heavy lifting. In fact, if later in the meeting,
you call on someone who hasn’t contributed and he or she says, “I don’t have
anything to add,” I’d like you to say . . .

What would you add if you did have something to add?
 

My goal for you is that “I don’t know” and “I don’t have anything to add” will
disappear from your organization’s culture. Neither reply is useful. And neither is
true. Some people just don’t want to work that hard or don’t want to risk
putting their real thoughts on the table for everyone to see because they have a
powerful and unpleasant memory of what happened the one and only time they
tried.

This doesn’t make them bad people. It does make them questionable
employees. After all, if every time I ask for your thoughts or suggestions or
opinions or analysis, you don’t know or have nothing to add, then why, exactly,
do I need you?

This may seem harsh. I say it because my belief is that people do know and
they do have something to add. Most people take a job hoping to make a
valuable contribution. It’s how we ask for their views and how we respond
when differing views are offered, that tell the tale of whether or not we’ll benefit
ever again from someone’s intelligence and creativity, whether or not our culture
is enjoying the invaluable discretionary effort that is every employee’s choice to
give or withhold.



 
What if I’ve got a troublemaker on the team?
Offer some ground rules. Show the video, A Taste of Fierce,  before the

conversation. If someone starts to criticize a team member’s ideas or rolls their
eyes as someone is talking, remember—you get what you tolerate. Stop the
conversation and say something like:

George. My hope is that this conversation will provoke learning for
all of us. This requires understanding everyone’s perspective. I
respect Ann tremendously for her candor today and I am genuinely
interested in hearing what she has to say. My request is that you listen
as respectfully to Ann as we intend to listen to you.

 
If George continues to be argumentative, try this:

George, I need for you to find a different way of participating in this
conversation. Otherwise, I’ll have to ask you to leave.

 
Yes, go this far. Send a clear message from the get-go that attacks put-

downs of any kind, including sarcasm, interrupting, rolling of eyes and elbow
nudging. If you’ve got an incorrigible team member, have the confrontation
conversation with him or her at a later time. This is a private, one-to-one
conversation which is covered in depth in chapter 4. The model for your sixty-
second opening statement is in the appendix.
 

How do I set an example? What do I say?
How you set an example begins with the filling out of your issue preparation

form. Be thorough and honest.
There will also be moments during the conversation when you are asked

questions and you struggle to decide just how honest you want to be. If there
are legal reasons why you can’t answer a question, say so. People are
reasonable and accepting of practical, real-world occasions when you are
prevented from being as candid as you might like. Otherwise, screw your
courage to the sticking place, as Shake speare said, and answer each question



honestly and completely.
Remember, everyone wants one person in the world to whom they can

tell the truth and from whom they will hear the truth. Become that person.
There is something deep within us that responds to those who level with us.

Who don’t suggest our compromises for us.
How do I end the conversation?
There are two steps. The first is to thank everyone. And mean it. And let

them know what will happen next. Example:

Thank you for your time, intelligence and candor during this
conversation. My learning has been provoked and consequently, I feel
prepared to make the best possible decision for the organization (or
whatever is appropriate here). I will let you know my decision (or the
next steps) by (fill in the date).

 
The second step is a quick debrief of the experience. Example:

Before we adjourn, I’d like to check in with you about what we did
well and how we can improve the experience in future conversations.
Let’s start with how we can improve.  (Always end team conversations
with a focus on what went well.)

 
Write down what they say. Don’t invite discussion or debate regarding each

person’s comment. Just make sure you understand their suggestion and record
it. Thank each person who speaks. Ask, “How else could we improve?” over
and over until you have a sense everything that needed saying has been said.
Then ask:

What did we do well?
 
Write down what they say here, too. Thank each person who speaks. Then

suggest:

This is helpful. I’ll keep this list and post it when we have our next



conversation. I expect that over time, we will become black-belt
conversationalists. Thanks, everyone. This conversation is at an end.

 
What are some great questions to jump-start a fierce conversation?
 
Once you and others have read the book and talked about the principles, the
following questions should supply you with ample material for fierce
conversations of your own. Remember, when a question is posed
ceremoniously, the universe responds. Any one of these questions can ignite
robust, much-needed dialogue.

1. What’s the most important thing we should be talking about today?
2. What topic are you hoping I won’t bring up? What topic am I hoping

you won’t bring up?
3. What do we believe is impossible to do, that if we were able to do it

would completely change the game? How can we pull this off?
4. What values do we stand for and are there gaps between those values

and how we actually behave?
5. What is our organization pretending not to know? What are we

pretending not to know?
6. How have we behaved in ways guaranteed to produce the results with

which we’re unhappy?
7. What’s the most important decision we’re facing? What’s keeping us

from making it?
8. If we were hired to consult to our company, what advice would we

give?
9. If we were competing with our company, what strategy would we use?
10. If nothing changes, what’s likely to happen?
11. What are the conversations out there with our names on them? The

ones we’ve been avoiding for days, weeks, months, years? Who are
they with and what are the topics?

12. Given everything we’ve explored together, what’s the next most potent
step we need to take? What’s going to try to get in our way? When will
we take it? When should we touch base about how it went and what’s



next?
You emphasize that fierce conversations include telling others how much
they are appreciated. What’s a powerful way to express appreciation, to
tell someone they are valued?
 
A conversation can be deadly boring or it can be a profound experience of
humanity, of intimacy. Sometimes the fiercest and most intimate thing I can say is
. . . I appreciate this about you. This thing you do. The way you handled
that situation. When an entire team does this, they forge a powerful bond.

Here is a team appreciation exercise guaranteed to make a powerful, positive
impact.
 

Appreciation Experience
Pull chairs into a circle. No table in the middle. If people are holding things,

ask them to put them under or behind their chair. No paper or pens, just empty
hands. Give these instructions.

Each of you is an accomplished individual who, over a lifetime, has
gained many tools that help you do what you do. Every time you walk in
the door, you bring into the room your track record of experience,
intelligence, measured results. And after all is said and done, the most
powerful tool you have is your self, your way of being, your way of
thinking and feeling, the way you work and behave with each of us and
everyone else in the organization. Who you are shows up in countless ways
and has everything to do with your success.

Sometimes we forget who we are. Like a fish in the water, we don’t see
the water because we’re in it. We don’t notice how we behave. We just
behave. So, I’d like to ensure that everyone in this room knows exactly
what each of us values about them. Here’s how we’ll do this.

Each of you will have one minute to tell us what you bring to the team.
Then the rest of us will have nine minutes to tell you what we appreciate
about you. It’s important that you look at each person as he or she speaks
to you. All you are allowed to say is, “Thank you.”

While waiting for your turn, resist the temptation to think about what



you will say when it’s your turn. Focus entirely on the team member whose
turn it is at any given moment. Work to clarify what it is that you
appreciate about this individual. “I really like you,” isn’t helpful. Be
specific, genuine. Speak directly to the person. Look directly into his or her
eyes as you speak.

10 minutes per person 
1 minute: What I bring to the team is . . . 
9 minutes: What I appreciate about you is . . .

 
Tape-record each person’s segment and give them the tape. (Test to make

sure the microphone will pick up all comments. Have an individual tape for each
person on the team.) Following these sessions, I’ve gotten many a phone call
from significant others who told me how proud their partner was to bring the
tape home saying, “This is what my team feels about me.”

To close the exercise, say: When each of you comes into the room or into
the conversation, there is something unique present that would be greatly
missed if you were absent. Your qualities and accomplishments are
amplified across the organization. Your impact is larger than you know. If
you ever forget this or have a really bad day, play this tape to remind you
who you are. What will make the biggest difference for good in the
organization is that each of you continues to bring yourself fully to the task
and to each conversation.
Is an apology a fierce conversation?
 
You bet! A sincere and specific apology said while looking into someone’s eyes
is pretty powerful. To say to someone, “I apologize for my contribution to
the problem we’ve been having. I recognize my own DNA in this. Please
forgive me,” is sometimes the ONLY way to begin to turn a soured
relationship around. Of course, you’ve gotta mean it! You can’t fake fierce.
 
 
 



What if someone just won’t talk to me?
 
Continue extending the invitation. Over and over. With grace, sincerity and skill.
Until one day, either this individual will accept your invitation and join you in a
useful conversation OR you will become clear that this person is in no danger of
ever engaging in a productive conversation with you and it is, therefore, time to
move on.

Let’s face it. Not everyone on this planet is willing to or capable of showing
up. Psychologists explain that some individuals believe that if they come out from
behind themselves, into their conversations and make them real, they will cease
to exist. Literally. The façade would fail. It’s just too scary for them. Your best
efforts to coax them toward authenticity, toward honesty, will fail. They just
cannot, will not, play.

Take your ball and go home.
 
 
I’d like my team to discuss the book as a group. Any suggestions for
conducting the discussions?
 

Discussion Questions for The 7 Principles
Schedule seven 45- to 90-minute “conversations” with your team. Each

conversation will focus on one of the seven principles. Ask everyone to read the
appropriate chapter prior to the conversation.

Begin with Principle 1: Master the courage to interrogate reality.
Give each person time to respond to each question. Remember, insight

occurs in the space between words. Your collective job is to slow this
conversation down so it can find out what it wants and needs to be about.

1. Imagine you are teaching this principle to a room full of people. How
would you put this principle in your own words?

2. What struck you about this principle and the stories and ideas in this
chapter?

3. What is your personal and/or professional experience with this principle
—when you and/or others use the principle and when you and/or others



disregard it?
4. What prices do we pay when we disregard this principle? What do we

gain when we honor it?
5. What situations or opportunities do you encounter on a regular basis,

where remembering this principle would help to interrogate reality,
provoke learning, tackle tough challenges and enrich relationships?

6. What do you think is most important to keep in mind about this
principle?

7. What will try to get in your way regarding practicing this principle and
how will you get around it?

8. What is at stake for you to gain if you get really good at practicing this
principle? What is at stake for others who work or live with you to gain
if you get really good at practicing this principle? What is at stake for
your company to gain if everyone gets good at practicing this principle?

9. Any other insights?
Fierce Conversations is an attitude. A way of life. A way of leading.
Whether you’re trying to come up with original thinking, transform a

corporate culture, improve customer renewal rates, enhance cross-boundary
collaboration, develop leaders and emerging leaders or simply create heat,
what’s at the heart of Fierce Conversations was expressed by George Forrester
Colony, with Forrester Research:

“If you ever listen to Sinatra sing, it sounds as if he’s singing directly
to you. That was Sinatra’s great skill, and that’s what we try to
achieve in our business. We want to connect with people on a human
level—to touch them in some way.”

 
What’s the return on investment? In addition to a profound and pervasive

sense of well-being, practicing and championing Fierce Conversations
company-wide enhances employees’ capacity to serve as effective agents for
strategic success, structuring the basis for high levels of alignment, collaboration
and partnership at all levels within the organization and the healthier financial
performance that goes with it.



Here’s to your fierce future!
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