
 

Leaning Into Learning Conversations: Changing Your Stance 

  Message Delivery Stance Learning Stance 

What Happened Conversation 
Truth 

Assumption: 
I know all I need to know to 
understand what happened. 
Goal: 
Persuade them I am right.  

Assumption: 
Each of us brining important 
information and perceptions 
that the other doesn’t know. 
Goal:  
How we understand the 
situation and why.  

 
 

Intentions 

Assumption: 
I know what they intended. 
Goal:  
Let them know what they did 
was wrong.  

Assumption: 
I know what I intended but I do 
not and cannot know what is in 
their head. 
Goal:  
Find out the impact on them 
and share the impact on me. 

 
 

Blame 

Assumption: 
It’s all their fault 
Goal:  
Get them to admit blame and 
accept responsibility. 

Assumption: 
We have probably both 
contributed to the problem. 
Goal: 
Understand how our actions 
interacted to produce this 
result. 

Feelings Conversation Assumption: 
Feelings are irrelevant and it 
wouldn’t be helpful to share. 
Goal: 
Avoid talking about feelings. 

Assumption: 
Feelings are the heart of the 
situation. I may have to dig in to 
understand. 
Goal: 
Address feelings without 
judgement and acknowledge 
prior to problem solving.  

The Identity Conversation Assumption: 
I’m competent or incompetent, 
good or bad. There is no in 
between. 
Goal: 
Protect may all-or-nothing self-
image. 

Assumption: 
There may be a lot at stake 
psychologically for both of us. 
Neither of us is perfect. 
Goal: 
Understand the identity issues 
on the line for both parties. 
Build a more complex self –
image to maintain balance.  

From the Harvard Negotiation Project – Stone, Patton, and Heen (2010) 

 

 



 

A DIFFICULT CONVERSATION CHECKLIST (Stone, Patton, and Heen) 

Step One: Prepare by Walking Through the Three Conversations 

 
1. Sort out What Happened. 

 Where does your story come from (information, past experiences, rules? Theirs? 

 What impact has this situation had on you? What might their intentions have been? 

 What you each contributed to the problem? 
2. Understand Emotions. 

 Explore your emotional footprint, and the bundle of emotions you experience. 
3. Ground your Identity. 

 What’s at stake for you about you? What do you need to accept to be better grounded? 
 

Step Two: Check your Purposes and Decide Whether to Raise the Issue 

 

 Purposes: What do you hope accomplish by having this conversation? Shift your stance to 
support learning, sharing, and problem solving. 

 Deciding: Is this the best way to address the issue and achieve your purposes? Is the issue 
really embedded in our Identity conversation? Can you affect the problem by changing your 
contributions? If you don’t raise it, what can you do to help yourself let go? 
 

Step Three: Start from the Third Story 

 
1. Describe the problem as the difference between your stories. Include both viewpoints as a 
legitimate part of the discussion. 
2. Share your purposes. 
3. Invite them to join you as a partner in sorting out the situation together. 
 

Step Four: Explore Their Story and Yours 

 

 Listen to Understand their perspective on what happened. Ask questions. Acknowledge the 
feelings behind the arguments and the accusations. Paraphrase to see if you’ve got it. 

 Share your Viewpoint: your past experiences, intentions, and feelings. 

 Reframe, reframe, reframe to keep it on track.  
 

Step Five: Problem Solving 

 

 Invent options that meet each side’s most important concerns and interests.  

 Look to standards for what should happen. Keep in mind the standard of mutual caretaking; 
relationships that always to one way rarely last. 

 Talk about how to keep communication open as you go forwards.  
 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 


