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Notes for Growth

Good Leaders Have “Powerful Conversations”

There are numerous books on leadership. Indeed the topic is an academic discipline in its own right.  From my reading, I find that at its core, leadership is mostly about communication. Phil Harkins, writing in the May 2006 issue of the online newsletter Link & Learn describes research on the distinctive verbal communication skills displayed by extraordinary leaders.

Harkins describes candid, clear, “powerful conversations” followed by committed action. He calls them “powerful conversations”, because they energize teams, encourage understanding and make a vision seem real and worth attaining. A “powerful conversation” typically progresses in four stages. 

Stage 1: Before drilling down into details, high-impact leaders spend as much time as they need forming and articulating a clear vision so team members have total acceptance of its attainability. I have found it can be helpful at this stage to break things into more “bite-sized” portions so people can see how things will get done and how they may fit into the grand scheme.

Stage 2: In the second stage high-impact leaders hold “candid and clear discussion of what people are thinking and feeling”. The high-impact leader makes sure everyone is heard and all ideas are explored. He or she carefully asks questions to make sure there is a genuine expression of beliefs, expectations and even fears, while also patiently ensuring that the conversation remains relevant to the big picture.  Doing this helps everyone set realistic agendas for achieving the vision. 

Stage 3: Next the high-impact leader facilitates team members in discussions about the issues enmeshed in their proposed agendas. In this way, the leader both gains a deeper understanding of the team’s goals and also surfaces any hidden agendas that may be there.  In this stage the leader may describe scenarios linking future outcomes with the current situation, then proceeds to refine them. He or she continues to keep the process focused on the target future state, and helps the team see how far it has moved and what progress it has made.

Stage 4: Finally, the leader makes sure team members know exactly what steps they need to take next and that people are clear and honest about what they will do to make their commitments real and alive. It can be especially helpful here to write out commitments on a white board and hold them up to one another so that once again, everyone sees how their actions will fit in with what others will be doing.

In the closing of a powerful conversation, a leader makes sure there is absolute buy-in, to the team’s goal, that team members' commitments are clear and agreed to and that all action steps are well-defined and understood. In this way, the high-impact leader ensures that the powerful conversation will produce results.
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