‘A rich, thoughtful, and useful handbook
for designing conversations that create
meaningful change.’

- Dave Gray, co-author of Gamestorming, author of Liminal Thinking
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Our lives are defined by
the conversations we
can or can’t have.



Good conversations
deliver what we expect.



Transformative
conversations deliver
surprise.



Leadership is the art of
designing the conditions
for a transformative
conversation.



In any moment,
anyone can lead a
conversation.
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PART ONE

(ONVERSATIONS

MATTER

“The limits of my language
are the limits of my world.”

Ludwig Wittgenstein, Austrian
Philosopher, popularized
the duck-rabbit.



Conversations Matter
Our lives are built one conversation at a time.

Each day we have dozens of conversations. Some conver-
sations are once-in-a-lifetime interactions that light us up
and shift our course. Others seem stuck in an infinite loop,
eventually becoming stale and repetitive.

We count on conversations to help us get what we want
and need from other people, and we all put significant
effort into making our conversations go well.

It can take work to start them off right: “We need to talk,”
rarely starts an exchange anyone is looking forward to.
When conversations get off track, it’s hard to walk away
without regrets or replaying them in our heads.

Conversations can be hinge points, igniting new growth
or ending a phase in our lives. No matter how difficult,
any conversation can be an opportunity to connect, learn,
and grow.

Each and every conversation is an opportunity to change
your life. You can take hold of that opportunity, or let it

slip through your fingers.

Conversations matter.
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Awkward Laundry Room
Conversations

My journey into designing conversations started in a laun-
dry room. | had finished my two-year master’s degree in
industrial design, and was working as a researcher and
strategist for a small firm in the Flatiron section of New
York. Most of my job was journeying out into the suburbs
to talk to homemakers about the appliances they used in
their daily lives, and how we could make them better.

| had an experience that has stayed with me, nearly a
decade later. Standing in a laundry room with my inter-
viewee, a dark-haired ltalian-American mother of three
teenagers who made sandwiches for her kids every day
(when was the last time my mother made me a sand-
wich, | wondered?), | steadily worked through my list of
guestions. She was offering me some great information,
but time was getting short and | still had a lot to ask. She
paused for a moment, done with her response, or so |
thought.

| took a breath and started to ask my “next” question. At
the same time she took a breath to continue her thoughts.
We both stammered as the opening of our sentences
collided.

“What were you going to say?” | asked. It was my job,
after all, to get her to give us as much good information
as possible.

“Oh, | can’t remember now!” she said. | blanched. In one
breath, | had erased her entire half of the conversation.

In that moment, | saw the power of conversation: con-
nection and insights would only ever happen if | could be
patient and open to silence. What else was | missing in my
life, in my rush to move things forward?
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From Good to Great

We spend a tremendous amount of time talking to oth-
er people. At work alone, some estimates figure that the
average worker spends about five hours in meetings each
week. For managers, that number rises to 12 hours. In the
public sector, it’s 14 hours. Most of these hours are report-
ed to be “ineffective” at delivering solid outcomes. That’s
a huge financial loss in productivity. That loss could be as
much as 37 billion (with a B!) according to one study. And
that’s just official meetings'.

Outside of work, think about the challenges of bringing
up difficult issues with our family, spouse or friends. It’s
impossible to estimate the cost of not having good con-
versations with the most important people in our lives.

A good conversation might mean that we get out of it what
we wanted and planned. When everything goes accord-
ing to our plan, that’s good. While a good conversation
delivers what we expect, a great conversation exceeds
our expectations. As powerful as the human imagination
is, even if everything went according to our plans, we’d
still live smaller lives.

Stepping into a conversation expecting to be surprised
means being open to possibility. Even the toughest con-
versations can be opportunities for transformation, if we
look carefully.

It’s hard to dig deep during a conflict to find common
ground or to discover where the issue started. I’'ve walked
into firing squads and walked out with friendships intact
because | was willing to listen and be patient with my own
panic.

That’s the power of conversation to transform lives.
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From Defaults to Design

| didn’t write this book just to help you have “good” con-
versations. This book exists to help you break through to a
new level of communication and collaboration within your
team, in your organization, and in your life. That’s my pas-
sion and my purpose—helping teams and organizations
work together better, by talking and collaborating more
mindfully. The problem is, most of our conversations run
on a multitude of default decisions.

When we come together to talk with a person or people,
the conversation starts in a familiar way: someone “kicks
things off” and someone responds. Then, a free-for all
ensues. The conversation ping-pongs back and forth,
with everyone taking a turn whenever the urge strikes.
When conversations are left to these default, unconscious
patterns, they can wind up going in circles and causing
heartache.

“What if we (insert idea)?”

“We tried that last season.”

“Oh, okay.”

Why is it okay for us to generate and critique ideas at the
same time? Why are we sitting around a table looking at a
screen? Why aren’t we going for a walk and talking about
this? Why are we having this conversation over email?

Why are these the default choices? Who made them?

Instead of default decisions, we can make mindful, inten-
tional choices and design our conversations, for the better.

PART ONE CONVERSATIONS MATTER 19



Your Work Starts Now

Being intentional and mindful about all the conversations
in your life might sound like a big task, and you’re right: it
is. And the bad news is, | can’t do any of that work for you,
but | can create time and space for you to do it and ask
you some helpful questions.

Throughout the book you’ll find boxes like the one below
that are there for you to slow down and internalize the
material in the book. Each box asks you to find ways to
make the principles practical in your work and life. I'm
going to throw a lot of concepts at you and | want you to
take some time to absorb them. The best way to do that
is to create a space for your internal conversation. Grab
a pack of three inch sticky notes and get started. Reflect
on the questions in the box below. Jot your thoughts on a
sticky note, and stick it here.

+ What’s one conversation that matters in
your life?

+ If you woke up tomorrow morning and
that conversation was magically trans-
formed for the better, how would it feel?

+ How would you know things had
changed?

+ What are the default choices in the
conversation?

+ What can you shift that might
help make this change possible?
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The Conversations We Won’t Have

A friend of mine (let’s call her Eleanor) was annoyed that
her brother never called her. She always had to call him.

“Have you told him that you wish he’d call you more and
how much that would mean to you?”

“There’s no point,” she replied. “He wouldn’t get it.”
And there the conversation ended, before it even started.
If she won’t bring it up, she is 100 percent correct. He will

never get it if she doesn’t find a way to share it. Unless
she’s willing to be surprised, she’ll never try.

+ What’s one conversation that is hard for
you to initiate?

+ What’s at stake?

+ What’s an ideal resolution look like for
you?

+ What does an ideal resolution look like
for your counterpart?

+ Jot down a few words about that on a
sticky note and place it here.

L/
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Organizations Are Limited by the
Conversations They Won’t Have

Organizations, in essence, are simply a conglomeration
of conversations and the people who have them. These
people are connected, not just through economics but
through relationships. Those relationships dictate which
conversations they’re supposed to have. Individuals are
meant to talk to some people and not to others. We're
supposed to talk to certain people before we talk to oth-
er people. And there are definitely things we’re not sup-
posed to talk about.

Just like a person can’t get what they don’t ask for, an
organization can’t do what it can’t talk about. The con-
versations they can’t have limit them entirely. What seems
impossible in one organization might be a simple task
at another, a non-event. Asking for a meeting on a topic
that’s taboo or tender might be blisteringly political and
risky...or it may be welcome.

Ed Catmull, president of Pixar says, “If there’s more truth
in hallways than in meetings, you have a problem.” If you
can’t even talk about something in the hallways, you have
a bigger problem.

Like positive and negative numbers canceling each other

out, the conversations your organization isn’t having can
negate the impact of the conversations they are having.
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Choose Your Own Adventure

A client of mine (let’s call her Samantha) was head of the
design organization for a conglomerate of fashion brands.
She’d been hearing frustrated reports from her Design
team: The Sales team wasn’t listening to their ideas. Mean-
while, the Sales organization complained to Samantha
that the Design team would bring half-baked concepts to
meetings that their customers would never buy.

Samantha felt stuck. She wanted her Design team to push
the boundaries and create new products that their cus-
tomers would love. But without cooperation and insights
from the Sales team, these products wouldn’t sell. How
could she help these two feuding teams see eye-to-eye?

Should she:
A. Teach the design group some strategic frameworks
to help ground their ideas and communicate them

better?

B. Bring Design and Sales together to teach them both a
shared set of critique skills?

C. Bring Design and Sales together to discuss the ten-
sion, and ask them how to proceed?

D. Break the big, messy “design versus sales” conver-
sation into smaller discussions, based on the brands

they each serve?

E. Something else?
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What Conversation Is Possible?

Samantha came to me for help. Given her budget and
timeline (small and fast), | suggested a combination of C
and D. | sketched a workshop inspired by the open-space
conversation model (page 60) where all interested parties
in Sales and Design could talk about how they currently
pitch and critique, and then develop a new way forward
collaboratively. Why this approach? Sales and Design
have very different perspectives on what the problem is.
New skills (A or B) won’t solve an unwillingness to work
together.

Samantha assured me that no one would come to a cross-
brand effort, as each brand was only concerned with their
own work. We would have to work team by team, via
option D. No other conversation seemed possible, unless
the CEO got involved to motivate (i.e., force) people to
show up.

+ What’s one conversation that is hard for
your organization to have?

+ List all the stakeholders you’d like to
include in the conversation. What would
it take to get all of them to the table?

+ If they came together and had a surpris-
ing conversation, what could be possi-
ble for your organization?

L/
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Leaders Create the Conditions for
Transformative Conversations

Eleanor and Samantha both had the opportunity to start
fresh conversations that had the potential to transform
their relationships with the people involved. Both hes-
itated to invite a deeper or larger dialogue. Both were
limited by what they thought was possible, neither was
willing to be surprised. Based on their understanding of
the power structures at play, the willingness of people to
engage, and who'’s “turn” it was to do something about it,
they both decided that no good options were within their
power.

Instead, each was hoping for someone else to lead the
transformation, to open the door. Neither felt the reins
were theirs to take. But leadership isn’t a title; it’s a role
that anyone can take on at any time. Anyone can, at any
time, guide a conversation through a hard topic by bring-
ing a willingness to engage and the right questions.

Waiting for someone else to act won’t do. If we see the
problem, we have to do something about it. If we want
others to open up to new possibilities, we might try to
open as well. It’s our responsibility to frame the challenge
so that others can be open to exploring the issue. This
is what an old business partner of mine called “making
problems huggable.” If we can approach the problem
together, we can solve it together.

These conversations can inspire new futures. We can cre-

ate the conditions for these types of conversations inten-
tionally, by design.
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Drawing Conversations

Try drawing your organization, not as an
“org chart” but as a web of conversa-
tions.

Which conversations are easy and fluid?

Which conversations are isolated?

Which conversations are difficult and
prickly?

What conversations aren’t happening?
It might take more than one sticky note

to draw - you might need a whole white-
board.

L/
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We Design Important Conversations

If you’re about to give a keynote speech, you might write
out index cards or build a presentation deck to help you
stay on track. If you’re hosting a conference, you’ll likely
take time to build a thoughtful and connected set of talks.
When you’re asking someone to marry you, do you wing it?

We enter into these important conversations with a shape
in mind: an opener, where we hope to start, and a closing
point, where we hope to get to. That endpoint might be
getting your beloved to say “Hell yes!” or your sales team
aligned on a Q3 strategy.

American Nobel Laureate and Economist Herb Simon
asserts that design “is to devise courses of action aimed
at changing existing situations into preferred ones.” We
rarely notice it, but we design conversations every day, in
large and small ways, through our intentions and prepara-
tions, to shift conversations from their current course into
preferred directions.

Design is about making choices. Those choices are based
on what we see as possibilities. Eleanor and Samantha,
like most of us, fall back on habitual approaches towards
designing conversations. From the infinite options open
to them, they chose the easiest path, the one that rocked
the boat the least. Bolder designs were left on the draft-
ing table.

To design conversations that matter, we might first open

ourselves up to seeing other options, to imagine the
unimaginable.
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From Designing Things
to Conversations

When we design conversations, what are we actually
designing? In my early work as a designer, the materials
were plain to see: They were actual materials. If we want-
ed to make a physical product better we changed the col-
or, shape, size, and curves.

Over the next few years of my design career, | moved
from Industrial Design to Interaction Design. There, the
materials were visual and digital. If a digital product need-
ed to be improved, there were still clear ways to do it:
We changed the typography, the layout, or the flow of
screens. Whether the product was physical or digital, we
made things better by listening to the people who used
them and the teams who made them.

While | thought | was simply designing a new wash-
ing machine interface or medical device, | was actually
designing a way for my teammates, clients and their cus-
tomers to discuss and decide where to go next. What |
was really designing, all along, were conversations.

In my later work as a facilitator, | wanted to know what
was going on behind the scenes of important conversa-
tions. So in 2017, | started my podcast, The Conversation
Factory, to answer that question: If conversations can be
designed (and | say they can), what are the materials of
conversations?

This book that you’re holding in your hands is the result of
the conversations I’ve had on the show. It’s the distillation
of what I’ve learned about how you can design conversa-
tions that matter in your life.

People are complex and conversations are complex, so no
one fool-proof method could possibly work in every con-
versation, every time. Instead, this book is a map to the
territory and provides a space for you to reflect and learn.
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“How do you design better conversations in the workplace? | can think of no
more important skill for a leader (or for anyone trying to improve the world
of work for that matter) than the conversation skills this book unpacks in an
incredibly practical and hands on way.”

Didier Elzinga, CEO/Founder & People Geek, Culture Amp

“Conversational Leadership is a new approach to aligning teams and leading
change - which is more critical than ever - and has transformed how | lead
Sprints and train Sprint Masters at Google.”

Kai Haley, Head of Design Relations and Lead of Sprint Master Academy,
Google

“Leaders need to acquire mastery in designing conversations. The frameworks
in this book will help teams align on vision, face hard issues and build a creative
and inclusive team culture.”

Tin Kadoic, Design Lead, Airbnb

“Every project’s success depends on conversations. Critiquing, facilitation,
presentation, strategy, etc. all depend on an ability to objectively and collab-
oratively communicate. Good Talk unpacks ways that we can be intentional in
our communication and collaboration - and build them into a more effective
product design process.”

Aaron Irrizary, Design Director, Capital One

Daniel Stillman designs conversations for a living, and insists that you
actually do that too. Asan independent design facilitator, he works with
clients and organizations of all shapes and sizes to help them frame and
sustain productive and collaborative conversations, deepen their facilita-
tion skills, and coach them through the innovation process. His first book,
The 30 Second Elephant and the Paper Airplane Experiment is about origami
and teams and yes, it's as strange as it sounds. He hosts The Conversation
Factory podcast where he interviews leaders, changemakers and innovators
on how they design the conversations in their work and lives.
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