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SUMMARY: 
Do you need to have a difficult conversation with someone but don’t know how to start? In this episode, Harvard lecturer Sheila 
Heen unpacks the challenging dynamics of these conversations and explores some common ways people get stuck. In part one of 
this two-part episode, she discusses the “What Happened? Conversation.” 
 

KEY TAKEAWAYS: 
• Engaging in a difficult conversation means we’re invested in the thing we’re doing or the people we’re doing it with. 
• Using the right words will not solve a difficult conversation. The problems and solutions run deeper. 
• There’s no such thing as a diplomatic hand grenade. 
• In difficult conversations, we need to shift from message delivery into a learning stance of curiosity. 
• Difficult conversations have an underlying structure. 

o The What Happened? Conversation 
o The Feelings Conversation 
o The Identity Conversation 

• In a learning conversation, we acknowledge that we don’t have the full information about the situation.  
• Being curious doesn’t mean you abandon your convictions.  
• True questions are not a matter of punctuation. Some questions are thinly disguised judgments. 
• Listening is one of the first skills to go in a difficult conversation 
• Three elements of the What Happened? Conversation 

o 1) Shift from certainty to curiosity.  
§ In most cases we are both right but just talking about totally different things. 

o 2) Shift from blame to contribution.  
§ Blame looks backward, assumes fault and tries to determine who should be punished.  
§ Contribution assumes everyone played some role, even if it was avoiding getting involved. 
§ What we did might be reasonable, but we realize it didn’t help.  
§ The purpose of the conversation focuses on how we can work together to get a different outcome.  

o 3) Separate intent and impact. 
§ We often attribute motive and assume the worst. 
§ Other people’s intentions are invisible and they’re often complicated. 
§ Even with good intentions we have a negative impact on people.  
§ Our good intentions do not sanitize the negative impact. 
§ We need to pull intent and impact apart and hold them both as important. 

• If we can get curious about what’s going on and why, then we’ll have a better conversation. 
 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS: 
1. Think about a difficult conversation that you are having or need to have.  Which of the following actions might help you 

move forward in in your situation?  (Check all that apply.) 
a. I need to realize the right words will not necessarily help the other person understand. 
b. I need to shift from certainly to curiosity. 
c. I need to shift from blame to contribution. 
d. I need to shift from intent to impact. 
 

2. Commit to doing one (or more) of the above actions to move your conversation forward this week. 
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