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Key Messages 

Reverse your thinking 

As we get closer to having a crucial conversation the mind has a tendency to focus on what we have 

to lose, rather than what we have to gain. This can lead us to avoid the conversation; reverse your 

thinking and focus on all of the potential gains. When looking at the situation rationally most people 

can see potential positive gains for themselves, the other person, the team and the organisation.  

What we don’t talk out we act out 

If something is important to us, then there are emotions involved and those emotions don’t just 

magically go away when we choose not to speak up. On the contrary these emotions often intensify 

over time and spill over into the relationship through our behaviour. These unresolved situations 

impact our tone, body language and the choices we make in relation to the other person. These 

behaviours often have the effect of increasing tensions in the relationship. 

     

Guidelines for speaking up 

1. The first is to give the other person the opportunity to change. The majority of us would like 

the respect of being given this opportunity, so step up to the plate and explain the issue.  

2. About 98% of the population think of themselves as being a good person. Only a small few 

delight in making other people’s lives miserable. The key here is to approach the 

conversation from the perspective of assuming that the other person had no malicious 

intent. If we come from a place of implying that the person deliberately acted in a way to 

make our life difficult, they are likely to become defensive as they are challenged to keep 

their self-image as being a ‘good person’ intact. 

3. Admit your contribution. Putting up front your part in the situation sends a message to the 

other person that this is not an inquisition seeking to blame. Your part could be as simple as 

not having raised the issue earlier, or not being clear about your expectations.   

4. Seek to understand. Every story has two sides – make room for their side of the story and 

their needs, goals and interests in the context of the situation. 

5. Stick to the facts. When emotions are involved it is easy for the explanation of the issue to 

become loaded with assumptions, generalisations and judgements about the actions of the 

other party. This will only promote defensiveness and often promotes a barrage of 
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accusations coming back the other way. Bring up one or two specific examples and avoid 

language that judges rather than describes the behaviour. 

 

Raising issues in groups 

Research shows that raising issues in groups is particularly difficult for a number of biological and 

psychological reasons: 

1. Adherence to group norms: the pull to comply with the group mentality is high for most of 

us. Research shows that approximately 75% of us will follow the group even when it goes 

against what we think is right once the group number gets above four people. In short we 

don’t like to stand out from the group. 

 

2. Diffusion of responsibility: when we are in groups we very easily delegate responsibility to 

another person to take action, or we naturally assume someone else already has taken 

action. 

3. Deference to authority: we have been used to living in hierarchical social structures for 

millennia and we will naturally default to the most senior person available in novel 

situations. This means that if you are the highest ranking person in a given situation you 

have a responsibility to act otherwise people view your inaction as the way they should 

respond. 

 

Overcoming these barriers 

1. The first antidote to the above is simply the conscious awareness that we have these 

operating biases. This awareness allows us to recognise when we should but are not 

speaking up. 

2. Research shows that in a group situation when someone questions behaviour in a non-

judgemental way, it signals to others that it is okay to express their own concerns about the 

situation. It just takes one person in the group to demonstrate a little bit of courage.  

3. Enable the transgressor to save face. If you are going to approach someone do it on a one-

to-one basis and apply the principles listed previously, such as assume innocence, seek to 

understand and stick to the facts.  


