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			Book Presentation: Powerful Conversations by Phil Harkins

			Book Abstract

			MAIN IDEA

			Any time two people engage in a conversation, there is an opportunity for one party, the other or both to: (1) Advance an agenda; (2) Learn something new; (3) Strengthen the relationship between the two.

			Powerful conversations are a structured approach to maximizing the benefits and impact of these conversations consistently to achieve great results. As such, powerful conversations are a driver of change - either business or personal - by fostering learning and demanding that action steps be taken.

			Every powerful conversation goes through three stages:

			
					Stage 1 - A sharing of feelings and beliefs.

					Stage 2 - A discussion about what should be done in terms of discussing specific needs and wants.

					Stage 3 - Agreement on the specific action steps to be taken and the mutual commitments to be kept by both parties.

			

			Since powerful conversations are an agent for change to occur, they can be harnessed productively within any organization. The people who become most adept at conducting powerful conversations are usually the business leaders. Those leaders that can enter into powerful conversations with candor and clarity often become high impact leaders - in other words, leaders who generate impressive and substantial results for their organization.

			Not all leaders are high impact. But every person who masters the concept of powerful conversations can achieve exceptional and notable levels of performance, create and foster important relationships and drive forward personal and organizational goals consistently and productively.

			Important Note About This Ebook

			This is a summary and not a critique or a review of the book. It does not offer judgment or opinion on the content of the book. This summary may not be organized chapter-wise but is an overview of the main ideas, viewpoints and arguments from the book as a whole. This means that the organization of this summary is not a representation of the book.

			Summary of Powerful Conversations (Phil Harkins)

			1. The Link Between Powerful Conversations and High-Impact Leaders

			Main Idea

			With very few exceptions, there is a direct link between high impact leaders and powerful conversations. In other words, high impact leaders invariably become that way because of their ability to conceive and deliver a series of powerful conversations on a regular and consistent basis.

			Supporting Ideas

			At its very heart, the most fundamental thing any leader does is to communicate with the people he or she comes into contact with on a daily basis. Each of these contact points, whether in-person or by some other means, provides an opportunity for one of three outcomes to be achieved:

			
					An agenda will be advanced - there will be increased comprehension by one party of the dreams, vision and aspirations of the other party.

					Shared learning will take place - specific information will be exchanged and there will be increased comprehension about a specific issue.

					A relationship will be strengthened - through a “meeting of the minds” where both parties increase their mutual trust or understanding.

			

			In short, powerful conversations are a powerful and reliable tool for leaders to generate results.

			High impact leaders - usually deliberately but sometimes unconsciously - harness powerful conversations strategically to enhance the results achieved by their organizations. They engage in conversations that are very clear, consistent and forward moving. By doing so, they enhance their yield (and that of their organization’s) in terms of concrete and actual results achieved.

			In this context, high impact leaders:

			
					Get results - by making things happen.

					Move their organizations forward by proposing a clear and unambiguous agenda, encouraging others to share the same vision and following through consistently.

					Can be found anywhere in an organization, and often have no formal job title.

					Are always explicit, succinct and consistent in what they say to their peers or subordinates.

					Sometimes have charisma, but often do not.

					Are the sorts of people others want to follow - not because they have to but because they want to.

					Have alignment between what they say and what they do.

					Have a track record of delivering on whatever they promise - generating openness and trust.

					Are trusted.

					Are always great learners - on the outlook for any ideas that can be harnessed to take their organizations onwards and upwards to greater levels of achievement.

					Never make promises they cannot or do not intend to fulfill.

					Constantly look for ways to enhance their impact.

			

			The key dynamic for a high impact leader is the Say-Do axis:

			[image: ]

			For a leader to have a high impact on his/her organization, what they say matches what they do. If there is a disconnect - where one thing is said and something entirely different is done - the organization goes nowhere.

			When consistency exists between words and actions, a foundation is laid for organizational trust to develop. On that foundation, a high impact leader enlists, focuses and directs the collaborative efforts of everyone within the organization. Only then can business synergy be created.

			Key Thoughts

			“Leaders talk. That is what they do. Leadership itself is really a series of powerful conversations.”

			– Phil Harkins

			“Leadership is hard work. Most leaders are decent enough communicators on sunny days when things are going well. The real opportunity for greatness, however, comes on those days when things are not so clear. Those are the occasions when a leader’s greatness is tested, and when his or her conversations must be powerful in order to win.”

			– Warren Bennis, Professor, University of Southern California

			“The high impact leaders I have observed are in a continual process of learning and development. This learning is focused in two directions. It is aimed outward, on the bigger issues involved in running an organization and competing in the global marketplace. But it is also aimed inward, at an exploration of meandering paths in the landscape of the leader’s own spirits. Real learning is about confronting truth. Yet so often, in our dialogues with our own selves, we duck the truth and fail to unveil our most treasured wants and needs, even to ourselves.”

			– Phil Harkins

			“People walk away from a powerful conversation feeling energized and positive. That, in itself, is a measurement useful for analyzing its impact. It is not surprising that good feelings emerge when progress has been made in a conversation. Both parties feel that way because they have acknowledged wants and needs and shared ideas. Ultimately, participants in a conversation feel good when agendas have been advanced. High impact leaders certainly feel good when they are able to move forward in ways that positively affect their ability to deliver on results.”

			– Phil Harkins

			“At the end of powerful conversations, memories of frustrations and tiredness are gone. Only the energy remains. And that is the energy that fuels great achievements.”

			– Phil Harkins

			2. The Anatomy of a Powerful Conversation

			Main Idea

			Powerful conversations, broadly speaking, tend to take a three stage approach:

			Stage 1 - An agenda or desired outcome will be specified.

			Stage 2 - The issues and options will be discussed.

			Stage 3 - A specific commitment to action will be made.

			In addition, there will often be a preamble discussion and exchange of ideas to set the tone and create a good atmosphere for a powerful conversation which follows.

			Supporting Ideas

			To plan out a powerful conversation, use this template:
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			At the conclusion of any conversation, a high-impact leader will take the time to try and determine the impact of the powerful conversation.

			Any leader evaluation should be done in the context of the three ideal outcomes of a powerful conversation:

			
					Advancement of agendas. - Ask questions like:	Did I get what I needed out of this conversation?

	Are tangible benefits for the business likely to materialize?

	Did the other person get what they needed?




					Shared learning. - Ask questions such as:	What new information did I pick up on?

	Did the other person learn something worthwhile?




					Stronger relationships. - The appropriate questions to consider are:	Do I feel the relationship is stronger now than before?

	Does the other person feel stronger about the business?




			

			Additional insights into the effectiveness of the conversation may be gained by asking everyone else who participated similar kinds of questions. A wide range of anecdotal information will allow some feel for the impact or potential impact of the conversation to be gauged.

			Key Thoughts

			“When most of us communicate, goals and desired outcomes are hit or miss. With high-impact leaders it’s different. They see their conversations not as a challenge or a means for survival, but as an opportunity. Specifically, they achieve their goals by clarifying commitments and creating next steps - and they do so in ways that promote learning and measurably improve relationships.”

			– Phil Harkins

			“I believe that organizations rise or fall based on the power of the conversations taking place within them.”

			– Phil Harkins

			“All organizations make mistakes. The best organizations constantly work to identify and rectify the communication failures and gaps that underlie those mistakes so the same mistakes won’t happen again.”

			– Phil Harkins

			“The ability to generate and manage quality conversations distinguishes effective leaders. It is the way they share critical business knowledge, ask tough questions, test assumptions and catalyze action. It is the means through which they initiate requests and obtain commitments. It is how they get results. And natural-born communication skills have nothing to do with it.”

			– Phil Harkins

			“Powerful conversations generate shared learning, building of trust, sincere connection - all of these factors add up to an improved relationship. They also foster environments in which organizations are able to get beyond their defensive routines so that they can really innovate and create value. There is nothing more liberating, satisfying or motivating than when individuals in an organization are able to collaborate successfully in realizing vision and strategy.”

			– Phil Harkins

			3. The Five Types of Powerful Conversations

			Main Idea

			Powerful conversations come in five primary types or flavors:

			
					Focused Drive - those that actualize strategy

					Emotional Intelligence - those that stabilize

					Trusted Influence - those that build trust

					Conceptual Thinking - those that drive ideas

					Systems Thinking - those that systemize

			

			High impact leaders understand the differences and use whichever flavor is most appropriate to the situation at hand.

			Supporting Ideas

			Taking each powerful conversation type in turn:

			
					Focused DriveFocus is the ability to cut out distractions while drive suggests acting decisively to achieve results. Generally speaking, a high impact leader uses focused drive to change strategy from a theoretical exercise to a dynamic force.
A focused drive style powerful conversation:
	Clarifies the threat or challenge facing the organization.

	Motivates participants to apply energy with persistence.

	Generates enthusiasm - by specifying the reward.

	Defines clearly the part each individual will play.

	Allows participants to specify what resources they need.

	Reinforces the importance of achieving the goal.




					Emotional intelligenceThe balance between perception - understanding the needs of others - and emotional maturity - the ability to control emotions - is called emotional intelligence. Broadly, a high impact leader uses emotional intelligence to conduct powerful conversations that are stabilizing.
An emotional intelligence style powerful conversation:
	Acknowledges the true feelings and fears of participants.

	Expresses empathy and understanding.

	Identifies factors beyond the direct control of the group.

	Suggests new alternatives and possibilities.

	Provides a vision of the future - and how to get there.




					Trusted InfluenceTwo factors combine to generate trusted influence:
	Commitment - the alignment of shared goals and values.

	Empowerment - the willingness to delegate and share.


High impact leaders will use trusted influence style powerful conversations to create self-confidence within their organizations.
A trusted influence style powerful conversation:
	Sets a philosophy and delegates the details.

	Spends time on communicating goals and values.

	Emphasizes clearness and consistency.

	Demonstrates meaningfully a sense of caring.

	Is non judgmental and accommodating.

	Values and rewards loyalty.

	Strives to bring out the best in all participants.




					Conceptual ThinkingFormed by the balance between innovation and big picture thinking, this type of conversation works best when the facts are unclear and ambiguous. High impact leaders use conceptual thinking when a climate of learning is needed for the organization to respond to new challenges.
A conceptual thinking style powerful conversation:
	Values intuition and lateral thinking.

	Encourages the status quo to be challenged robustly.

	Allows the tough questions to be articulated.

	Sets up an open dialogue anyone can participate in.

	Seeks better solutions than historical precedents.

	Harnesses energy, passion and group brain power.

	Frequently uses metaphors.

	Worships the power of a great idea.

	Moves the organization in a new direction.




					Systems ThinkingThis type of conversation blends process orientation - the integration of new ideas - with mental discipline. In broad terms, this type of powerful conversation will be most applicable in circumstances of ambiguity and cluttered information.
A systems thinking style powerful conversation:
	Frequently examines the fundamentals involved.

	Involves an open and frank analysis of the situation.

	Discusses real needs and examines the facts thoroughly.

	Has no preconditions on the outcome generated.

	Moves from the facts to specific solutions deliberately.




			

			While it is true these distinctions can become blurred in real life use, high impact leaders are at least aware of the subtle and not-so-subtle differences between the various types. They deliberately attempt to fit the conversation type to the specific situation faced.

			Key Thoughts

			“High impact leaders use powerful conversations strategically to achieve their goals. Conversations in real life may seem a muddled mixture of the five types. They may and do take place not just in structured meetings and through scripted speeches but also on the run and in hallways. High impact leaders exhibit forethought about who they want to talk to and why, as well as what ends they want to achieve through their interactions. They plan and use the different types to maximize their impact.”

			– Phil Harkins

			“High impact leaders believe in their ability to ride out storms, but have the empathy to acknowledge and understand the fears of others. A high impact leader cannot create widespread optimism without doing this first. This is difficult for many high impact leaders because, being people of great optimism, they are willing and able to race ahead of their followers towards positive action.”

			– Phil Harkins

			“At bottom, leaders actualize strategy through conversations around focused drive. They stabilize through conversations around emotional intelligence. They build trust through their conversations around trusted influence. They drive ideas through conversations around conceptual thinking. And they systemize and focus work processes through conversations around systems thinking. You can break it down to finer detail, or slap different labels on these tasks, but you will find that at the end of the day, this remains the essence of a high impact leader’s work.”

			– Phil Harkins

			4. The Opposite of Powerful Conversations - And How To Avoid Them

			Main Idea

			Bad conversations are at the opposite end of the effectiveness spectrum from powerful conversations. Most people don’t need a definition of bad conversations - they know instinctively this type of activity leads nowhere and achieves nothing.

			A high impact leader will most often have the presence of mind to recognize when bad conversations are developing and attempt to move them in more positive directions.

			Supporting Ideas

			The tell-tale signs of bad conversations include:

			
					Ideas are expressed ambiguously or poorly.

					The conversation goes off on tangents constantly.

					Frequent interruptions leading to frustration.

					Participants are totally disinterested.

					Nobody tries to express what they actually think.

					Nonverbal signs are the complete opposite of what is said.

					Everyone becomes unresponsive and lethargic.

			

			The flow-on effects of bad conversations are:

			
					Participants can become bitter and hurt.

					Complainers can give free expression to criticism.

					Non-producers can spread rumors and half-truths.

					Doubters can eliminate any optimism that existed.

			

			High impact leaders follow these strategies to turn bad conversations into powerful conversations:

			
					Drop the agenda and focus on dealing with the negative conversation immediately. Leaders know ignoring it won’t make a bad conversation go away.

					Leaders first attempt to create empathy by validating any sensible issues or feelings that are expressed. They instinctively realize this is the only way to get at the heart of the matter - why that conversation arose in the first place.

					Instead of minimizing the number of issues under discussion, leaders create a list. In that way, every possible concern can be expressed. Once they have been brought into the open, a leader will deliberately validate each issue.

					Once a list has been generated, a leader will get unanimous agreement the list is complete - no other issues are lurking just below the surface. Again, understanding of the items on the list is sought.

					Most high impact leaders are well versed in human nature -and consequently understand that most likely the real issues will be on the bottom of the list rather than at the top where more superficial issues will be found. Therefore, a leader will start at the bottom of the list and work to the top. That should bring a quicker resolution.

					As each issue on the list is being dealt with, a leader will allow others to explain in detail why that is so important. That allows all of the dimensions of each issue to find expression.

					A good technique at this point is called “hold up the mirror”. In practice, the leader repeats back to the person their own lines of reasoning. When looked at that way, things often become petty and inconsequential.

					An effective leader will then move the conversation back into positive territory - having dealt with all the issues everyone agreed was the complete list.

			

			Powerful conversations are always upbeat and energizing. There will always be some exhilaration and increased enthusiasm surrounding them. Optimism generates positive energy as good ideas are discussed, goals are set and forward momentum is built.

			By contrast, bad conversations are always mentally and emotionally fatiguing. They drain people of their energy and cause frustration and stress levels to build

			
			
			
					By exercising empathy and being sincerely aware of the problems that may be caused by issues such as a conflict of agendas.

					By directly confronting their greatest fears with confidence and directness.

					By being clear and asking others to express clearly and concisely what it is they are after in this situation.

					By offering whatever level of support that is appropriate to the circumstances and within the resources of the organization.

					By attempting to craft a win - win style outcome for everyone participating in the discussion.

					By being willing to consider any alternatives which could be available within the flexibility of the other person’s agenda.

			

			
			Key Thoughts

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Main Idea

			
			
			Supporting Ideas

			
			
			
			
			
					Have respect for the role of and input provided by every member of the team from top to bottom.

					Have the discipline to:	“Walk the talk” - that is, be an example of what’s required.

	Follow through on personal commitments.

	Live one’s own beliefs consistently.




					Have a vision which is very clear, understood by everyone and all encompassing.

					Be consistent at all times and in all circumstances. Leaders know that trust is build on a foundation of making and keeping commitments. The more times that’s done, the greater the level of trust that exists.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Communication becomes easier within the organization. People understand and respect where others are coming from, and their intentions.

					Decision making can be greatly expedited. When trust is pervasive, there’s no need for detailed analysis. Instead, a healthy rapport develops, and the analysis behind each decision is shortened or even eliminated - it’s expected someone that is trusted will have already done their homework.

					Efficiency the length and breadth of the organization will be enhanced.

					Synergy will be created as people join their efforts with those of other people within the organization who are trusted and respected.

					Trust becomes an organizational asset and ultimately a core competency.

			

			Key Thoughts

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Main Idea

			
			
			Supporting Ideas

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Where the organization is at present.

					The gap between the present and future state.

					Specific initiatives that will be required to change.

					The training that will be required to make the change.

					The resources and processes that will be required.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Are attracted by the challenge of doing something impossible.

					Are highly self driven and focused.

					Generate peer group respect because of their commitment.

					Are achievement and big picture oriented.

			

			
			
					Spending quality time with them on a regular basis. Uninterrupted and focused time, amplified by two-way communication and total listening is required - and not just once but often. This maintains the enthusiasm level and signals the significance of what the passionate champion is doing.

					Checking in frequently to keep them on track. Passionate champions lose interest quickly if they feel their talents are being taken for granted. High impact leaders avoid that by touching bases with passionate champions on a regular basis. That also affords the opportunity for any fine tuning to take place before it becomes a roadblock.

					Following through on any commitments made to them. Whenever a leader fails to deliver on a commitment made, the passionate champion typically starts to revert to his/her own personal agenda. They feel entitled to treat with skepticism the change agenda - and a disgruntled passionate champion has huge potential to cause problems within the organization.

			

			
			
			Key Thoughts

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Main Idea

			
			
			Supporting Ideas

			
			
			
					Role - Whether the responsibilities meet their expectations.

					Compensation - Payment of general market value.

					Career Path - Whether they are learning and growing.

					Team - Whether they enjoy the people they work with.

					Culture - Whether they identify with the mission.

					Balance - Acceptable balance between work and personal.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					The confidence of the top performers is built and expanded.

					Attention is paid to the most productive assets.

					Loyalty and trust are enhanced.

					One-on-one business relationships are strengthened.

					Top producers realize the organization is aware of them.

					Lines of communication are strengthened.

			

			
			
			
					Are clear and concise - leaving no doubt in the mind of the listener what the leader stands for.

					Are repeated again and again - without changing in response to temporary aberrations in business.

					Are conveyed in sincerity and with the strength of the leader’s personal convictions.

					Are delivered over an extended period of time - allowing people to absorb and respond to whatever is being suggested.

					Become more vibrant and relevant through personal experiences and actions.

					Gradually become polished and simplified through repeated and consistent use.

					Are delivered on a personal level - dealing with everyday issues and challenges.

					Come in a timely fashion.

					Convey the personal beliefs of the leader in a way that is productive and aligned.

			

			Key Thoughts
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A Powerful Conversation

Preamble -- “What's up?”
Focus: To emotionally connect with the audience.

Purpose: To create environment of openness and trust.
The leader explores the possibility of advancing his/her
own agenda in a way that is aligned with advancing the
listener's own personal agenda. Good leaders start with
their listener's own agenda and guide the discussion
towards their own.

Critical Factor: Candor

Stage 1 -- Agenda -- “What are the facts?”
Focus: Bring hidden factors out into open.
Purpose: To examine reasoning for soundness.
The real assumptions that have guided decisions in the
past are discussed in more detail. Each of these
underlying assumptions are considered deliberately
and rationally. Good leaders anticipate the likely
responses and have prepared accordingly.
Critical Factor: Clarity

Stage 2 -- Options - “What'’s possible?”
Focus: To explore the potential solutions available.
Purpose: To stretch by making smart decisions.
Instead of jumping at the first potential course of action,
l—{ theleader encourages all options to be evaluated so the
choice that will create the most added value can be
chosen. Ideally, all parties will contribute -- generating
synergy. Good leaders keep things on track without
stifling creativity.
Critical Factor: Participation.

Stage 3 -- Action -- “Who will do what?”
Focus: Creating mutually understood commitments.
Purpose: To generate results.
Any action steps must be made clear. Explicit
agreement must be given about who will do what, and
the metrics by which success will be determined must
be made explicit. Good leaders focus intensely on
timing issues in this stage.

Critical Factor: Commitment
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