
Leading through 
conversations: Invoke the 
magical circle of dialogue and 
success will be yours. 
Learn to lead using the skills that the 21st century demands.
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The old model of leadership was all about having answers. Today, it’s more 
about initiating conversations that bring out the best thinking of all. The 
complexity of the 21st century requires your leadership in finding the answers 
together. Do you want to make a difference? The quality of the conversations 
you facilitate shapes the quality of your interpersonal relationships, and 
ultimately, the organizational culture. It all happens through conversation. 
Conversations are at the core of what leaders do.

Why leaders need to have more conversations
Growing up in Cuba, evenings were one of my favorite times. After dinner, it was common to 
sit outside on the porch, preferable in rocking chairs. At our house, or at a neighbor's, I would 
listen to the conversation of my parents, and friends.

Stories were shared. Recipes exchanged. Advice sought and given. I got educated in 
business, politics, family life, religion, health, and other things, just by listening to the 
conversations of the adults. I think that was how my fascination with conversations began.

Where is the buzz?

Years ago, when I first started consulting with organizations, I could get a "feel" for the 
enthusiasm of the workforce (or lack of it) by the buzz of conversations. It was common to 
see small clusters of people talking about a project, or just sharing information. The 
executives would often spend time together, not only on job related issues, but also in family 
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“The task of 
leadership is to 
be intentional 
about the way 
we group people 
and the 
questions that 
we engage them 
in.”  

-Peter Block 



activities and recreation. This made it easier to know each other as individuals, not only as 
functionaries in the company.

Today, when I walk into an organization I hear mostly the click of keyboards, or silence. I don't 
see too many people interacting in person. It's not unusual to see leaders answering e-mail, 
texting, or checking the internet, even when someone is trying to talk to them. That is why I 
feel a big part of my work consist of reviving the lost art of conversation.

Do we need conversations?

The challenges, changes, and type of work we face in this new century require more 
communication and collaboration than ever. We need more face to face conversations than 
texting and messaging. If we are not looking at each other, we loose many social cues.  

Misunderstandings are more likely to occur. Opportunities for innovation can be lost. Teams 
can not come together in agreement. Interpersonal relations are foundational for building 
consensus, and they are nurtured by conversations. Therefore, leaders need to have more 
conversations.

In a recent Harvard Business Review blog, David Rock says: "Organizations wanting to 
improve their effectiveness could do well to invest in improving the quantity and quality of real 
time conversations." I could not agree more! Leaders need collaboration to be more 
successful. Yet collaboration requires smooth relationships and awareness of social nuances. 
This is best practiced in conversations.

When I design a retreat for executives, most of "team building" is done through 
conversations. I'm not a fan of team building exercises. I prefer stories and conversations that 
center on real life, real people, and real issues. Many times what they mention as "turning 
points" in their working relationship over the retreat, happened in conversations. 
Conversations and change tend to go together. It is in conversation that we influence each 
other, see new opportunities, and nurture innovation.

Great conversations open safe spaces of authentic dialogue and effective collaboration 
across generational and departmental lines. They act as a catalyst for change and innovation 
across the globe.

Suggestions for conversation starters

Do you know how to start a conversation? It mostly has to do with asking questions. You 
have to craft the right kind of questions. But you also need to be flexible and create new 
questions as the conversation unfolds. In case you are a bit "rusty" and need some ideas for 
conversations starters, here are a few suggestions:

• ask what has been the highlight of the week and why
• ask for a story of their most successful moment in the company
• ask how you can support their work better
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• ask their suggestions about a problem you are experiencing

Taking time to have a face to face conversation is NOT a waste of time. Don't isolate yourself. 
Leave the screen for awhile, and go build relationships through conversations.

Leadership is creating interactive conversations 
Poet and Fortune 500 consultant David Whyte said that “The core act of leadership must be 
the act of making conversations real.” Conversations occur in human voices. Your voice is the 
public expression of your authentic identity, of who you really are, of where you really come 
from. Above all, your voice is the expression of your authentic leadership.

Leadership is about creating opportunities for conversation. Talk may be cheap, but genuine 
conversation is priceless. Your leadership voice is heard in conversation. You can’t generate 
smart ideas, creatively solve problems, or influence others without free-spirited conversation

Advantages of conversations

Leadership is an interactive conversation that pulls people toward becoming the best they 
can be. Through conversations, leaders mobilize, inspire, influence, motivate, connect, make 
decisions and move people to action. In fact, so many essential actions leaders take happen 
through conversations that you should see conversations as a core business process!

Conversations help:
 
• build relationships. 
• create opportunities for deeper, more meaningful and new possibilities.
• increase engagement, commitment and accountability.
• facilitate, indeed expedite, building trust-based relationships.
• make connection and collaboration possible.
• are the best vehicle for influence.
• enhance learning in organizations.
• build shared commitment.
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Leadership is an interactive conversation that pulls people toward becoming the best they 
can be. Through conversations, leaders mobilize, inspire, influence, motivate, connect, make 
decisions and move people to action. In fact, so many essential actions leaders take happen 
through conversations that you should see conversations as a core business process!

Conversation is the heart of leadership
Conversations are at the core of what leaders do. Thoughtful, constructive conversations 
around questions that matter are the heart of leadership. They make possible the other 
business processes needed to create positive results.

The power of conversation

I’m sure at one time or another you have experienced a conversation that has had a powerful 
impact on you. Maybe it has given you new insight, or help you see a problem in a radically 
different light. I call this a transformative conversation.

When you embrace and appreciate the idea that we can be smarter, more creative, and more 
capable together than alone, you learn to harness the power of the collective brains in your 
team and organization. Today’s challenges are global and complex and we can’t solve them 
alone. 

When you can see your organization as a web of conversation and start considering 
conversations as a core process, your effectiveness will greatly increase. By convening, 
initiating, and encouraging conversations that matter, leaders can tap into the collective 
intelligence which can create, guide, and ignite action. That is powerful!
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“A leader these days needs to be a host, one who convenes diversity, who 
convenes all viewpoints in creative process where our mutual intelligence 
can come forth.” -Margaret Wheatley

Whenever I facilitate a meeting based on this kind of transformative conversation, I invite 
reflection at the end of the process and pose the following questions to the participants: How 
was this transformative conversation different from the daily exchanges you experience at 
work? What made it so powerful?

While every experience is unique, common themes I have heard include:

“There was a sense of mutual trust and respect between us.”
“We took time to listen and think before answering.”
“We were willing to wait before speaking, helping us to see the diversity of thought not as a 
threat, but as an ally.”
“What I said was accepted, not judged by the others in the conversation, even if they did not 
agree with me.”
“The conversation helped strengthen our relationship.”
“We explored questions that mattered in an open, fun and different way.”
“We developed shared meaning together that we could not have imagined before.”
“I learned something new or important about others and myself.”
“It showed us how effective we can actually be.”
“We felt more committed to the plans and actions that were born here.”

Unfortunately, many organizational cultures see conversations as a waste of time because it 
takes away time from "more important work." In actuality, a transformative conversation spurs 
action. 

It’s through conversation that you can discover who cares about what, and who will take 
responsibility for next steps. 

It’s through conversation that requests are initiated and commitments made. 

It’s through conversation that relationships are developed and trust is gained.

Fernando Flores, philosopher, former Chilean minister of finance, former political prisoner 
under Augusto Pinochet's rule, and now highly respected business consultant, believes the 
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world needs more executives who speak and act with intention. He says that “an 
organization’s results are determined through webs of human commitments, born in webs of 
human conversations.” He also says: “Speak with intention, and your actions take on new 
purpose.”

I totally agree with Flores when he says that all action is based on conversation. For him 
communication, truth, and trust are at the heart of power, and therefore, at the heart of 
leadership.

Conversations have the power to unite, to transform and to create trust. 

Lead through conversations and everything else will work better!

Knowing when and how to use different conversational tools is a vital but neglected element 
for personal mastery, inspirational leadership and business success. Learn what a 2 day  
Leading Through Conversation Coaching Intensive can do for you. 

(www.transformativeconversations.com/conversation-intensive) 
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