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TOP10 BEST PRACTICES  
FOR WHEN YOU NEED A BRAVE 

CONVERSATION  

 

At Dialogue Partners, we’re fans of top 10 lists: top 10 words of the year; top 10 foods that will make you healthy; top 
10 wines of the year; top 10 places to see before you die…So we thought, why not a top 10 list of best practices for when 
you need a brave conversation. 

  

Brave conversations are hard. They are messy, they are 
exhausting and yet, they are powerful, enriching and full 
of growth and understanding opportunities. Brave 
conversations are those that constructively explore 
perspectives, values and experiences, set the stage for 
radical change all the while deepening and strengthening 
relationships.  

We’ve dedicated this Top 10 List to growth. To stepping 
into that really uncomfortable place of seeing where we 
fumbled, where we fell down and exploring how to pick 
ourselves back up again. We wish it wasn’t true, but if we 
are truly going to be in service to designing and hosting 
brave conversations that create radical change, we need 
a solid look in the mirror. The reflection will help us 
openly cherish our mistakes – hold them gently while we 
unpack them and then be ready to let them go, knowing 
that we are stronger and wiser for them. 

Lastly, this Top 10 ISN’T about facilitation or holding 
space for other people and their brave conversations.  
This is about you. When you are going to be impacted, 
affected and have a direct stake in a conversation AND 
you care about the outcome and the relationship with the 
people involved. In reality, this list could be the top 1000 
things we’ve learned about what it means hold our own 
brave conversations, but we know you might not read it, 
so here we go. J 

 

#1 Even the experts don’t always get it right. All of 
us at Dialogue Partners have spent years practicing the 
art of hosting brave conversations, where we bring 
people together to talk about what matters most so that 
together we can figure out a way forward – and YET 
expertise doesn’t equate to perfection. Brave 
conversations don’t have a one-size fits all formula. That’s 

because they are about people and the connection or 
disconnection we create when we come together. It’s 
about individuals, bringing their whole self (including our 
endearing and not so endearing qualities) and putting it 
together with the whole self of someone else. So, until 
someone invents that crystal ball where we can see how 
we and others are going to act, react, think, behave and 
experience unique interactions, brave conversations are 
going to be messy and are going to require effort, time 
and the occasional ‘#*%* that really didn’t go the way I 
expected.’ 

 

#2 Begin with the end in mind. Brave conversations 
aren’t just about outputs and end results – they are about 
experiences people have with each other and the impact 
those conversations have on relationships. The very wise 
Maya Angelou says, ‘I’ve learned that people will forget what 
you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never 
forget how you made them feel.’ To ensure we consider all 
the components of a brave conversation, we’ve been 
practicing setting intentions and stakes. At the outset of 
a conversation, we set an intention (how we are going to 
‘be’ or show up in a conversation) and we work with 
others to jointly establish a stake (what we will open up 
because we came together). This combination of tools 
supports delivering the end you had in mind. 

 

#3 What are your comments in service to? Why 
did you just say that? Where are your comments coming 
from? Are they coming from a place of curiosity, 
openness and a deep desire for understanding? Or are 
they coming from a place of judgement, assumption or 
hurt?  Each one of us has a part to play in a conversation 
and we each contribute to our own experience and the 
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experience of others. This means that to hold a brave 
conversation we need to pay attention to our intentions 
and ask ourselves… is this comment, question, 
contribution in service to our bigger conversation goal or 
objective – or it is just helping me feel better in the 
moment? 

 

#4 Access your captain. Earlier we suggested that 
brave conversations require your whole self and best 
practice #4 is about finding and knowing the VERY BEST 
part of you (here’s a shout out to Gail Jones-Fottrell of the 
Binocular Group who is helping us explore this concept.). The 
part that is wise, courageous and compassionate. The 
part of you that is certain and has clarity on what is most 
important, so that you can thoughtfully guide critical 
choices and actions. So, the next time your conversation 
gets loud, messy, heated or emotional – embrace all of it 
and try to access your captain to guide you through. You 
will be much more likely to make choices that benefit 
both you and the relationship you care about. 

 

#5 It’s always worth another try. We believe whole 
heartedly at Dialogue Partners that the vast majority of 
people don’t start out their day by saying, “My goal today 
is to make Jill’s life miserable or, look out Bob, I’m 
preparing to be difficult and petty when we talk.” There 
is an enormous number of factors that play into what 
happens when we come together AND if we value a 
relationship or the connection we have with another 
person then it can be worth another go – even when 
we’ve had a miserable experience. This means reflecting 
on what worked, what didn’t, how we contributed to a 
negative experience and articulate for ourselves and 
others what we might need next time. 

 

#6 Be human. We ARE going to make mistakes, we are 
going to fall down, we are going to put stuff out into the 
world that we wish we could take back. We are learning 
that our fallibility is just as valuable as our expertise and 
the acceptance of this is critically important in brave 
conversations, and also in building long lasting 
relationships. If you want to really explore this, we’d 
encourage you to read more about  fail fests or check out 
this awesome course, The F-Word, from Fear to Fulfillment.  
Dialogue Partners has hosted a number of fail fests with 

colleagues and various professional associations to 
celebrate, acknowledge and learn from our ‘epic fails.’  
These are amazing sessions to individually and collectively 
deepen our well of wisdom. Drop us a line at 
info@dialoguepartners.ca for more information. 

 

#7 Conscious listening We love this definition 
provided by Dr. Athena Staik that conscious-listening is a 
way of being intentionally present to see, to know and to 
recognize our own and another’s felt presence and unique 
value in the relationship. Our team spent time in 2017 
experiencing what conscious listening is and why it’s 
valuable but ALSO what does conscious listening LOOK 
& FEEL like in action for ourselves. How do we deliver 
on a commitment of being a conscious or active listener? 
What are the unique attributes of our own conscious 
listening that support ourselves to be fully present and to 
truly understand the full meaning behind what people are 
saying. Want to learn more about conscious listening? 
Click here to watch Julian Treasure’s 5 Ways to Listen 
Better Ted Talk. 
 

#8. Establish conversation boundaries. So simple, so 
easy, yet so easily forgotten and so commonly 
overlooked.  Conversation boundaries are the guidelines, 
requirements and description of ‘things we need’ to be at 
our best when participating in a brave conversation.  
These can be simple like “I meet best in the morning – as 
I have the most clarity” or “I have 90 minutes to 
participate in this conversation before I need to give my 
full attention elsewhere” or “I need us both to turn off 
our phones until we are done.” Conversation boundaries 
can be much more complex like – “I have nothing else to 
say and now I need to step away.”  Each and every one of 
these boundaries is best served when it’s articulated and 
respected. Simple right? So why is this on our top 10?  
Honoring and respecting boundaries is really easy when 
you are both in agreement on the boundaries. But what 
happens when they are different, or you are presented 
with a boundary you’d really like to dismiss because it’s 
not in alignment with what you want? This is where we 
need to lean back into our intentions and stakes and 
consider the big picture – what does this relationship 
mean to us, what impact does it have on our life, how did 
I want to show up for this conversation, what would I 
want if this situation was reversed? The answers to these 

http://failfestival.org/why/
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/the-f-word-from-fear-to-fulfillment-workshop-tickets-41611996602
mailto:info@dialoguepartners.ca
https://www.ted.com/talks/julian_treasure_5_ways_to_listen_better
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questions will guide you in honoring and respecting 
diverging conversation boundaries. 

 

#9 This requires way more energy than you think. 
This work, this practice, this journey to have brave 
conversations to bring meaning, value and positive change 
in our lives – it can be exhausting. We’ve learned that you 
need both prep time activities and mental space to ready 
yourself for an important conversation. This supports you 
to be fully present. We’ve also learned you need to make 
room to reflect and consider what you’ve heard, what 
you’ve experienced and what you’ve determined. We all 
find our energy in different ways, so figure out what your 
self-care routine looks like and practice both BEFORE 
and AFTER your next brave conversation. 

 

#10 Practice gratitude. We put this item in our first 
top 10 list but we feel it is worth repeating and 
remembering again, and again. We believe this is the best 
job in the world and we are so lucky to have it. We 
believe the people we get to meet, who care about the 
issues under discussion, whose communities and families 
matter to them – they are a gift. We are grateful that we 
get to create brave conversations that support 
organizations, communities and people to access their 
voice or their stories, even just for the time we are 
together. We believe that the change we want to see is 
just a few brave conversations away and are inspired by 
the opportunity to practice. Keep giving, keep believing, 
keep being thankful. Life is short and you get back what 
you put into the world. We’re grateful for the 
opportunity to have learned enough lessons to be able to 
make a list like this. 

 

 


