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Powerful Conversations

How High Impact Leaders Communicate

Phil Harkins reiterates what many other authors have previously declared in 

various other sources regarding powerful conversations and how high impact leaders communicate, the affects of poor communication skills and the dangers involved in miscommunication.  In the competitive world we live in today, businesses cannot afford not to apply these principles.  The ability to carry on a powerful conversation is not a natural skill and takes a lot of practice.  Whether we refer to success on the job or success at home with our families, it is the power of our talk that makes the difference whether we succeed or not. 

Webster’s II Dictionary defines powerful as having, or capable of exerting power; effective or potent.  Conversation is defined as a spoken exchange of opinions, thoughts, and feelings or an informal discussion of matter by representatives of governments, institutions or organizations.  The simple term talk is defined as the ability to articulate (words) in speech or to speak of or discuss something.  As uncomplicated as these three words may seem, when positioned together, they actually represent a considerable amount of weight and responsibility on us as managers and leaders in our organizations to effectively communicate with our peers and subordinates on a regular basis.  Certain topics of discussion and our interaction with others during conversations have long term affects on our ability to get our thoughts across while working on future projects.  This critical skill, communication,  will either make us or break us.   
The management concept in this book provides specific guidelines to show how to personalize the carefully developed program to conform to unique management styles and various situations where effective communication is the key to success.  Clear communication that moves toward a desired result requires forethought.  In this book, the author presents certain criteria and tools to assist individuals on the three stages of powerful conversations and how high impact leaders communicate.  The three stages consist of shared feelings and beliefs; exchange of wants and needs; and tools to follow through with action steps and commitments.  

Mr. Harkins states that powerful conversations are fundamentally instruments of change: they compel change through the learning they foster and the action steps they demand.  In an initial conversation or meeting, there is always an agenda or a reason for the exchange of words and ideas, also referred to as goals.  These goals require the cooperation, support, and commitment of one or more persons to reach the desired result.  This stage constitutes a request for help and commitment.

The second stage is where discussion takes place concerning the issues involved in the agenda or the actions required to reach the desired result.  This critical stage is where high impact leaders will draw out the wants and needs of others on the team and help them see what is in it for them.  This is also where hidden agendas, if any, are revealed to establish trust amongst all parties involved.  Facts are connected with underlying assumptions in order to advance the high impact leader’s agenda with an honest feeling of trust and commitment. 

The final stage is where powerful conversationalists will wrap up the conversation by ensuring the other individual(s) fully understand the expectations and are fully cognizant of the steps involved in following through with the commitment.  This stage is where any additional needs or concerns are addressed to avoid miscommunication.

  Besides the three stages above, powerful conversationalists can measure or evaluate the conversation for three outcomes:  (1) the advancement of the agenda – ensuring the other participants understand where you are leading them, (2) shared learning – the exchange of information  (3) a stronger relationship built on trust.   Evaluating conversations for the three outcomes will determine whether a powerful conversation has taken place.  If a powerful conversation has indeed taken place, future conversations with the same individuals will reach agreements and advancement of mutual agendas will take place much faster because of the trust that was established. 

The application of these concepts during conversations with others will benefit my personal life as well as my day-to-day success on the job.   Although it sounds like powerful conversationalists may attract crowds, cheering and carrying on as in the on-going political campaigns, it is my opinion that even the shortest conversations, direct and to the point, are just as effective and carry just as much responsibility and credibility as these politicians, but in a different line of work.  

In conclusion, it is my opinion that we engage in conversations all day long, every day, with a diverse group of people.  Therefore, it seems that the art of successfully carrying on powerful conversations needs to be a way of life, not only during scheduled meetings.  This personal quality should be intentional and deliberate acts of professionalism carried out on a day-to-day basis.  There is danger in social gatherings where shorter conversations and small-talk take place.  This is where managers and leaders can lose their self-respect quite quickly and may not be able to recover from any misstatements, regardless of their intent.  No management concept or professional training will equip mangers and leaders with the power to fully recover from inappropriate blunders or a poor choice of words.  Practice! Practice! Practice!
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