
Diversity 
Conversations

“Finding Your Voice 
through Difficult 
Conversations”



A critical component of employee 
engagement:  Brave Conversations



Top 4 Most Difficult 
Conversations at Work

Pay – Behavior – Performance - DEI



It’s hard to talk across differences 

in race, class, gender, political 

affiliation, sexual orientation, age, 

religion, ability, or any other kind 

of identity. We often lack the tools 

to help us graciously navigate 

conversations like these—and so 

we avoid having them. 

But why should we try?



Before you begin a difficult 

conversation
Start with YOU and self-reflection.  

Ask:  What do I know about the person?

Ask how do I feel about the person?  



What is 

Wrong Here?





When having difficult 
conversations 

1.  Watch your Body Language
2.  Watch Your Tone of Voice
3.  Watch Your Words 

We Must Seek Common 
Ground



How Do We Get to Common Ground?

Leadership is not about power.  It is about and starts with 
Respect

➢ These are hard conversations, and we must treat people the 

way we would want to be treated. Respect is demonstrated by 

acknowledging and valuing the unique qualities and 

differences of individuals. 

Leadership is about Connection

You cannot get to environments that are equitable, diverse 
or inclusive alone.  This is not about power.  Its about 
common ground.

➢ When we feel connected, we can turn into a cohesive team 
striving towards the same goal. 

➢ Intentional and inclusive communication can create an 
environment where everyone feels included, supported and 
capable of contributing to the team. 



Breakout Groups

We will use this 
activity to find 

common ground.

Take a few 
minutes in this 
group activity 

You will be trying 
to find things that 

you have in 
common.  This 

means you must 
ask each other 

questions.  

Such as where 
did you grow up?  
What school did 

you attend?  
What was your 

favorite subject?



Tabletop Exercise: Finding Common Ground 

Activity

➢ What did you discover from this group activity?

➢ What surprised you? 

➢ Is this an activity/tool you could use with constituents in your workplace 

to find common ground?

➢ Conclusion : Finding what we have in common is key to connectivity, 

leading and inclusion. It can also help reduce biases and conflict. 



So how do we 
start these 

difficult 
conversations?



Listen to their 

story

Sometimes we just don’t 

know what we don’t know. 

Meeting someone where 

they are means truly 

hearing, recognizing, and 

honoring that person’s 

journey.

Sometimes people are 

battling things we can only 

imagine



Set Ground Rules 
for Difficult 
Conversations 

I always start my conversations with, “This 
is going to be a difficult conversation.”

Create a framework for considerate and 
open dialogue. (More on this later)

Agree up front that you and the other 
person or persons will listen and have a turn 
to speak – even if they or you don’t agree

You can always point to this social contract 
if things get heated. 



5 TIPS
1.  Learn to stop personalizing what the 

other person is saying and stop trying to 

defend your leadership position.  You are the 

leader…there is already that power dynamic. 

2. Acknowledging what is going on and the 

problem – don’t start with blame.  Open with 

asking how they are doing?

3.  Ask “What support or resources do you 

need?” and “How else can I support you?” 

Seek to better understand the individual’s 

needs and how you as their manager can 

help them to feel more supported. 

4.  Remind staff that the outcome of the 

conversation is action that is a win-win for 

both or all parties.

5.  Let the person know that you would like 

to touch base again in a few days – and 

keep that commitment. 



Framing 
Difficult 

Conversations



“Leave Your Ego at 
the Door”

We Are the World



We Are The World recorded in 1985 
had more than 30 superstars on the 
album.  But, not everyone could be a 
lead singer….somebody had to sing 
chorus.  

Who do you think took a backseat?

Willie Nelson            Smokey Robinson

Harry Belafonte        Michael Jackson

Lionel Richie            Bette Midler

Paul Simon              Kenny Rogers

Diana Ross              Tina Turner

Billy Joel                   Ray Charles



Why was framing the 
conversation and music 
session the way Quincy 

Jones did important?

1.  Change Your Mindset 
– “Leave Your Ego at the 

Door”

This should be a 
conversation that starts 

from a positive 
constructive perspective



Quincy Jones has said that 
he had to talk to each 

person from the 
perspective of empathy.

Approaching a difficult 
conversation from the 

perspective of empathy 
doesn’t mean you are 

dumbing down the 
conversation.  It may not 
necessarily be pleasant, 

but you can manage to 
deliver difficult news in a 
courageous, honest, fair 

way.



Give Something Back in 

Difficult Conversations

Quincy Jones was great 

at pulling these difficult 

conversations 

together….why?

He gave something back 

to those who he knew 

would end up in the 

chorus.



Difficult 

Conversations such 

as social justice 

issues, race, sexual 

orientation, pay, 

promotion all require 

two things….

Respect & 

Empathy



We are going to end today with 
one last exercise…

Think about one personal fear 
you may have.  It can be work 

related or something else.  

Put it in the chat (I will be the 
only person who can see it) we 
have changed who can see the 

chat. 

I will read it aloud and let’s 
discuss how the person may 

feel.  



In Closing:   Difficult Conversations

 Start with You

 Should not be personalized

 Already have a power dynamic

 Require a framework

 Should start with respect

 Require you listen to the other person’s 
story

 Means removing the ego

 Begin positively

 Require giving something back

 Must have empathy



Reflection 

& 

Discussion


