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INTRODUCTION 

 

WELCOME 

 
Relationships are at the very heart of every moment.  We are constantly in 
relationship, and even when we are alone we have the relationship with ourselves to 
contend with. Since there are many types of relationships—self, family, friends, co-
workers, bosses, groups, teams—it behooves us to learn certain skills to be able to 
navigate the sometimes treacherous waters of relationships.  This is because 
relationships can be stressful.  Negative and dysfunctional relationships take a toll on 
personal and organizational life in the form of unproductiveness, stress, 
inefficiencies and disconnection.   
 
When I ask people in the organizations I support if they want to have a bad or 
negative relationship, nobody ever says yes.  We all want to feel connected, valued, 
and free.  Unfortunately it doesn’t happen automatically or by osmosis; relationships 
are something we have to work on to master.  This is important in organizational life 
and one of the biggest indicators of an employee’s level of engagement is how 
connected the relationship feels with their immediate supervisor.   Connection is a 
worthy goal that has cogent organizational benefits.  
 
This report is about learning and honing a few fundamental skills to be able to create 
vibrant relationships across your organization; in essence to move to zero-stress 
leadership.  From boardroom to shop floor these skills are timeless and timely, and 
transcend roles.  From top leadership positions to entry level jobs, these skills help to 
‘flatten’ an organization and establish a safe place to be respectfully honest and 
appreciative with self and others: what I call a coaching culture.   
 
In this report you will find a guide for honing listening skills, giving feedback, 
managing personal and collective emotions, refining meeting facilitation skills, and 
coaching conflict.  Each topic is designed to be put into use immediately and not just 
be a journey into theory.   I also include a case study at the end to illustrate how all 
of the skills are applied to the real world.  Your ability to learn, practice, adjust, and 
master these skills will launch you into a positive future where innovation and 
collaboration are the norm.   
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We need to resist the temptation to relegate relationship development to the bottom 
of the to-do list.  In the hectic pace of work these days, relationship skills tend to fly 
under the radar because day-to-day operations take precedence.  But people,  not 
machines run organizations.  My mission is to support leaders to make relationship 
skills become the very fabric of the organization.   
 
Before I unveil these skills, though, I want to give you a quick reflection about my 
journey.  Coaching fell into my lap.  When I graduated college in 2005, I was 
looking for a career that balanced psychology and spirituality.  I had learned the art 
of meditation some years before, and was an avid practitioner and student of how the 
mind works.  Also, having gone through a severe depression in my early twenties, I 
felt that understanding my mind was a pressing goal.  I had the desire to use that 
experience in a career. I thought I was to become a therapist, but when I explored 
that field it didn’t resonate with me; it was too focused on problems and the past.   
 
In late 2005 I put in a Google search for “careers that bridge psychology and 
spirituality” and out popped the word “coaching.”  I knew what coaching was in a 
sports setting, as I was a tennis coach at a high school in the late 90’s.  As I read 
about it and drilled down that rabbit hole, I discovered that coaching fit me perfectly.  
It was all about vision, goals, obstacles, supporting, and listening to people.  So…I 
enrolled in a coaching school online and became a certified life coach in 2006. That 
path led me into business coaching and the kind of organizational culture work that I 
do now.   
 
The content in this report comes from my experience of coaching other people both 
personally and in businesses/organizations.  It is an amalgamation of my own 
philosophy and things I have learned along the way.  I am thrilled to share it with 
you and have the utmost hope that it benefits you and your relationships, both 
personal and professional.   
 
Here is a snapshot of the chapters included in this report: 
 

Chapter One: Listening Skills. These include intention (curiosity/body 
language), paraphrasing, and asking the right questions.  Listening is not the 
same as hearing.  When we clarify why we are “listening,” we see that it is a 
powerful strategy.  Paraphrasing is the ability to restate the words and 
feelings of others in your own words.  Lastly, becoming a master questioner 
is essential in being curious and coaching another person. 
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Chapter Two: Trigger Management. This means to be able to manage 
one’s own emotions in various settings.  To be able to manage frustration, for 
example, one needs some self-awareness of what triggers it and what actions 
one might take to mitigate it.  I have created a STARR model, which can be 
helpful in learning more constructive ways to navigate through tough 
emotional experiences and patterns.  Conflict is a natural part of any 
relationship and is an opportunity for growth, collaboration and innovation. 
 
Chapter Three: Feedback. This is an essential tool for every toolbox.  
Unfortunately few master how it is done.  The feedback handout gives you an 
easy-to-use guideline for constructing what to say.  The hard part is not the 
“how”; it’s actually doing it. There are many reasons we don’t give feedback 
freely:  not wanting to hurt others’ feelings, not wanting to make someone 
else mad, etc.  Feedback is the essential skill for holding others accountable 
as well as continual personal growth. 
 
Chapter Four: Meeting Facilitation Skills.  These are crucial to powerful 
relationships.  Meetings abound in nonprofit and business settings, yet like 
feedback these are skills that are rarely learned or honed.  By being able to 
design and lead more effective and efficient meetings, your relationships will 
be taken to another level and goodwill will ensue.  Meeting facilitation has 
many facets, such as having a space for conflict to avail itself.  Just this skill 
alone can take a team to new heights.  Meetings led well are an incredible 
leverage point for change in an organization. Building relationship and 
appreciation are also staples of this tool. 
 
Lastly, Chapter Five: Coaching Conflict. Conflict is a normal part of 
relationships.  Unfortunately most people in organizations avoid it at all 
costs.  This is especially troublesome in management positions, when there is 
accountability to be had.  When people are in conflict we tend to either avoid 
it or get upset. By entertaining and mastering conflict, it becomes an 
opportunity for learning and bringing the relationship and organization to 
new heights.     

 
 
Good luck and happy practicing! 
 
Jeff 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

LISTENING SKILLS 

 
We all have two ears and one mouth for a reason.  Unfortunately, listening seems to 
be a rare gem in this world of constant information bombardment, deadlines, and our 
hectic pace.  Yet, listening well has strategic importance: it just makes good business 
sense.  If you’re doing all the talking, though, then you’re doing none of this 
listening.  Listening to others builds trust and makes them feel valued.  It also helps 
to get to know someone’s thoughts and feelings about various situations and life in 
general.  People feel appreciated, important, and enthusiastic when someone 
(especially a boss) really takes the time to listen.   
 
When you listen to another human being, you can get at what motivates them and 
why they do the things they do.  It’s the antidote to a lot of the challenges we face in 
organizations.  It helps us avoid being perceived as a dictator when we  hear out why 
someone made the choices they did.  For instance, a well-timed question of “Why 
was the report late coming in?” could get at a root cause you may not otherwise have 
known.  Telling someone that such lateness is unacceptable and can’t happen again 
doesn’t get at the root of the matter.  It may change the behavior, but the person is 
left feeling undervalued and may walk away with fear, frustration, or anxiety.  You 
may say, “Well, I really don’t care how they feel, I just want the report to be on 
time.”  This is certainly a possible mindset to have.    
 
I want to posit that to care is actually good business.  It is strategic, as I mentioned 
above.  A manager who cares to listen can help his workers feel their efforts are 
appreciated and still hold them appropriately accountable.  He or she can help others 
become good problem-solvers and innovative thinkers.  Oftentimes the workers on 
the front lines know the ins and outs of how things break down and how they could 
get better.  Understanding the reasons behind people’s behaviors often leads to 
essential changes and refinements.  Workers who have positive relationships at work 
are more productive, less stressed, more committed, and have more well-being.  
Morale and engagement increase.  Instead of resentment, they harbor motivation and 
focus. Aren’t those the kind of workers you really want?  
 
There are three main skills to take into consideration when truly listening to someone 
else:  intentional curiosity, paraphrasing, and questioning.    
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Intentional curiosity  
Doesn’t it feel great when someone really listens to you?  You leave feeling 
refreshed and valued. You can give this gift to others.  It can’t go without saying that 
to really listen to someone takes an act of volition.  We are not simply hearing words 
but seeking to be interested and intentionally curious about another human being, as 
well as to look for meaning in their words and body language.  Looking at a person 
as a confluence of body language, emotion, unseen thoughts, and words will make 
you a better listener.  In essence, you will become more tuned in to the entirety of the 
person, which will allow you to communicate with them more effectively.  
 
Good body language on your part (things like eye contact, head nods, facial and 
bodily expressions) is another aspect of intentional curiosity.  By being mindful of 
your body’s messages during a conversation, you can make subtle shifts to become 
more focused.  Looking at your phone or computer, for instance, when someone is 
talking to you doesn’t engender a positive listening space.  Studies show if your 
attention is divided in any way, your retention of information and your ability to read 
essential social cues plummet.  Not retaining possibly important information is just 
bad business.   
 
Become more aware of being tuned-out or distracted while listening, such as when 
you are multi-tasking (like in the phone example above).  There are many ways we 
can be distracted:  by non-conducive timing or environment (too noisy, etc.), being 
stuck in our own daydreams or thinking about what we’re going to say in response, 
being judgmental, being triggered (annoyed, hungry, tired), etc.  If you find yourself 
distracted by your mind or the environment, consider tabling the discussion for when 
you’re able to focus.  It really can be as simple as that.  One technique I use with my 
clients is to ask others if it’s a good time to talk.  Just this simple gesture helps 
someone get focused.  If it isn’t an appropriate time, you can say something to the 
effect of:  “Let’s make another time that would be conducive to this conversation.”   
 
Being patient and moderating the flow of dialogue in a mindful way are also 
hallmarks of good listening, and I talk more about this in the meeting facilitation 
section.  Some people need more time than others to express themselves.  Not 
interrupting with your viewpoint is crucial for listening deeply.  We need to resist the 
temptation to interrupt and cut others off.  This being said, a person who talks a lot, 
overtalks others or hogs a space can be frustrating.  We will look at how to address 
such a behavior in the chapter on feedback. 
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Action Step: Ask someone whom you talk with regularly to give you some 
feedback about your body language either in one-on-one or group settings 
like meetings.  Also, begin to take note of other people’s body language 
towards you as well as how they appear when you’re in meetings.  In 
becoming more aware of what engaged body language looks like, you can 
consciously choose those behaviors for yourself. 

  
 
Paraphrasing 
This skill is our ability to put in our own words what someone else is saying or may 
be feeling.  The one I use heavily in coaching is “So it sounds like…” which allows 
me to make sure I am in sync with what is being expressed.  Truly, the intention 
behind paraphrasing is to make sure you’re on the same page with others.  Typically 
we have a fear of being wrong, so we don’t check in with others.  Paraphrasing is 
great because you don’t have to be right!  That’s the point!  It allows you to clear up 
any misunderstandings or assumptions you may have.  In short, when you paraphrase 
you get to capture the essence of someone else’s experience periodically and reflect 
it back to them.   
 
I practice this skill all the time so others can clarify if I am off the mark from what 
they’re saying or feeling.  Paraphrasing someone’s feeling or perspective can be 
immensely helpful to calm someone down.  Recently I paraphrased someone in a 
meeting I was leading.  He was looking tired as his eyes were beginning to shut, 
while everyone else seemed engaged with the material. I said:  “Mike, it seems like 
you’re a bit tired today.” He replied that in fact he was, and that the room was a bit 
stuffy and it was just after lunch.  Good to know for future meeting locations and 
times!  Had I not checked it out with him, I might have formed a judgment that he 
didn’t care about what we were doing. 

 
Action Step: Find someone that you can do this exercise with.  Have the 
person talk about something they are excited about or challenged by, and 
every minute or so stop them and paraphrase what you have heard.  Do this 
for 5 minutes.  Also, intentionally paraphrase incorrectly one time to see what 
the speaker does.   Make sure to listen because a good paraphrasing will help 
them organize their thoughts and give you more to listen to.  Debrief the 
activity with the speaker.  How did it feel for you and/or the speaker? 
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Questions 
Our ability to ask curious questions is paramount to successful relationships.  If we 
are hyper-focused on our own experience, then we’re not building a relationship.  It 
takes intention and awareness to go deeper with a person or group.  When you are 
truly curious, questions naturally arise.   
 
Questions also help you focus exclusively on someone else rather than allow the 
locus of attention to revert back to you.  Frequently when someone tells you 
something, it reminds you of something from your own experience.  Often you’ll 
start talking about yourself and ‘drop’ the other person.  We need to resist this 
temptation when truly listening.  It’s not that we can’t share our viewpoint; rather, 
we make sure we don’t hijack the conversation, leaving the other person feeling 
ignored.   
 
The types of questions you ask are also important.  Generically speaking there are 
two types of questions:  open-ended and closed-ended questions.  As a coach I 
frequent the open-ended type.  I love the questions that begin with how, what, or 
why because these are questions that are not answerable with yes or no.  The 
recipient of the question has to think it through and divulge more information.  A 
well-timed “Why did you do that?” or “How did that happen?” or “What happened 
next?” can elicit a richer, more personal sharing that draws a person out. 
 

Action Step: Find someone in your life that you can listen to for five minutes 
(your spouse, teenager, coworker, boss, etc.).  Your sole objective is to ask 
questions that begin with who, what, or why (open-ended questions).  These 
questions help you to keep focused on the content of what someone is saying, 
and asking an open-ended question helps the person reflect more deeply and 
share more.  Questions like:  “Why did you do that?”, “What happened 
next?”, “Who else was involved?”, and “How did you address that?” allow 
people to think through their responses with more than a yes or no answer.  
Resist any temptation to talk about your experience and keep the questions 
coming from what you’re hearing the person say.  What are you curious 
about?  Be natural in your curiosity about this person and open-ended 
questions will come naturally.  Then debrief the activity with the speaker.  
How did it feel for you and/or the speaker? 
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CHAPTER TWO   

 

TRIGGERS AND THE STARR MODEL 

 
Work life can be challenging to say the least—even downright precarious.  Situations 
arise or are ongoing that have us feeling anxious, frustrated, jealous, scared and 
many other adverse emotions.  In short, we get triggered.  These feelings sometimes 
overtake us and lead us to take actions (what I call “negative team behaviors”) that 
don’t get us the results we want in our organizational relationships.  Why is this so?  
And what, if anything can we do about it?  This chapter explores a model for trigger 
management that can potentially keep us from overreacting and able to stay in 
control of ourselves.   
 
Most of us feel pretty calm, caring, rational, and happy-go-lucky most of the time 
(what I call our “baseline feeling”).  We plug away, giving our best to the job and 
feeling good about our work life.  Then, for instance, you find out that a vendor is 
going to be late with your product, which prompts your energy to shift from your 
baseline feeling to feeling anxious or frustrated about being able to fill your 
customer’s order on time.  Or a coworker’s consistent complaining has you anxious 
just by thinking about seeing him at work that day.  The feeling you feel in reaction 
to a non-ideal stimulus is what I call a trigger.   
 
In the first case the late product is the stimulus and the trigger is anxiety or 
frustration.  In the second the thought of the coworker’s complaining is the stimulus 
and anxiety is the trigger.  Our unmet expectations, desires, and needs culminate in a 
propensity to feel a trigger.  Some routine situations that cause us stress are:  
organizational power dynamics and politics; too much work to do; unclear direction; 
lack of communication; technology woes; differing personalities and perspectives; 
poorly run meetings; problem behaviors; and a multitude of other scenarios. 
 
I created what I call the STARR model, to explain how triggers seem to work.  
STARR is an acronym for Stimulus, Trigger, Action, Result, and Repeatable pattern.  
We have already seen that when our needs, desires, or expectations aren’t met 
(stimulus), we experience an adverse feeling and mental story about the stimulus 
(trigger).  This leads us to take action and get a result.  Usually this is a repeatable 
pattern.   
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In the example above of the complaining coworker, we know that the complaining is 
the stimulus and anxiety or frustration is the trigger.  Along with the feeling is a story 
of how you interpret the coworker’s behavior (“He always does this,” or “Here we 
go again,” for example).  Let’s say you then avoid the person, tune out, or roll your 
eyes and walk away. This would be the action you have taken to deal with the 
feeling. The result is a poor working relationship and feeling disconnected from the 
coworker and even within yourself.  Over and over again this happens, making it a 
repeatable pattern.  To put the icing on the cake, you probably blame your coworker 
for your stress and complain to others about him, thus perpetuating the very same 
behavior in yourself that you disdain in him.   
 
Other examples of negative team behaviors (actions) are:  sarcasm, bullying, yelling, 
gossip, complaining, campaigning, subterfuge, avoiding, blaming, judging, and 
fighting.  All of these behaviors have a purpose and seem like appropriate reactions 
to our situations and feelings—but there is another way.     
 
In my coaching work I have asked hundreds of individuals and teams of people if 
they want to have stress and negativity in their lives.  Nobody has ever raised their 
hand.  This is curious because most everyone has some negative stress in their lives.  
I also ask people:  “Who is in charge of your well-being?”.  Of course everyone says 
that they’re in control of themselves.  Theoretically and rationally we know that we 
control ourselves, but when the rubber hits the road and we’re triggered, all bets are 
off:  we act in ways that don’t support our desired outcomes, all the while blaming 
others for our misfortunes.  As author John Yokoyama says in his book When Fish 
Fly, though, “Blame…is a lousy teacher.”  Fortunately, acting from triggers is not 
the only option available to us.  We can take control of our inner world, even if we 
can’t always control what happens in the outer world.  This is worthy of closer 
inspection because, after all, nobody really wants to feel stressed.  This is also the 
gateway to zero-stress leadership.     
 
In the interlude between having an adverse feeling from a non-ideal stimulus and 
choosing to take a non-supportive action there can be a pause, what I call a “calming 
tactic.”  This is an action you can take to calm down your trigger emotion first before 
rolling your eyes at your coworker.  Taking a couple of deep breaths, taking a short 
break, walking to the water cooler, even saying a useful catchphrase in your head can 
keep you from reacting negatively and allow you to stay calm. Think about an easy 
intervention that would work for you and employ it immediately.  By doing this you 
will create a little wiggle room to think rationally about the situation and choose an 
action that will actually support your desired result.  One person I support uses a 
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flashing light to keep her more calm instead of a ring tone on her work phone 
because the sound of the ringing all day has her feel triggered.     
 
What is your desired result?  Your triggers are actually messages in a bottle for you 
to take out and read.  They can shed a light on how a less-than-ideal situation would 
look if it was to your liking.   Once you understand what you are doing in reaction to 
a stimulus, you can ask yourself what result you really want in the future.  Is it for 
your coworker to stop complaining around you?  Then instead of the actions that 
don’t support your desired result (tuning out, avoiding, eye-rolling) one inspired 
action you could take is to give the person feedback about his behavior.  Delivering 
feedback itself can be scary (another trigger!), but if you don’t do anything different, 
the problem behavior will most likely persist.  You have the chance to stand up for 
what you truly desire, take a risk and speak up to effect a change in your world.  
Believe it or not, most times when feedback is given properly, people tend to be 
receptive to it.  They don’t want to impact others negatively!  
 
One other aspect of triggers to consider is what Alcoholics Anonymous calls 
H.A.L.T.  (hungry, angry, lonely, tired).  If you tend to be in the grips of one of 
these, your propensity for getting more triggered goes up exponentially.  For 
instance, if your boss yells at you, you will probably feel angry about being treated 
disrespectfully.  This may be on your mind as you drive home and you’ll become 
irritable with other drivers or your family.  Something that may not ordinarily upset 
you is exacerbated by your already triggered mental and emotional world.   
 
Let’s make these triggers useful! You get to shake hands with them and thank them 
for showing you what you really want.  In short, you put your triggers to work for 
you instead of against you.  Experiencing triggers at work may not stop, but putting 
them to work for you can transform the effect they have in the long run.  With 
practice, you’ll find you can spend more time in your “baseline feelings” rather than 
in unnecessary reactions, and you can build great working relationships with others. 
 
Negative Team Behaviors and Managing From the Inside Out 
 
Being a leader is fraught with challenges.  You are asking your workers to do more 
with less, be committed, become more efficient, get along with each other, be better 
time managers, be more productive, be better problem-solvers, etc.  Managing this 
can be a frustrating and daunting task.  Why can’t your employees just get all of this 
and make your life easier? 
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I have explored triggers in the workplace and how they work.  It’s important to 
realize that if you don’t recognize and work to tranform your triggers, you’re prone 
to exhibit a negative action, a desperate behavior that seeks to mitigate your 
experience.  Sarcasm is one such action.  You get frustrated by an employee’s 
missed deadline or mistake and may resort to being sarcastic to make it known that 
you don’t approve.  But…it’s not direct.  Indirect actions like sarcasm leave people 
feeling negative towards you and the workplace.  It’s another seed of negativity 
blossoming into a corrosive and emotionally unsafe environment.  
 
Bullying is another negative team behavior that occurs in the workplace:  being 
aggressive towards others via threats, insults, intimidation, humiliation, or yelling. 
All behavior has a purpose; the purpose of bullying is to communicate dissatisfaction 
with a result or a clash of values, personalities, or beliefs. Bullying can result when 
someone feels they need power, even at the expense of someone else. It’s a desperate 
way to exert control in an uncomfortable situation.  
 
Most employees will bow to bullying, especially if it comes from the boss or 
manager, because they feel that if they stand up for themselves, they could lose their 
job, be demoted, or lose pay.  The bully feels justified in being angry and aggressive 
because the employee made the mistake, missed the deadline, seems incompetent, or 
whatever the situation is.  “Why wouldn’t I be angry?” is a typical refrain.  But is 
anger the only option when an employee lets you down? 
 
Bullying in the workplace and other negative behaviors are so prevalent that the 
Workplace Bullying Institute has been established to tackle this major issue.  
Individual, social and economic impacts are explored on the Institute’s website, as 
well as tips, research, trainings, strategies, and resources.  Check out 
www.workplacebullying.org for more information.       
 
John Yokoyama transformed the culture of his company, the Pike Place Fish Market 
in Seattle, with his visionary leadership. He calls the bully leadership style 
“Command and Control,” or “Do it my way or the highway.”  He knows this 
firsthand, as he was a bully boss himself until he realized that he was part of the 
problem of poor results and frequent turnover in his business.  He realized this when 
he began working with a consultant, and began to practice “inside-out” leadership.  
He started to turn his attention inward and look at the negativity and dysfunction he 
was perpetuating by not managing his triggers well.   Challenges in business were 
always going to occur, he realized, and by judging his employees harshly and 
pushing them around, he wasn’t getting at their creativity or willingness to help solve 
the business problems. He had come to think of them as worker bees and not creative 
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human beings.  When he began to shift his perspective and became more of a coach 
and a listener, seeking to empower his people, his business began to get dramatic, 
world-class results fast.  Read John’s book When Fish Fly to get a fuller picture of 
this transformation.  
 
So what does this have to do with you (or the people you work with)?  Your business 
may be doing well and your turnover low.  Does this mean there is no negativity in 
your culture?  What is the impact or effect of bullying or other more subtle negative 
team behaviors in your workplace?  What would it mean to manage your triggers 
better (and help others manage theirs) so that you could practice different behaviors 
that could potentially unleash a positive and creative environment as John Yokoyama 
did?   
 
This requires a leader to care enough to take a hard look at the results and 
relationships in his or her purview and to be open to self-reflection, feedback from 
others, and ongoing development.  It takes an intense curiosity, vulnerability and 
humility to not see yourself in the most perfect light.  In fact, most leaders have a 
more favorable perspective on themselves than their employees do. It may not be 
comfortable to realize that you have become a bully some of the time.  It took John 
and his business several years to ‘get it,’ to practice a different way.  It may be a long 
haul for you as well, but a trip that is totally worth it. 
 
One way to work with this transformation is to ascertain your intentions with certain 
behaviors, as well as the actual impact that they may have on others.  In the case of 
sarcasm, sometimes the intention is to poke good clean fun at someone and to build a 
relationship through humor.  Other times, however, the intention of sarcasm is to be 
mean, make someone wrong or have them feel bad for making a mistake.  Most often 
the former type of sarcasm is met well and gels a team.  (Of course there may be 
times when someone is in a bad mood and a comment that may not usually bother 
them actually does upset them; this is situational.)  The latter form of sarcasm (and 
bullying), however, is loaded with negativity and creates volatility and stress among 
the work team.  Is this the kind of workplace you want?  
 
In short, negative team behaviors such as sarcasm and bullying have the tendency to 
lead to discontent, stress, health issues, and much more in an organization.  There are 
other negative behaviors as well:  gossip, colluding, avoiding, and micromanaging, 
to name a few.  In an ideal environment, employees and managers would be able to 
articulate their frustrations and challenges with each other and the organization in 
more respectful and constructive ways.  Leaders can seek to turn the tide in a 
negative work culture by working within themselves first and then coaching others to 
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raise their awareness and sharpen their skills.  Such conscious choice-making can 
transform your culture.  A new norm can be put into place:  “We don’t act that way 
around here.”  Research shows that most often when a bully is confronted, they back 
down.  It takes courage and persistence to replace a negative strategy with a positive 
one, but with training and compassion, it can be done.    
     
On the few pages to follow, the STARR model will be presented in both Unresolving 
and Resolving Pattern worksheets, followed by a Calming Tactics worksheet.  Use 
the example to stimulate your understanding of the model’s applicability to your own 
situation. 
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The STARR Model Worksheet (Unresolving Pattern) 
 
A trigger is a great messenger for us if we are able to decipher its code.  Hidden 
within the emotion of frustration, for example, is how we want something to be 
different in the future.  If it was the way we wanted it to be, we wouldn’t feel 
frustrated.  So we have the opportunity to give our attention to this feeling, to “show 
up” for it and acknowledge its legitimacy, so that we are then empowered to enact a 
different reality.  So…we actually get to thank our frustration for being there and 
conveying its message.  Plug your next challenging situation into this model and see 
what happens.  Is the result you typically get from the situation truly what you want 
for yourself and others?   If not, choose some calming tactics to help you stay calm 
and focused on your desired result.  This desire is most likely a valid one. 
Acknowledge the discrepancy between the desired outcome and the actual result. 
Obviously someone was missing information or skills to accomplish what you had 
hoped. When you validate your feeling and stay calm, you no longer need to dodge 
the discomfort by blaming someone else. Then you’re available to “show up” – to 
stay present, take the necessary actions, and give useful, clear feedback to the 
appropriate person in order for change to happen. Here is an example of a trigger: 
 
Stimulus.  (What happened? What did you hear, see, feel that made you react?):   

Example:  A report was late. 
 
Trigger. (What did you feel emotionally? Anger, frustration, sadness, 
disappointment? What were your inner thoughts about the situation?): 

Feeling:  Frustration.   
Thoughts:  This is the third time.  This creates more work for me. 

 
Action. (What did you do as a result of your trigger? Withdraw, blame, attack, etc.?):   

Rolled my eyes and walked away; gossiped to my co-worker about it. 
 
Result. (What result did you get?  What was the outcome?  Did you get what you 
wanted?):   

Nothing changed. 
 
Repeatable Pattern. (Can you see this as a pattern with a person or with other 
people?  Do you want the result to be different?):   

Yes. 
 
So…on the next page let’s see how we can change the situation. 
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The STARR Model Worksheet (Resolving pattern) 
 
Use this worksheet to envision what it is you want to have happen in the future. If 
you are triggered by something and following an un-resolving pattern then maybe it 
is time to do something different? 
 
Situation Example: 

If a report was late, you probably want other reports on time in the future. 
 
Trigger:   
Since we can’t control life, things are going to happen that are not to our liking.  
Unforeseen issues will pop up.  You may still feel frustration at these things. Instead 
of thinking how powerless you are, though, and blaming the other person, you can 
begin to think of the situation as a learning opportunity.  You need to calm down first 
by having a calming tactic ready.  (See worksheet on the next page.) 
 

Example. Feeling: Frustration. Thoughts: “I know this is the third time; I wonder why 
the reports have been late.  I want to seize this opportunity to learn what’s going on 
and help the other person be accountable for his or her deadlines.” 

 
Action:  

Instead of rolling your eyes and gossiping to your coworker, speak up.  Rolling eyes 
and gossip don’t change anything for the better.  In fact, such behaviors, tempting 
though they are, add more negativity to an already less-than-ideal situation. Instead, 
give the person feedback (according to the rules in Chapter 3). 

 

Result (What result did you get? What was the outcome? Did you get what you 
wanted?):   

If you deliver feedback properly – that is, with sensitivity and nonjudgment,, most often 
people accept it.  Sometimes patterns change quickly after such a discussion, while 
others may need more coaching. 

 
Repeatable Pattern:  

Generally speaking, the negative pattern will resolve itself if you stay the course, give 
useful feedback and continue to coach.  Occasionally someone’s resistance will 
necessitate consequences. If a problem behavior keeps happening despite your 
feedback and trouble-shooting, referring an employee to the policies and procedures 
handbook or the Human Resources Department may become necessary.  Once in a 
great while an employee finds he just can’t “get with the program,” and may need to be 
counseled out of the position or fired, for the good of the organization. 
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Calming Tactics Worksheet  
 
A calming tactic is an action that you employ to cool down your negative triggers to 
avoid a negative result. 
 
Use this worksheet to brainstorm some ways to calm yourself when you experience 
stress at work. I list a few examples to inspire your creativity. 
 

1. Deep breathing; 

2. Changing the environment at work if appropriate; 

3. Taking a walk; 

4. _________________________________________ 

5. _________________________________________ 

6. _________________________________________ 

7. _________________________________________ 

8. _________________________________________ 

9. _________________________________________ 

10. _________________________________________ 

 
Once you decide on an appropriate calming tactic, use it the next time you get 
triggered.  If, for instance, you feel frustrated when paperwork hasn’t been submitted 
on time, instead of sending a nasty email, first use one of your strategies to calm 
down.  Then take an action that upholds your intention to keep the relationship with 
yourself and others dignified and respectful.  One action that could support your 
desired result is to directly give the person feedback about your concern. 
 
A Word about Breathing 
 
I want to mention a special note about breathing as a calming tactic.  Breathing has 
been used for thousands of years in religious and spiritual traditions like yoga (they 
call it meditation) as the premier way to calm the mind and body.  I don’t usually 
like to argue with thousand-year-old wisdom so I have cultivated this technique and 
found it extremely helpful.  
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This is how you do it:  Sit in a chair or on a meditation cushion (called a zabuton or a 
zafu) and place your hands in a comfortable position.  You don’t need to cross your 
legs, but if you can, give it a try.  You can also sit on a regular straight-backed chair 
or on the edge of your bed if that is more comfortable.  Once you are all set in your 
seated position, take a few deep breaths through your nose and feel your abdomen 
rise and fall.  Just begin to breathe through your nose and expanding and contracting 
your belly as the air goes in and out.   
 
You will find that your thoughts begin to take your attention from your breathing.  
This is completely natural.  The point of this exercise is that once you catch your 
attention drifting, just refocus back on the breath.  Make an intention to be more 
interested in observing your breath than the contents of your mind.  As you keep 
coming back to the breath over and over again, you will begin to experience a 
calmness, a serenity.   
 
Similarly, if you have discomfort in your body from your seated position, just 
observe the discomfort but then return to the breath.  Pain and discomfort will 
subside; resist the temptation to move to alleviate the pain, for instance.  It is very 
interesting when you can observe numbness or an itch and let it change without your 
moving or changing it.  As you continue to make your breath your primary focus, 
everything else will be in the background and not so prominent.   
 
This skill of breathing or meditating practiced well can develop the muscle of 
calmness on demand.  When you get into a stressful situation you will remember that 
breathing can help you calm down so that you can think clearly.  Just ten minutes a 
day before bed or when you wake up can do wonders to develop this calming 
strategy over time.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 18 

CHAPTER THREE  

  

THE ART OF FEEDBACK 

 
 

Giving and receiving feedback is a helpful thing, right? 
  
It certainly is beneficial to an organization: after all, people can’t read our minds. If 
we don’t speak up and give feedback about something that’s frustrating us, for 
example, nothing can change. 
 
I define feedback as the art of giving information in the present about past 
behavior(s) that could potentially affect future more desirable behavior(s). 
  
But giving feedback isn’t easy, is it?  The truth is, most of us fear giving—or 
receiving—feedback. We get defensive when we hear it. We make excuses for not 
giving feedback: we won’t be heard anyway, so we say to ourselves, why bother? 
We don’t want to upset the status quo. We also avoid giving it because we are afraid 
of insulting, upsetting, or hurting the feelings of the other person.  In some 
organizations caring about others gets equated with not speaking up.  
  
Our fear or discomfort of taking this risk keeps our true feelings and thoughts locked 
up inside, and can produce stress.  Stress left unattended can have many negative 
consequences, both personally and professionally: in our health, our relationships, 
and thus the results we get in life and business.  But all of that can change. The key is 
finding a tried and true method for giving feedback—one that works. 
  
A Road Map for Successful Feedback 
 
When I coach organizations on the best way to give feedback, miracles often happen. 
The air is cleared. And good things begin to happen, although sometimes things get a 
bit worse first before they get better!  A shift in a culture to one whre people tell the 
truth to each other will feel different, even unsettling at first, and not everyone will 
choose to accept it.  There is also the fact that this skill takes time to master, and it 
won't be perfect out of the gate.  In my work as a business coach, I seek to create a 
safe environment for people to learn and practice this art together.   
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I have noticed in my coaching work that the roadmap that follows gives us the most 
likelihood for feedback to be heard. It is also concise.  We want to choose one or two 
issues at most and not have a “laundry list,” which can be overwhelming to the one 
receiving the feedback.  Giving feedback should go according to these “rules”: 
 

1. State something you genuinely appreciate about the person you are giving 
feedback to; 

2. Be clear about the specific behavior that you are giving feedback about (don’t 
use general and judgmental language such as “You are incompetent”); 

3. Describe the impact that the non-ideal behavior has on you or the 
organization; 

4. Make a request about how the problem could be solved.  You can also elicit 
their perspective by asking “What can we do about this?”; 

5. Coach and listen intently.  If there is resistance to your feedback ask: “What 
did you hear me say?” and have them paraphrase you.  They may be 
misinterpreting or defensive because of low confidence, self-doubt, or feeling 
justified in their behavior, for instance.  By asking them to paraphrase you, you 
can help clarify the feedback if they have an erroneous understanding. 

 
So…put steps 1-4 into a short paragraph and practice in front of the mirror or with 
someone else.  Be calm when you deliver the feedback, and make sure you’ve 
chosen a time and place that are conducive to the other person taking in what you’re 
saying. 
 
Use the Feedback Model Worksheet on the next page to plug in your own situation 
the next time you have an opportunity to offer someone  some feedback. 
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The Feedback Model Worksheet 
 

State the problem.  
 
Example:  A part designed by an engineer has a flaw in it. 

 

Appreciation. (Can you find one thing that you appreciate about this person?) 
Example (in a manufacturing setting):   
 

"I appreciate the time and detail you spent on the design of that metal part.” 
 

Clear and Specific. (What behavior do you want changed?  What did you notice 
specifically that happened?): 

 
"I did notice, however, that the part is susceptible to vibration, based on its specs." 

 
Impact. Describe the effect or feeling the concerning behavior or outcome has on 
you, the customer and/or the business.   
 

"Obviously if a customer gets a faulty part, it can jeopardize their final product – which 
can hurt their business and ultimately, ours.” 

 
Request. (What do you want to see happen in the future? Make a request for how to 
improve things):  
 

"I’d like you to rework the specs and make adjustments for the vibration potential." 
 
 
Now put all of that in a paragraph and deliver it.  You can write it down for yourself 
first just to get clear on the points and practice it a few times before giving 
it.  Delivering the feedback in person is by far the best way to proceed.  Make sure 
you’re in a calm and unemotional mood and appropriate surroundings – quiet and 
private. Make sure to listen to how the person responds to the feedback. They may 
have some valid points to consider that may refine your understanding of the 
situation.  Most people, upon hearing the feedback, accept it and will willingly make 
the requested change.  This is what I call “one-and-done” feedback. 
 
Other people, however, will get defensive.  If a person becomes defensive and begins 
to blame you or others, for example, simply take a deep breath and ask the person 
what they heard you say.  This has them reiterate from their perspective what the 
feedback meant for them, what they believe your message was.  You may find that 
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they are judging themselves too critically or that they have some information that 
you didn’t consider.  Be open to changing your mind, all the while staying firm in 
the outcome that you want.  This is a delicate balance. 
 
One other thing to consider is the emotional and mental space of the person you want 
to give feedback to. For instance, if a person is just coming off an absence because of 
a family death, or has just experienced some tension with a coworker, wait for 
another day to deliver the feedback.   
 
Additionally, some people will take the feedback and accept it.  However, it may 
take a few feedback sessions to change a behavior. 
 
Use these steps the next time you need to give someone in your business feedback. 
You’ll find that done sensitively, clearly, and often, feedback creates a culture that 
values it and benefits from it greatly..   
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CHAPTER FOUR   

 

MEETING FACILITATION SKILLS 

 
 

To facilitate a meeting means to preside over and create a good flow relevant to 
the needs of the people involved. 

 
Meetings, meetings and more meetings.  Bad meetings.  Badly run meetings.  You 
know what I’m talking about.  In the many workshops I have done on the topic of 
meeting facilitation, nobody has ever told me that they haven’t been part of a bad 
meeting!  Why is this so?  And what can we do about it?  It is unfortunate that bad 
meetings exist, but it’s also an opportunity, a silver lining in the storm cloud.  And, 
unless you work alone or only with machines, meetings are not going away anytime 
soon.  In this chapter I’m going to give you a roadmap for an effective and excellent 
meeting.  But an important side note first:  If you’re not leading the meeting but it’s 
being run ineffectively, speak up!  It can be a challenge, and you may be hesitant or 
even fearful if it’s your boss leading the meeting, but as a participant you have a 
responsibility to suggest a constructive change for the sake of the whole. Phrased 
supportively, your ideas could be a real relief for the leader as well as the 
participants! 
 
I like to contrast meeting facilitation to learning to ride a bike.  At one point in our 
lives, someone gave us the instructions and patience it took to learn to ride:  pedal 
motion, steering, balance, and braking.  Unfortunately, this is typically not the case 
with meeting facilitation skills.  It would have been great if we had been instructed in 
this art early on, but most of us weren’t. It’s a late-blooming skill that takes study, 
practice and refinement as an adult. There is hope: good meeting facilitation skills 
are learnable.   
 
But first, back to bad meetings.  How you and I would define a bad meeting is 
probably similar:  a lack of interest in the topic, wasted time, off-topic speakers, 
negative behaviors such as over-talking or side-conversing, no clear purpose… and 
the list goes on.  Conversely, a good meeting has a clear purpose and design, 
engenders appreciation and safety, has good ground rules and the right people 
involved, has an agenda and effective process, elicits equal participation, deals 
effectively with challenging behaviors, and gets to desired outcomes.  The costs of 



 23 

bad meetings to an organization are legion.  It cannot be overstated that it behooves 
us to insist on high functioning meetings that get results. 
 
Now let’s delve into the skills needed to run an effective meeting.  Most essential is 
attitude:  in fact, attitude is everything!  In my facilitation work I show up to 
meetings with openness, gratitude, and passion.  I’m excited about meetings!  I love 
meetings because of the power they have to unleash the collective wisdom of the 
group and solve real organizational problems, as well as create high visions.  I’m 
relaxed and appreciative of the honor of being in the lead.  So first and foremost is 
the internal stance of the facilitator.  If you’re stressed, anxious, upset, or 
overwhelmed, it’s essential that you find a way to center and calm yourself before 
the meeting begins. 
 
Next to consider is the purpose of the meeting.  Meetings that have a clear purpose 
and agenda help us get at our desired outcomes.  Designing meetings well takes a 
little time, but it’s worth it.  Make sure the relevant people to give input on the 
meeting design participate in person or virtually.  The purpose could be a one-liner, 
such as:  “The purpose of our meeting Monday is to troubleshoot any problems with 
production this week.”  From there you can create a clear and efficient agenda. 
 
Timing is imperative.  Make sure there is a clear time limit for the meeting itself as 
well as for each agenda item.  Nobody likes a meeting that drags on with no end in 
sight.  When I lead meetings I make sure to regularly check the time to make sure I 
am on par with the agenda.  If I am off-agenda I ask the group what they want to do 
and get agreement.  If the group decides to keep going on a topic, it’s the facilitator’s 
job to acknowledge and manage the issue of time. Will the meeting group go longer, 
will you strike something off the agenda, or will you curtail other items?  The group 
can also help make this decision. 
 
A crucial factor in good meeting facilitation is safety.  Most people need to feel there 
is an emotional safety – in other words, a culture of non-judgment and openness – 
before they will take the risk to share what is on their minds.  The facilitator can 
create that safety by using working agreements or ground rules.  These are norms of 
behaviors that participants agree upon at the beginning of the meeting so that 
everyone is working with the same understandings.  Some examples of agreements 
are:  cell phones on vibrate, no phone use during meetings, keep side conversations 
at a minimum, let quieter people have space to share, etc.  Ground rules help the 
facilitator keep the group on track with effective behaviors that will serve the group’s 
highest potential, and keep unwanted behaviors at bay.  If, for instance, a side 
conversation between two people emerges, you as the facilitator can say something 
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like:  “I am completely interested in what you two are talking about, but it’s hard for 
me to hear Jen’s contributions at the same time as yours.  Let’s have Jen finish up 
and then we can get to your thoughts.”    
 
Another way to create safety is to take time for sharing appreciations.  One of the 
biggest challenges people face in an organization is not feeling appreciated.  When 
you build an appreciations section into the agenda, you grease the wheels of the 
meeting by eliciting positive feelings of participants for each other or the 
organization.  You can ask something like:  “What is one thing that you’re 
appreciating today about your coworkers?”  Or “What is one thing you’re feeling 
grateful for about your work?”  Appreciation is the engine of motivation, a well-kept 
secret that eliminates problems and minimizes tensions. Use it liberally. 
   
Lastly, we want to end the meeting well.  Instead of just disbanding, throw in 30 
seconds of appreciation for the group’s process and participation.  You can take it a 
step further and elicit feedback about the meeting to make it better for next time.  
You can also recap people’s next steps or ask, “What is something that you’re taking 
away from this meeting?”  Ending well is an important step that most people neglect, 
but it serves an important purpose in sending people off focused and resolved.  
 
 

So…to recap (as well  as other points to consider) :  
1. Make sure a meeting is actually necessary and be clear about its purpose; 

 
2. Make sure the relevant participants are present. Designate clear roles 

(facilitator, notetaker, etc.); 
 

3. Bring an agenda of relevant topics to the meeting to create a flow and establish 
momentum and order in the discussion; 
 

4. The agenda could include time to strengthen relationships by exploring 
participants’ personal lives, passions and values. Familiarity with one another 
makes work communications smoother, and with such pursuits even the quietest 
people get known better.  
 

5. Establish ground rules when necessary as the leader/facilitator—(e.g. not 
talking over others, being respectful in communications, not speaking for too 
long, etc.); create a safe place for people to show up with their “full selves”.  
 

6. Manage the meeting by gently invoking the ground rules when needed and 
getting the meeting back on track; 
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7. Ensure that the content you want to cover is commensurate with the time spent 
on it—sometimes you will choose to go off the agenda, but it isn’t by 
happenstance, it’s an intentional act by the facilitator; 
 

8. Evaluate how the meeting is going—check on others’ energy levels: are they 
bored, frustrated, connected?  Ask them about their experience of the meeting; 
 

9. Engage in conflict resolution and uncomfortable conversations when needed—
you’re looking to bring conflicting views to the forefront, to validate all 
perspectives, to help the participants avoid using blame, and to find common 
ground that leads to solutions; 
 

10. Ask how the meetings can get better—elicit constructive feedback; Close the 
meeting on time, with appreciation for everyone’s efforts and engagement. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

COACHING CONFLICT 

 
 
When conflict arises between two or more people, what can you do?  It’s important 
to think of conflict as an opportunity for growth for the participants and the 
organization overall.  When conflict is resolved, it creates more harmony, better 
systems, and an experience of being able to address it head-on.  Sometimes you need 
a facilitator to help ensure clarity between the parties.  Conflict has many potential 
sources:  personality differences, a clash of values and beliefs, competition for 
resources, and struggles of power and status. Here’s a general framework for 
coaching conflict that you can use the next time it surfaces: 
 

1. Emotional safety is paramount.  If people don’t feel they’re in a respectful, 
safe, and confidential space, they will be less apt to share their honest thoughts 
and more vulnerable feelings.  You can create safety by being explicit about it 
and staying true to the ground rules and agreed-upon protocols. Conflict is a 
normal part of any relationship, even working ones.  Actually saying this can 
help people feel more at ease. 

2. State the purpose of the meeting:  “This is a coaching-for-improvement session 
to see if we can move through the disturbance you’ve had, and collaborate on 
the challenge(s) you’re facing.” 

3. Make it clear that you’re providing an opportunity for growth, both personal 
and organizational, by carving out time and space for the conflicting 
perspectives to hear one another out.  Express the delicacy, challenge, and 
significance of the situation, and show confidence that the conflict can be 
resolved. 

4. Start off by asking each participant to find one thing that they appreciate about 
the other person.  It starts the meeting on a positive note and allows people to 
realize that even through the conflict, they do appreciate or care about the 
other person. 

5. Establish ground rules.  Ask what people need to be able to handle themselves 
during the process.  Field some of their responses and add some of your own.  
Some examples are: listening actively and not in defensiveness; appreciating 
the good intention of the other person; working to understand the others’ 
points; being open to learning about one’s own responsibility for contributing 
to the situation; taking a break if things are getting too heated; and using “I” 
statements to stay away from blame. Make sure to get agreement from both 
parties on the ground rules before you begin. 



 27 

6. Ask one person to start by recounting, from their perspective, what happened 
or what the problem is.  Help the speaker by paraphrasing periodically to 
check for meaning, and coach them to talk about the impact they have 
experienced and what they need now. Offer some clarifying statements to 
identify the heart of the disagreement for them (perhaps a lack of respect, or 
too much micromanaging, or a negative impact on their team). 

7. Next let the other person speak, and frame their concerns similarly. 

8. Encourage some cross-talk between the two parties. This is where it can get 
tricky.  I let conflict come out respectfully without squelching it.  Sometimes it 
amps up, when it becomes your job to step in calmly and supportively, pointing 
out that people are getting triggered and ceasing to listen for information and 
understanding. Invoke the ground rules and help each party to craft 
nonjudgmental feedback, as well as to take it in with openness and curiosity 
rather than anger and defensiveness. Typically people who see through a 
conflict in this way learn something important about themselves and how they 
unwittingly contributed to the issue. 

9. Uphold any awareness the participants have gained, and any hints of 
resolution that have emerged. Usually a conflict happens because one person 
triggered another and it got out of hand, perpetuating negative behaviors. 
Once the triggers are addressed, resolution can typically be nurtured along. 

10. Garner any action items or next steps and check for agreement.  

11. Appreciate the process and hard work each party just underwent. Let them 
know that they made some headway and collaborated on an issue that is not so 
emotional now, for their own good as well as the good of the organization or 
team.  Let them know that they have internal indicators to alert them if they’re 
getting off-track again, into negative behaviors. 

12. Check in as needed periodically after the session ends.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER:  HOW TO 
INTEGRATE THESE IDEAS INTO YOUR WORK 

LIFE 

 
The principles in this report won’t happen automatically or through osmosis.  If you 
wanted to become proficient at golf, or a musical instrument, you wouldn’t just read 
about it and not practice.  There’s no difference with emotional and mental skills.  To 
gain mastery over your experience, you need to practice and integrate these strategies 
and tactics into your life.  But how? 
 
Go back through this report again and do all of the exercises that I mention, as well 
as the worksheets.  These are designed to get the ball rolling.  They may feel 
contrived at first, but that’s part of the point: any new attitudes or behaviors will feel 
awkward for awhile.  The first time you manage your emotions differently will feel 
strange.  Your first feedback session may be uncomfortable.  Celebrate this as part of 
the path.  Once you understand that pushing yourself out of your comfort zone is 
necessary to actually reduce your stress in the long run you’ll be past the point of no 
return.  This is an exciting moment on your journey! 
 
When you can effectively listen (set the intention to be curious, have good body 
language, paraphrase, and ask open questions); manage your triggers (use the 
STARR model); give and receive feedback at will; run effective and collaborative 
meetings where honesty is valued; and coach conflict as it arises, you will have 
achieved new vistas in your leadership skills!  You will have gained a solid 
foundation through the techniques you have learned here, and through practice you 
will be catapulted to the next level, where zero-stress leadership is the ideal—and 
almost attainable!  Although there will inevitably be stressors that arise, you will be 
able to deal with them more effectively, in a timely way, without allowing them to 
fester.  Conducting yourself in this way will have an enormous impact on your well-
being, the well-being of others, and the organization as a whole.   
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COMMUNICATIONS SKILLS CASE STUDY   

 

KEN ABBOTT, CEO AT ABTECH 
MANUFACTURING, SWANZEY, NEW 

HAMPSHIRE 

 
Ken’s business manufactures precision roundness gauges needed for diverse 
industries.  He and his team custom-make products to fit customers’ needs.  One 
such product, just designed by an engineer and assembled by the workers, was being 
tested, and Ken noticed something:  that the gauge was susceptible to vibration from 
other machines, thus compromising the integrity of the readings on the gauge.  In the 
“old days,” says Ken, he would have become frustrated and impatient, issuing an 
order to fix the problem.  After some work to improve his leadership skills, however, 
Ken now knows that how he acts as a leader in his business sets the tone for the 
company and even the mood for that day.  In working with me to develop his self-
awareness and communication skills, Ken learned new skills and decided to do 
something different.  He actually saw this situation as an opportunity to teach the 
engineer and other employees about their products’ susceptibility to external 
vibration.  This would enable a leap forward in product quality that would position 
the company to leapfrog over the competition!  Ken’s story serves to illustrate how a 
CEO dedicated to speaking the truth in a respectful way can create a winning 
business solution with no negative impacts on his employees. 
 
While contemplating the desire to give the engineer feedback about the gauge 
design, he realized that it might be a sensitive subject because the engineer had spent 
a lot of time on the design.  So Ken began to set the stage in his mind: how could he 
deliver the feedback without engendering defensiveness? Most of us can agree that 
feedback is a good thing theoretically, but when the rubber hits the road we avoid it 
or deliver it while being triggered—when we don’t exactly exemplify skillfulness!  
Ken wanted to deliver the feedback via the type of leadership he and I had been 
exploring, and to do it in a group setting, to make it less personal and more of a 
group learning experience. 
 
Ken created the environment for maximum success in his mind before he went into 
the meeting.  He came up with the feedback statement, as well, so he was prepared.  
In crafting the statement, Ken followed the “rules” that he and I had developed:  
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express his appreciation for something he genuinely admires about the engineer’s 
work, be specific about his concern (the susceptibility for vibration), describe the 
potential impact on the organization or customer, then make a request for 
improvement. Then, listen to the response and coach the respondent if necessary.   
 
So Ken went into the meeting prepared to deliver the feedback; he had actually 
rehearsed it ahead of time.  His attitude was open and relaxed, and his intentions—
not to ream someone out but to improve the product and expand his employees’ 
knowledge—were clear as could be. Of course he was a bit anxious because the 
outcome of human interactions is always unknown: we can do our utmost to elicit a 
certain reaction in others, but ultimately we can’t control their decisions. 
 
So there was Ken, in the meeting with a couple of other employees and the engineer.  
Here’s what he said to the engineer:  “I completely appreciate that you have put a ton 
of time into this design. It’s a really beautiful piece of work.” (This is the genuine 
appreciation.)  I did notice something that may be an issue, however—that the gauge 
is susceptible to vibration.” (This is the specific behavior/outcome.)  “This is an area 
that we haven’t discussed yet; we have an opportunity to perform a vibration study 
and improve the stiffness of the system, to reduce the gauge’s susceptibility to 
external influences.” (Here’s the impact on the customers.) “Would you be willing to 
perform that study?” (Here’s the request.) Ken basically explained that even though 
the engineer had done a tremendous job with the design, Ken was issuing an 
invitation to take things even further—because ABTech always wants to push the 
limits and gain an advantage over the competition.  
 
Sometimes when we deliver feedback, it’s met with:  “I didn’t even think of that; 
thank you for telling me,” or something along those lines.  This is what I call “one 
and done,” meaning that the feedback was taken and course correction will ensue.  
But…in Ken’s scenario, this wasn’t the case.  The engineer became angry and 
defensive, and couldn’t believe that Ken wasn’t happy with the machine or his 
design—which wasn’t true.   
 
Even though Ken had given the engineer genuine appreciation, the resentment 
trigger the engineer felt actually usurped the positive messages he’d been given. In 
other words, he took Ken’s feedback personally, interpreting the critique to mean he 
wasn’t a good designer and that Ken would never think his work was good enough.   
 
It’s interesting what we experience when we’re triggered around our self-identity, 
especially in a group setting.  We passionately want people to see us as competent, 
worthy, talented, etc..  It’s hard to be vulnerable to being less than perfect.  In this 
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case Ken wasn't even thinking that the engineer was less than perfect, only that he 
was still young and had much still to learn in design engineering.  Ken saw this as an 
opportunity to teach him something and never intended to attack his work. 
 
While the engineer was becoming defensive, Ken began to have his own negative 
reaction in his mind.  He wanted to lash back, but he didn’t.  He took some deep 
breaths and did something novel:  he paraphrased the engineer’s emotions, thus 
validating his pain.  Ken said, “I can tell that because you put so much time into this, 
you’re upset that it isn’t quite right yet.”   In essence Ken agreed with the ideas 
behind the engineer’s strong emotions; he decoded the real message in the storm. 
Ken used a calming strategy to keep himself calm and open when the engineer 
became defensive, which allowed him to listen more carefully to the engineer’s 
perspective and discern the root of his reaction.  At the same time, Ken upheld the 
feedback about the vibration and continued to hold the point that the vibration issue 
needed to be resolved – but that it wasn’t about the engineer’s lack of skill. The 
engineer calmed down at this point, but the interaction wasn’t fully resolved yet.   
 
So…Ken did something masterful.  Instead of plowing ahead blindly, he took an 
hour to reflect on his experience and decide how to proceed.  He asked himself a 
question in the privacy of his office:  “Did I do what I set out to do in the best 
intention and manner possible?”  He genuinely answered yes.  Again, we can never 
control the other person’s reaction, only what we intend to do.  In saying, “Let’s talk 
more about this later,” Ken gave himself and the engineer a gift of time and space to 
calm down the triggers even more (a calming strategy that Ken and I had worked 
on).  
 
At that point he realized that he needed to go back and give additional feedback to 
the engineer about his defensive reaction. This was done not in anger or out of a need 
to shame or blame, but out of wanting to look at the impacts of the engineer’s 
negative reactions on the workplace climate and his colleagues.  Obviously it’s 
counterproductive for the organization if someone rejects important information 
about their work because they’re afraid to hear it.  
 
With reassurance about his value to the company, this additional feedback session 
went over very well, and Ken was even able to discuss with the engineer what it was 
like for him to get less-than-ideal feedback when he had worked so hard. Once the 
engineer’s fears about Ken’s opinion of him were assuaged, he was able to hear the 
concern matter-of-factly and turn his focus to improving the product. 
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This case study exemplifies many of the communication and self-awareness skills 
Ken and I have worked on:  being attuned to things that need to be changed, setting 
the stage in meetings by reflecting on them first, managing triggers effectively in the 
moment, not bullying or avoiding issues but seeking to create a safe and creative 
space for the conversation, being as open and relaxed as possible, compassionately 
managing somebody else’s trigger, managing our own triggers via calming 
strategies, and giving additional feedback (or checking in) after the fact.  Of course, 
there is an additional coaching piece to this:  to hold the concept of accountability 
intact, to make sure negative emotions don’t infect the workplace and that 
performance continues to improve.  This is something Ken will undoubtedly 
navigate further in this situation and many more to come. 
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AFTERTHOUGHTS 

 
 
 
Culture change in a business or organization can keep developing and growing into 
excellence.  There will be fits and starts while people either get with the program or 
don’t.  It is an exciting invitation for everyone from the top down to learn, practice 
and master the skills needed for this cultural transformation.  It is a never-ending 
process, but once the skills are in place upsets and dysfunction happen much less and 
are resolved more quickly.  Leaders don’t have to obligate others to adopt the 
coaching way; by and large most people come to it in their own time once it’s 
modeled.   
 
CEOs and Executive Directors can drive this change from the top, which is most 
effective in the long term.  When they value these skills and rigorously practice them 
themselves, they set the tone for the organization to value and employ the skills as 
well.  That being said, other senior managers who see the value in a coaching culture 
can drive change in their departments—it doesn’t always have to start at the top.  By 
doing the work with their teams and getting at some much- needed outcomes, one 
driver can help the rest of the organization take notice.   
 
A coaching culture is an amazing place to be.  It doesn’t matter what the business is, 
coaching transcends what we do because it focuses on how we do it together.  When 
people band together and practice well, the sky is the limit.  Collaboration, 
innovation and positivity are unleashed, and that is always good business.   
 
The hard and fast skills of listening, trigger management, feedback, meeting 
facilitation and coaching conflict are a comprehensive set of tools that every leader 
should carry with them into every situation.  These skills reprogram the mind and 
heart to use acceptance, non-judgment, and kindness in the workplace, all the while 
engendering accountability and results.  People want to do a good job and feel 
valued.  Accountability with a soft edge works wonders.   Coaching also allows for 
fun, lightheartedness and joy to surface in relationships.  When we’re not caught in 
the dysfunctional cycles of unresolved triggers, our energy is free to create vibrancy 
in our interactions with others.    
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