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Today’s Agenda

• “Silence Kills” study

• What are “Crucial Conversations”?

• Dialogue Model

• Silence, Violence, and Dialogue

• CPR

• Safety – Using Contrasting

• Solutions and Results



“Silence Kills” Hypothesis

• It isn’t just communication in general that contrib utes 
to health care problems.

• A small number of high-stakes discussions have a 
disproportionate impact on hospital performance.

• Speaking up in these few crucial conversations is a  
key variable in quality, safety, retention and 
productivity.

• Measuring these should be an essential leading 
indicator.

• © 2005 VitalSmarts, L.C. All Rights Reserved.  Silence Kills: The Seven Crucial 
Conversations for Healthcare.  



The Study

• Phase 1: Interviews, observations, and focus 
groups at 6 hospitals.

• Phase 2: Survey of 1,700 nurses, physicians, 
and other clinical providers in 13 U.S. 
hospitals (urban, suburban and rural).

The Study was conducted in conjunction with the 
American Association of Critical-Care Nurses during  
2004, results published in February 2005



People See Problems But Say Nothing

• Health care workers regularly face seven 
kinds of problems and feel powerless to 
influence them.

• Every day health care workers stand next to 
their colleagues and see them cut corners, 
make mistakes or demonstrate dangerous 
incompetence. 

• Only a small percentage of these people talk 
to the person about what they’ve seen.



Seven Crucial Conversations

1. Competence 50-80%
2. Work Ethic 75%
3. Mistakes 49-85%
4. Broken Rules 85%
5. Lack of Support 20%
6. Disrespect 75%
7. Micromanagement 50%

© 2005 VitalSmarts, L.C. All Rights Reserved.  Silence Kills: The Seven Crucial 
Conversations for Healthcare.  

Concerns people have occasionally 
with at least 10% of their colleagues...

% Reporting 
Concerns



Summary

The pervasive culture of avoiding these seven 
crucial conversations is related to:

• Unacceptable error rates.

• High nursing turnover.

• Lower productivity.

• Higher costs.

• Lower morale.



The Results

• Those few people who are able to speak up 
experience better quality, satisfaction, 
discretionary effort, and retention.

• Speaking up in these few crucial areas is 
related to higher quality, safety, retention and 
productivity .



• Crucial skills training materials are based on 
research that studied top performers across dozens 
of companies and industries.

• No matter the setting or position, top performers 
consistently demonstrate the ability to talk effectively 
in high-stakes, emotional discussions.

- They’re particularly gifted at speaking and being heard 
and encouraging others to do the same.

- They also hold people accountable in a way that 
solves problems and builds relationships.

Where Did the 
Solutions Come from?



A Definition

What Makes a Conversation Crucial?



Great or Good?

The difference between great organizations
and the merely good

is not how many problems they have.

It is their capacity to talk
about the problems.

-Joseph Grenny



Organizational Success….

On Our “Worst” Days:  
Ignore and Avoid.

On Our “Good” Days:  
Eventually get around to the problems.

On Our “Best” Days
Everyone holds everyone accountable –

regardless of position.

����������	
��������
������
�
������
���������������



The Promise of Crucial Conversations

Learn to master crucial conversations 
and improve everything.

Crucial 
Conversation 
Skills

Quality

Productivity

Employee Engagement

Process Improvement

Cost Control

Patient Satisfaction



How About Your Hospital?

Application

• Partner with the person next to you.

• Discuss the most critical improvement 
challenge your hospital faces—your 
pressing problem.

• Consider issues related to quality, 
productivity, retention, leadership, cost 
control, patient satisfaction, process 
improvement, employee engagement, etc.



Law of Crucial Conversations

Anytime you find yourself stuck, 
there are crucial conversations 
you are either not holding, or 

not holding well, that are 
keeping you there.



8 Crucial Principles

• Get Unstuck
Spot the conversations that are keeping you stuck.

• Start with Heart
Stay focused on what you really want.

• Learn to Look
Notice when safety is at risk.

• Make It Safe
Make it safe to talk about almost anything.

• Master My Stories
Stay in dialogue when you’re angry, scared or hurt.

• STATE My Path
Speak persuasively, not abrasively.

• Explore Others’ Paths
Listen when others blow up or clam up.

• Move to Action
Turn crucial conversations into action and results.



Spot the Conversations

Acid Test

What is the crucial conversation you’re 
not holding, or not holding well, that is 

keeping you stuck? 



• A colleague who let you down

• A co-worker who plays the “martyr” role well

• A leader who avoids issues, sends mixed 
messages, or is not “walking the talk”

• Talking with an employee about a patient’s 
complaint on their quality of service

• Working with a physician who intimidates 
employees

Examples



From Casual to Crucial…
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Why do we Move 
from Silence to Violence?

This is your brainThis is your brain 
during a crucial 
conversation.

We are left to deal with 
the most complex and 
challenging 
conversations of our 
lives with the same set 
of skills we would use to 
deal with a salivating 
predator.



First, Our Motives Degrade...

Unhealthy Motives

• Be right

• Look good, save face

• Keep the peace

• WIN

• Punish, blame

• Avoid conflict

• Be critical, sarcastic

• Gain sympathy

Goals of Dialogue

• Learn

• Find the truth

• Produce results

• Strengthen              
relationships



Dialogue
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Are you really communicating 

or just talking?



The “Right” Conversation?

Content
The first time a problem comes up.

Pattern / Process
A continuing problem or inappropriate behavior.

Relationship
Harming the overall work relationship.

Identify the right conversation with CPR



Revisit your Acid Test…

Are you having the right 
conversation?



Every time we find ourselves 
arguing, debating, running 

away, or acting in an 
otherwise ineffective way, it’s 
because we don’t know how 

to share meaning.



Learn To Look

• Fear sits in the very epicenter of crucial 
conversations

• Watch for fear and respond accordingly

When other start withdrawing or attacking, take note.  
Think, “It looks like others are feeling unsafe.”

And then do your best to make it safe.



Make It Safe

In order to share meaning, we have to feel 
safe.

In order to feel safe, we have to establish 
mutuality:

• Mutual Purpose: entrance condition

• Mutual Respect: continuance condition



Summary

• Crucial skills are not just about communication

• They aren’t based on what you might learn in a 
corporate charm school

• Instead, they’re designed to help people positively 
affect the results they care about the most

What Results 
Can You Expect?



High Performers

Success does not mean that 
others will always change to suit 
your wishes.

Success does mean that rather
than acting out your concerns
when others don’t change,
you will talk them out candidly
and your results will improve!


