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Leaders are facing more questions about difficult topics than ever 
before. Using generative questions and positive framing will help  
drive conversations that are worth having.

M ore and more people across the country 
have stepped up to participate in democ-
racy. People finding their voice, especially 

around ethics and moral action, have not stopped 
at politics. They’ve brought their values and views 
to work, calling for change and often demanding 
specific action. What looks like a simple moral deci-
sion for an individual, however, can be a significant 
moral dilemma for an organization. With diverse 
stakeholders, a leader’s responsibilities span custom-
ers, shareholders, employees, a board of directors 
and vendors. These ethical decisions are often quite 
complex for leaders who have responsibility for the 
success of the organization. 

The democratization of business is also being 
driven by movements such as Purpose-Driven 
Business, Business as an Agent of World Benefit, 
Conscious Capitalism and Benefit Corporations. 
These groups encourage corporations to expand 
their bottom-line motivations and definition for 
success, recognizing the full value of all members 
of the organization and including them in strategic 
conversations. Research conducted around these 
movements is encouraging; it shows that engaging 
the whole system, with its diversity of stakeholders, 
improves success measures across the board (e.g., 60 
percent improvement in performance, 87 percent 
more likely to remain with the organization,1 1000 
percent increase in ROI over a ten-year period2). 

These companies benefit from the greater loyalty, 
innovation and performance that results from dem-
ocratic processes.3 Considering the research in the 
field of positive psychology and positive sciences,4 it 
is easy to understand why such efforts drive reten-
tion, loyalty and performance. Truly democratic cul-
tures foster employee flourishing: positive emotions, 
genuine engagement, collaborative relationships, 
meaningful work and a sense of accomplishment.5 
As a result, people are happy in their workplace, they 
feel valued. People commit to what they help create. 

To maximize that success and manage uncom-
fortable and potentially volatile conversations 
requires new leadership skills. To cultivate a demo-
cratic workplace, “those in management positions 
should be proactive in asking employees at all levels 
about their concerns, questions and thoughts.”6 A 
core capacity for leaders who hope to navigate the 
democratization of their organization and the seas 
of complex change is their ability to foster conversa-
tions worth having.

We define conversations worth having as those 
that are outcomes-focused, appreciative and 
inquiry-based.7 We introduce two simple practices 
that leaders can use to engage stakeholders in ways 
that add value and move forward, even in the most 
challenging situations. These practices derive from 
appreciative inquiry (AI), one of the most widely 
used approaches for fostering positive change at any 
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level in any system. AI is about the search for the best in people, 
organizations and communities along with the exploration of 
what might be possible. It’s being used in organizations such 
as Apple, Coca-Cola, Duke Energy, Green Mountain Coffee 
Roasters, Johnson & Johnson, VISA Corporation, Vitamix and 
the United Nations.8 

The complex challenges we face today cannot be resolved 
by a single or even small group of people. They require leaders 
who can engage all stakeholders in meaningful and inclusive 
conversation. Looking for both/and ways of moving forward is 
not only a source of creativity and innovation, it may well be at 
the core of any truly democratic process. The two practices that 
support democratic engagement are generative questions and 
positive framing. These practices allow people to discover the 
world beyond dualistic thinking, beyond “your way or mine.” 

Generative Questions
Your capacity to ask generative questions gives you the power 
to change the way people think (including yourself). These 
questions make the invisible visible, create shared understanding, 
generate new knowledge and inspire possibility. Sometimes it is 
as simple as asking: “How do you see it?” “Can you say more about 
what you mean?” “What is important to you about this issue?” 

Generative questions are essential when addressing complex 
issues. For instance, Google made headline news in 2017 firing 
one of their software engineers for a “document he wrote crit-
icizing the company’s diversity efforts and attributing the tech 
industry’s gender imbalance to biological differences between 
men and women.”9 Someone leaked it, and it went viral. The 
CEO’s response was likely driven by the perceived threat of bad 
public relations (PR). Let’s take a look at how he might have 
turned this nightmare into PR magic.

Imagine, instead of firing the author of the document, the 
CEO initiated conversations across Google focused on develop-
ing shared understanding and possibilities for creating a cul-
ture that reflects diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI). What if 
leadership had invited diverse teams—gender, race, ability and 
even political/religious—to engage in productive and meaning-
ful conversations with an eye toward genuine movement around 
DEI in the workplace. They might have asked questions such as:
1. Can you share a workplace experience of discrimination 

or a lack of DEI? What happened and what was your expe-
rience? How might your inclusion have been beneficial for 
the team and their outcomes?

2. Now, can you share a peak experience of DEI in the work-
place? What happened and what was that like for you? What 
did you value about yourself and others in that experience? 

3. According to 2018 report from National Center for Wom-
en and Information Technology, women made up only 26 
percent of technology-related positions and the headline 
reads: “there is a lack of diversity in the tech world, and it’s 
not getting any better.”10 What are your views on why this is 
the case? How did you come to believe that?

4. Imagine it’s five years from now, and our organization is 
making strides towards a culture reflecting shared values 
around DEI. How are we benefiting from increased DEI? 
What does that look like? What steps/actions did we take 
to achieve that? How did we use research and training to 
support this outcome? What role did you play? 

5. How might we work together to create a culture of DEI?
a. What values and behaviors will foster DEI?
b. If we are making progress on our DEI efforts, in five years 
how will our culture have changed? What might we do to get 
started? How will you help make that happen?

Such democratic conversations around complex and vola-
tile situations can strengthen understanding and relationships 
across divides, allow people to be seen and heard, make visible 
the diversity of perspectives, create shared values and visions for 
the future, and identify pathways toward a future that people are 
ready to make happen. Instead of silencing people and fueling 
polarized conversations, which landed Google in two lawsuits 
that are still going on, leaders can choose to foster conversations.

A key leadership behavior is an open and non-judgmental 
mindset and an attitude of curiosity about how a difficult con-
versation might link to goals to which the company aspires. This 
can be challenging if the leader feels threatened. Our reflexive 
fight-or-flight reaction inhibits access to higher order thinking 
when we need it most. When dealing with any issue, especially 
a difficult and complex one, it’s vital for leaders to be deliber-
ate instead of reactive. They need to listen and ask generative 
questions that make room for conversations that build trust 
and the kind of openness that has the transformative power to 
support genuine engagement, even around topics or situations 
that might have formerly been out of bounds. 

Leaders can use these questions to create space for people 
to hear and understand one another; to grow and move beyond 
polarizing and limiting beliefs. In the above example, the imag-
ined conversation was framed around a desired outcome: shared 
understanding and a movement toward a culture reflecting DEI. This 
is the second practice: create a positive frame. 

Positive Framing
The second AI practice is positive framing. In its simplest terms, 
it is talking about what you and others want. This should not be 
confused with focusing on the positive; the goal of reframing a 
conversation is to address the problem in ways that move toward 
desired outcomes. In the above example, the first question 
focused on the problem itself. Sometimes it’s important to make 
the invisible visible before you can move forward toward what 
you want. Understanding other’s perspectives can be a first 
important step in building bridges across divides and making 
room for collaboration on a new future.

Race, equity, social injustice, immigration policies, carbon 
footprint and politics are hot topics in almost every workplace 
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today. Problem-focused conversations fuel polarization. Positive 
framing focuses those conversations on common, desired 
outcomes and pathways for achieving those outcomes. In these 
conversations, people more easily hear one another’s point of 
view and open their minds and hearts to other perspectives and 
possibilities. To help leaders create a positive frame, we recom-
mend a technique we call flipping.

Flipping is a three-step process for taking any problem or 
challenge and creating a positive frame. This approach moves 
you from a negative, deficit-based frame to a positive frame. 
The three steps are:  
 • Name It: What is the problem, complaint or thing you don’t 

want?
 • Flip It: What is the positive opposite?
 • Frame It: What is the positive impact if the flip is true? What 

do you want? What is the desired outcome? 

Here’s the flip for the Google example: 
 • Name It: Internal critical and polarizing communication 

creates a PR nightmare. 
 • Flip It: Internal critical and polarizing communication does 

not create a PR nightmare. 
 • Frame It: Working together towards shared understanding 

and a culture reflecting DEI. (And the potential for great PR!) 

While these two leadership practices are simple, they do 
not come easily for two reasons. The first is cultural. Most 
leaders have well developed problem-solving skills and have 
been groomed to have the answers. These are difficult habits 
to break, requiring a willingness to stay in a place of ambigu-
ity and uncertainty, inviting others in to talk about complex 
challenges and sensitive issues. The second is physical. As is 
well-established, humans are neurobiologically wired to scan for 
threats and react quickly to eliminate them. This fight-or-flight 
response inhibits our capacity to think clearly. 

If you’re not being physically threatened, we suggest you 
pause, breathe deeply and get curious. Deep breathing stim-
ulates the parasympathetic nervous system; it is the bridge 
between reaction and our ability to be deliberate. Curiosity 
further changes the body chemistry giving you greater access 
to critical thinking and creativity. Adopting this attitude of 
curiosity primes you to practice asking generative questions and 
creating a positive frame for your conversation. 

A global pandemic, massive migration, environmental chal-
lenges, and social and political unrest are all but demanding 

broader engagement and the capacity to have difficult conversa-
tions. It is little wonder that organization leaders and managers 
are feeling the pressure. Any pathway through will involve con-
versation; it is at the heart of how we interact as social beings. 
These two practices will allow leaders at all levels to thoughtfully 
and openly ensure that tough topics are discussed in ways that 
value everyone’s voice and perspective, create healthy cultures 
and may also lead to breakthrough solutions.   

Cheri Torres, Ph.D., is Founder and Lead  
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Torres and Stavros are co-authors of Conversations 
Worth Having: Using Appreciative Inquiry to Fuel Productive and 
Meaningful Engagement.

References
1 Simha, B.S. and Vardhan, B.V. (August 2015). Enhancing 

Performance and Retention through Employee Engagement, 
International Journal of Scientific and Research Publications, Vol. 
5, Issue 8. Available May 9, 2021 at http://www.ijsrp.org/
research-paper-0815/ijsrp-p4466.pdf

2 Sisodia, R., Sheth, J., and Wolfe, D.B. (2007). Firms of Endear-
ment. NJ: Prentice Hall. Cameron, K. (2012). Positive Lead-
ership: Strategies for Extraordinary Performance, Oakland, CA: 
Berrett-Koehler Publishers.

3 The Change Lab 2019 Workplace Survey. The Impact of Organiza-
tion Change on Employee Wellbeing in American Workplac-
es by The Change Lab. 

4 Quinn, R. (2015). The Positive Organization: Breaking Free from 
Conventional Cultures, Constraints, and Beliefs. Oakland, CA: 
Berrett Koehler Publishers. More research is available at 
https://positiveorgs.bus.umich.edu/ and the mission is to 
create a better world through the science and practice of 
thriving organizations.

5 Seligman, M. (2011). Flourish: A Visionary New Understanding of 
Happiness and Well-being, NYC: Free Press. 

6 Sage Human Resources: https://blog.sage.hr/12-ways- 
accomplish-workplace-democracy/

7 Stavros, J., and Torres, C. (2018). Conversations Worth Having: 
Using Appreciative Inquiry to Fuel Productive and Meaningful 
Engagement. Oakland, CA: Berrett-Koehler Publishers

8 If you want to learn more about AI, visit the Appreciative In-
quiry Commons, a portal providing practice tools and case 
studies (https://appreciativeinquiry.champlain.edu/ ).

9 Redden, M. and Davis, N. (August 2017). Google staffer’s 
hostility to affirmative action sparks furious backlash. The 
Guardian. Available 3.12.21 at https://www.theguardian.com 
/world/2017/aug/06/google-staffers-manifesto-against- 
affirmative-action-sparks-furious-backlash

10 Sargent, J. (June 5, 2019). There’s a Diversity Problem in 
the Tech Industry and It’s Not Getting Any Better, Software 
Development Times, https://sdtimes.com/softwaredev/theres-
a-diversity-problem-in-the-tech-industry-and-its-not-getting-
any-better/

FIGURE 2. FLIPPING

Problem

Negative  
impact

The positive 
opposite

Flip It
Desired 
outcome 
from the flip

Frame ItName It


	44.3 Summer Final_c1
	44.3 Summer Final_c2
	44.3 Summer Final_01
	44.3 Summer Final_02
	44.3 Summer Final_03
	44.3 Summer Final_04
	44.3 Summer Final_05
	44.3 Summer Final_06
	44.3 Summer Final_07
	44.3 Summer Final_08
	44.3 Summer Final_09
	44.3 Summer Final_10
	44.3 Summer Final_11
	44.3 Summer Final_12
	44.3 Summer Final_13
	44.3 Summer Final_14
	44.3 Summer Final_15
	44.3 Summer Final_16
	44.3 Summer Final_17
	44.3 Summer Final_18
	44.3 Summer Final_19
	44.3 Summer Final_20
	44.3 Summer Final_21
	44.3 Summer Final_22
	44.3 Summer Final_23
	44.3 Summer Final_24
	44.3 Summer Final_25
	44.3 Summer Final_26
	44.3 Summer Final_27
	44.3 Summer Final_28
	44.3 Summer Final_29
	44.3 Summer Final_30
	44.3 Summer Final_31
	44.3 Summer Final_32
	44.3 Summer Final_33
	44.3 Summer Final_34
	44.3 Summer Final_35
	44.3 Summer Final_36
	44.3 Summer Final_37
	44.3 Summer Final_38
	44.3 Summer Final_39
	44.3 Summer Final_40
	44.3 Summer Final_41
	44.3 Summer Final_42
	44.3 Summer Final_43
	44.3 Summer Final_44
	44.3 Summer Final_45
	44.3 Summer Final_46
	44.3 Summer Final_47
	44.3 Summer Final_48
	44.3 Summer Final_49
	44.3 Summer Final_50
	44.3 Summer Final_51
	44.3 Summer Final_52
	44.3 Summer Final_53
	44.3 Summer Final_54_r1
	44.3 Summer Final_55
	44.3 Summer Final_56
	44.3 Summer Final_c3
	44.3 Summer Final_c4

