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When facilitating respectful conversations, how you lead the conversation is just as important as what you say. This 

resource provides tips on how to facilitate conversations with dignity, compassion, integrity, and empathy.   

 

Prior to the Conversation 
 

Prepare by Familiarizing Yourself with the Content  

Take time to review the materials and get comfortable with the content, the language, and the messaging. Doing so will 

build your confidence in knowing what the content is so that you can focus on how the conversation is facilitated.  

 

Ensure participants are aware of the topic and have an opportunity to prepare their thoughts if they wish to.  

 

Ground in our Values 

Ground in our values of Dignity, Integrity, Service, Compassion, and Innovation. The values of Dignity, Integrity, and 

Compassion are particularly important when facilitating conversations about sensitive topics.  

 

Take time to review and ground in these values before the conversation begins and keep them in mind throughout the 

conversation. Encourage others to do so as well – perhaps as part of established ground rules.   
 

Dignity: We value the uniqueness of each person and work to ensure everyone's right to privacy. We respect the 

cultures, values, beliefs and traditions of others and honor their talents and contributions.  
 

Integrity: We say what we mean and do what we say. We communicate openly and honestly and behave 

ethically. We demand the best of ourselves and accept shared accountability for our actions 
 

Compassion: We recognize and respond to the emotional, spiritual and physical needs of all the people we serve. 

We create a caring environment, conducive to healing, growth and well-being for all.  

 

During the Conversation 
 

Set the Intention of the Conversation Upfront 

Ensure participants know why the conversation is important and what the intent of it is. At times it is helpful to clarify by 

expressing what the intent is and what it is not.  
 

For example, you may begin a conversation by saying ‘The intent of this conversation is to share stories and learn 

from each other’s experiences and perspectives. It is not to cast blame or point out previous errors.’  

 

Set Ground Rules 

Identify the behaviors you expect during the conversation, share them with the participants, and ask for adherence to 

them. Consider asking the participants if there are any additional ground rules they expect from each other.  

 

Being clear about these expectations up front helps set everyone up for success.  Refer to the ground rules as needed 

during the conversation.  
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Practice Empathy and Encourage it From Others  

Remind yourself that each participant in the conversation is a person with real experiences, emotions, and needs. Truly 

consider their perspectives and encourage empathy from others as well. Remind yourself and others to not take 

messages personally, but rather consider the perspective from the view point of another person.  

 

Invite, But Don’t Force Participation 
Encourage all participants to share in the conversation and make space for those who may not wish to contribute.  

 

Pay attention to the non-verbals of the participants and respond accordingly. For example, if you get the sense that 

someone has something they want to say but aren’t able to insert themselves into the conversation, pause and ask if 

they have anything they want to share.  

 

Beyond the conversation, consider alternate approaches for collecting thoughts and insights on a topic (e.g., online 

polls, small group discussions, anonymous post-it not response, etc.). 

 

Close with Gratitude & Next Steps 

End the conversation by thanking the participants for sharing their thoughts and perspectives, hearing the perspectives 

of others and being part of a respectful conversation.  

 

Be sure to address expected next steps and ask participants to follow through on any action they’ve agreed to take.  

 

After the Conversation 
 

Know Your Resources 

While you may facilitate a conversation on a topic, you don’t need to be the expert on it! Leverage available resources to 

help others learn more.  

 

In the event that comments shared during the conversation require escalation, reporting, or further investigation, you 

are encouraged to contact your direct leader, your Human Resources Representative, or the Compliance Hotline.  

 

If you notice the need for emotional support in yourself or others, consider reaching out to, or recommending our 

Employee Assistance Program (EAP) for emotional support. 

 

Reflect and Improve 

After the conversation, reflect on what went well and where you could improve for next time. These conversations can 

be difficult. Make sure you take the time to learn from your experience so that your skills are even stronger next time.  

 

Additional Resources 
For additional recommendations, review Guidelines for Discussing Difficult or High-Stakes Topics.  

http://crlt.umich.edu/publinks/generalguidelines

