


Communicating is fundamental to everything we do, yet we often 
fail to assess whether we are maximizing our effectiveness. Did we 
communicate clearly? How did our communications influence the 
understanding of others? Did we achieve the desired result? �e how 
to’s and tips found in each chapter of this book are worth adopting.

—Peter Rietkerk, General Manager, South San Joaquin Irrigation District

Communication and miscommunications happen throughout the day 
and can lead to misunderstanding, hurt feelings and, sadly, violence. 
�is book is chock-full of examples of how to make sure your 
communication is intentional, positive, and designed to be embraced 
by the recipient.

—Marshall Goldsmith, #1 New York Times bestselling author  
of Triggers, MOJO, and What Got You Here Won’t Get You �ere

Talk about a book written for busy leaders! Consequential 
Communication in Turbulent Times is action-oriented with Diana’s 
tried-and-true tips outlined in the back for easy reference. If you 
need a case study or specifics on how to apply the tip, then go to 
the relevant chapter and get what you need to ensure that your 
communication is authentic, heard, and understood.

— Susan Fowler, bestselling author, Master Your Motivation:  
Three Scientific Truths for Achieving Your Goals

In business, as in life, communication is at the heart of relationships, 
energy, growth, and results. Diana Peterson-More has cracked the 
code on this critical leadership capability with actionable strategies 
and tools that will transform commonplace interactions into 
conversations of consequence. It’s a must-read for leaders who want 
to make a significant difference—for their teams, their organizations, 
and themselves.
— Julie Winkle Giulioni, Co-author of the international bestseller, 

Help Them Grow or Watch Them Go: Career Conversations 
Organizations Need and Employees Want



Leaders are good communicators, and good communicators know 
how to get the most and best out of others. This simply and 
powerfully written book provides the ‘how to’s’ that any aspiring 
leader should follow. 

— Libby Evans Wright, President, Tournament of Roses 
2005-2006

All of us can benefit from reading this book. Too frequently we 
speak before we think, which can lead to disastrous results. This 
easy-to-read volume has stories of when communication was 
effective, when it wasn’t, and tips that can have enormous, positive 
impact. Read it with an open mind and it might open your heart.

— Rev. Ed Bacon, Author of 8 Habits of Love:Open Your Heart, 
Open Your Mind

In this short and readable guide, Diana brings to bear her decades of 
experience in what works in interpersonal dynamics. The reader 
benefits from her astute analysis of how messages can get 
transmitted, or completely missed. Anyone who works in an 
organization, either as a manager, an aspiring manager, or an 
employee who wants to be more effective, will benefit from this 
book.

— Albert Chavez, SVP, CFO, and CAO, KCET Public Media
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LISTENING, ASKING, 
AND TELLING

 Verbal communication consists of listening, asking, and telling. Far too many of 
us do too much telling and too little listening and asking—especially bosses. We 
are comfortable with problem solving and telling those who report to us what to 
do and how to do it.

As leaders we were promoted to our lofty positions because we were great 
individual contributors. We saw an issue or situation, analyzed it, developed 
solutions, and implemented. We took initiative with confi dence and without 
fear, and we were rewarded for it.

Doing all of the “telling” robs those who report to us of the ability to 
grow and develop. It also serves as a disincentive for employees to take the 
initiative to identify concerns and solve problems. Additionally, it deprives 
the leader of learning that there might be a better idea than the one she or 
he developed.

Managing and leading require diff erent skill sets than those of the great 
individual contributor. � ese skill sets don’t necessarily come naturally or easily. 
Who teaches the boss how to coach, counsel, manage, lead, and to create an 
environment where people feel comfortable bringing forth their best ideas? If 
a leader does all of the following over a sustained period of time, the employee 
group will be motivated and dare to take risks. It can take a while for employees 
to see that their leaders’ actions follow their words, but it will be worth it. After 
all, motivated employees are productive employees!
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The How-To’s
1. State the issue, concern, obstacle, or 
problem that needs to be solved, and 
ask “who has an idea on how we might 
proceed?”

2. Create a ground rule that you will be last 
to speak.

3. Take the sting or embarrassment out of 
a “dumb” idea by announcing there are no 
“dumb or stupid ideas.”

4. Thank the first brave soul for his or 
her courage in daring to stand out, and 
acknowledge how hard that is.

5. Announce that everyone makes mistakes,  
and that an idea that leads to a mistake  
is okay so long as it’s thoughtful, the  
person learns from it, and is willing to 
share it with others so they don’t make  
the same one.

6. Listen, ask follow-up questions, ask others 
to add to the thought, and share what they 
think.
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What Leaders will Learn

1. Someone who reports to you might have already thought of your “very 
excellent idea,” and should be given the chance to express it.

2. Someone who reports to you might have a better idea.

3. �e interactive process—the group give and take—might net a good or even 
an excellent idea that hasn’t yet surfaced.

4. Issues, concerns, obstacles, or problems that the leader was not aware of 
might emerge.

5. Solutions to those previously unknown issues, concerns, obstacles, or prob-
lems might also emerge. In short, an unknown problem might be solved.

Case Study 5.1

Having made a “meteoric rise” in a large, investor-owned utility, an up-and-
comer 38-year-old female lawyer was elected corporate secretary both to the util-
ity and to its holding company. �e department was comprised of a governance 
group numbering four—to handle the monthly board of director meetings, and 
shareholder services, a group of about 35 that handled stock purchases, dividend 
reinvestment, stock transfers, escheatment, etc.

�e monthly board meetings were a fire drill, with the Corporate Secretary 
gathering reports from the CEO, various departmental vice presidents, and oth-
ers, and editing them into short items that non-utility board members could eas-
ily understand. Adrenaline was flowing, the CEO changed his mind frequently, 
which caused work re-dos and work-arounds. �e Secretary was a single mother 
that needed to leave on time or hire others to act in her stead. �e monthly 
board “fire drill” exercise took up an entire week each month.

�e Secretary wasn’t interested in how the stock was doing, so she focused 
her time in between board meetings elsewhere. Fascinated by what motivated 
people and how to get the most out of them she was ready to experiment to 
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inspire the team to do more, so she established self-managed work teams. After 
all, she had been promoted rapidly (five jobs in eight years) because she was 
known as a successful change agent. �roughout her utility career, the Secretary 
had been eager to establish these teams and had found her opportunity. 

�e Company held its annual meetings off-site in a toney hotel, and al-
though most of the employees were shareholders, they were discouraged from 
attending. �e meeting was was held during work hours. During one of these 
annual meetings, the proverbial “little old lady from Pasadena” stood up to com-
plain to the CEO that she had received multiple annual reports. It was a waste 
of money for anyone to receive more than one of those glossy tomes and what 
was he going to do about it? �e CEO and Corporate Secretary were the only 
two individuals seated on the dais. �e commentary prompted a “if looks could 
kill” moment from the CEO to the Secretary.

After he glared at the Secretary, the CEO promised the problem would be 
solved. �e Secretary had been unaware of this problem and knew that the look 
from the CEO meant “Never embarrass me again. Fix the problem.”

�is was the moment the Secretary was waiting for: an assignment that the 
self-managed work teams could solve! �e day after the annual meeting, the 
Secretary called an all-hands meeting and relayed what had happened. 

A brave soul in the assembled group raised her hand and said, “Oh yeah, we 
know that happens.” When asked why, she stated, “Well, when someone calls 
up, we ask what his or her name is. We input the name into the system, and 
provide the service requested, be it a stock question, a purchase, or a dividend 
reinvestment. Because people call frequently, there are multiple variations on an 
individual’s name in the system. So, each name is treated as a different person 
and gets an annual report.” By way of example, Joseph Adam Smith could be in 
the system as: Joseph Adam Smith, Joseph A. Smith, J.A. Smith, or Joe Smith, 
among others. It all depends upon how he identified himself when he called in. 

�e Secretary thought to herself that it would be an easy fix: Just find a 
unique identifier for each person. In her mind, it would be the Social Security 
number.
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Rather than give her opinion, the Secretary set up three, self-managed work 
teams. �e first was to discuss alternatives and make a recommendation on how 
to solve the problem going forward. �e second team was charged with deter-
mining how to clean-up the current, rather large, database. �e third team was 
to implement the agreed-to solution. Each team was given its marching orders, 
as follows.

Process

1. Brainstorm the issue. Gather the team together and have an “anything goes” 
brainstorming session.

2. Narrow the brainstorming to three to five of the best ideas.

3. Test each idea by asking what the positives would be and what the negatives, 
or potential pitfalls might be.

4. Assign different team members to research the positives and negatives.

5. Reconvene in a week’s time, allowing each team to present its research and 
recommendation.

6. Based upon a team discussion of the research, decide upon a  
recommendation.

To get the process started, each team should:

1. Select roles and responsibilities, recognizing that one person could play 
multiple roles: a) a team leader; b) the moderator or facilitator of the group 
brainstorming session; c) the notetaker; d) timekeeper; and, e) group coach, 
or the person who will stay in contact with each team member to answer 
questions, provide assistance, and ensure they are doing their part on time, 
within budget, etc.

2. Schedule dates and time frames for the brainstorming session and follow-up 
meetings, recognizing that the report back (due date) to the larger group is 
one week’s time.
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3. Determine what resources would be needed, e.g., time, treasure, and  
expertise.

4. Identify any ground rules that need to be established, such as how to handle 
a team member asking for assistance.

5. Develop a “Plan B” to account for any unforeseen events, for instance, a 
team member unable to fulfill the agreed-to task or role. 

6. Document the work using the tried-and-true, single-sheet template dis-
cussed in Chapter 2 (the Ronald Reagan Rule):

• Present the problem, issue, or concern to be addressed.

• Discuss its importance to the organization.

• Present the alternative results considered.

• Present the alternative selected, and the reasoning behind it.

• Detail who will need to do what.

• Detail the time line and resources needed.

• Accept responsibility for its resolution or completion.

•  Don’t make plans that others need to complete unless they have agreed to 
do so beforehand.

• Be equipped to answer all questions posed

• Write it down on one sheet of 8 ½ × 11" paper.

Results

�e following week, the entire group reconvened, with the first self-managed 
work team making its presentation. After the spokesperson introduced her team, 
identifying the role each member played, she began the presentation:

“�e issue to resolve is to send only one annual report per shareholder. 
To do this, we must find a way to consolidate the various names we have 
listed for each shareholder. Our team decided to tackle two issues. �e first 
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was to look forward, and determine how we can stop this in the future. 
�e second is to handle the current problem of one shareholder receiving 
multiple annual reports.

It is important to rehabilitate the department’s stature with the CEO, 
and to avoid angering shareholders.

We discussed that we could avoid this in the future by assigning a 
single identifying feature to each shareholder. For those from the past, 
we decided we would have to determine which names belong to which 
accounts in order to consolidate them.

For the future, we discussed identifying individual shareholders by 
using their addresses, drivers’ licenses, Social Security numbers, or by cre-
ating a unique pin. To address the current shareholders, we would need to 
get IT to assist us to consolidate as many as we can using the address, and 
then to contact those remaining. We discussed writing letters or calling 
them.

We also selected creating a unique pin. People move, so addresses and 
drivers’ license numbers change. We could also use Social Security num-
bers, so our group took a vote and the unique pin won out. 

For the current shareholders, we agreed we had better call all of those 
remaining (after the IT clean-up), so we can answer any questions the 
shareholders might have.

�e IT Manager said he would need to study the database and could 
offer us two of his staff to work full-time on the consolidation. He could 
also help us to establish a system of unique pin numbers to assign for the 
future. 

It will take IT three months with two people working full-time to 
clean up the system, and to develop and train us on the use of the unique 
pin numbers. We will then need two months to implement the plan.

I will accept responsibility for working with the IT Manager and his 
team and keeping you (Corporate Secretary) abreast of any slippage in the 
timeline. Team member Javier will accept responsibility for the training of 
all staff. He will also keep you apprised of any time frame slippage.”
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Questions 

When the Corporate Secretary asked why the team didn’t want to use Social 
Security numbers since it would reduce the process by eliminating the need to 
develop the unique pin numbers, the presenter stated, “Some people on the 
team were afraid they might input the wrong Social Security number when on 
the phone with the shareholder. Others thought our shareholders wouldn’t want 
to give their Social Security numbers over the phone.”

When the Corporate Secretary, who secretly had decided that using the 
Social Security number would work best, then asked, “Can’t the Social Security 
number be verified in writing?” �e presenter started to backtrack and indicated 
she would go back to the team for further discussion. When asked, she said she 
would get back to the Corporate Secretary in one week.

�e day proceeded with teams two and three coming up with essentially the 
same information. 

What Next?

Team one took a second vote and again voted for the unique pin. Because they 
were concerned that the Corporate Secretary didn’t agree with them, team one 
members lobbied teams two and three to agree to back them up. Team one 
returned the following week and advised the Corporate Secretary that all three 
teams agreed that the unique pin would be best.

What Did the Corporate Secretary do?

Despite her strong belief that the Social Security number was the best solution 
(after all, banks, health care providers, and others used Social Security numbers 
for identification, why couldn’t her department, she reasoned), she knew that by 
substituting her own “very good idea” for that of the hard working teams, she 
would defeat her own efforts to empower the workforce, and lose all credibility 
with the team. In a single action, she would prove herself an “old fashioned” 
boss that said, “I say jump, you ask how high?” so, she sucked it up and agreed 
to the unique pin numbers.
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With the passage of time, when identity theft was on the rise, banks, health 
care providers, and others dropped the use of Social Security numbers and went 
to unique pins, the former Corporate Secretary chuckled to herself since she had 
proved her own point: Others had a better idea than she had! 

End of �is Tale

�e staff became motivated, energetic, and took the initiative to identify other 
problems with the current system that needed to be rectified. One was escheat-
ment, the system in California whereby unclaimed moneys go to the State. A 
small and mighty team raised this issue to the Corporate Secretary and provided 
a solution to the problem. Although it likely cost more money to track down the 
(usually former) shareholders or their heirs and to write a check, the staff was on 
a roll and the Secretary gave her go-ahead.

Moral of the Story

We should all do far more listening and asking, rather than telling, and we 
should “practice what we preach.” You guessed it; it was I who was that Corpo-
rate Secretary. 

Case Study 5.2

�e Audit VP in a large Aerospace firm was pleased to have been hired into one 
of his client companies. Formerly a partner in a large auditing firm, Mel never 
felt comfortable in the linear, quiet, predictable world of auditors. By nature, he 
was outgoing, gregarious, people-oriented, and a risk-taker. 

In his new position, Mel had a staff of 15 internal auditors, and joyously 
held a series of off-site meetings, focusing on team building, communication, 
and strategic planning. 

Mel hired a trained facilitator to lead the group through a series of exercises 
that included the completion of a workplace team-building and communica-
tions assessment. 
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Mel was devastated to learn that his staff faulted him for not listening to 
their suggestions. �e feedback indicated that although he asked for the opin-
ions of his staff, more often than not he did what he wanted. In short, he was 
asking, but not listening, and certainly, he was telling.

As it turned out, the very thing Mel prized most in his new environment—
the ability to brainstorm and solve problems with others—was his downfall. It 
turned out that Mel’s style was to think out loud. When he asked for others’ 
opinions, he often had a nearly formed idea about what to do, and was looking 
for confirmation.

�e Solution

Mel agreed to do some soul-searching before speaking, and to state his inten-
tions. During the retreat, the Audit team developed, and he agreed to, the 
following three ground rules:

1. If he really didn’t have an idea about how to proceed, he would state “Team, 
I need your best ideas; I haven’t the first idea about how to proceed.”

2. If he had a sense of what he wanted to do, and was looking either for con-
firmation, or a better approach, he would say, “I am half-of-the way there, 
and am thinking this is the direction I’ll take. I want your feedback, and if 
someone has a better idea, let’s adopt it.”

3. If Mel were 99% there and only wanted to hear if someone foresaw a  
huge problem that he didn’t, he would say “Okay, team, I’m almost 100% 
there. However, if anyone can see that I’m about to walk into a buzz-saw, 
tell me now.”

Result

By adopting these ground rules, within six months, Mel and his team were back 
on track. �e team knew how much work to invest—almost none if Mel were 
99% there, and a fair amount of time if he were unclear as to how to proceed. 
Finally, Mel had the team and the work environment that had he worked to 
attain for his entire career!
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Tips for Listening, Asking, and Telling 
� Listen and ask more, tell less.

� Announce your intentions by reflecting upon—and sharing—why 
you are asking. 

� Adopt Mel’s ground rules: When you seek input from others, deter-
mine whether you are almost there. Do you simply need confirma-
tion? Do you need all good ideas? What will you do with them—will 
you implement them?

� If those you asked developed a solution that will work, do not sub-
stitute your “very good solution” for theirs (remember the Corporate 
Secretary). 
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