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Imagine your manager sends you a message:

“We need to talk.”

That’s all they write.

No explanation. No context.

How quickly did your brain begin

filling in the blanks?

In this situation, it can be easy to think negatively:
Did I make a mistake? Are they disappointed in my
performance? Or perhaps you begin replaying every
interaction you've had over the past week looking
for clues.

The remarkable thing is that none of those
conclusions are based on facts. They’re stories.
And most of us begin telling them almost instantly.

Many Crucial Conversations go poorly not because of
the words that are spoken, but because of the stories
we tell ourselves about what those words mean.

This happens because our brains constantly try to
interpret incomplete information. Before we even
open our mouth in response to others, we’ve held
court in our head and passed judgment on what the
other person meant, what they intended, and why
they behaved the way they did. And our judgments can

quickly turn other people into villains, ourselves into
victims, or situations into scenarios that feel hopeless.

Fortunately, we can learn to recognize these stories
before they begin. In this ebook, we’ll talk about how
we instantly assign meaning, how we tend to protect
our identity, and how our stories and our emotions
work together.

By separating facts from stories and challenging our
first interpretations, we avoid false assumptions
that drive our behavior in unproductive ways and set
ourselves up for successful Crucial Conversations.

The conversations we have with ourselves
often determine the conversations we have
with others.
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Why Our Brains

Tell Stories

Our brains are remarkable meaning-
making machines. Rather than simply
recording the world around us like a
camera, they constantly interpret what
events mean. When information is
incomplete—as it often is during Crucial
Conversations—our brains quickly fill in the
missing pieces using our past experiences,
assumptions, and expectations.

From a survival standpoint, this tendency makes
perfect sense. Our brains evolved to prioritize speed
over accuracy. It’s better to make a quick prediction
than remain uncertain. But while that instinct may
have helped our ancestors avoid danger, it can create
unnecessary conflict in today’s workplace when we
mistake our first interpretation for the complete story.

This process explains why two people can experience
the exact same event yet walk away with completely
different conclusions. One person sees a coworker

PATH TO ACTION

SEE &
HEAR

TELLA
STORY

who failed to respond to an email and assumes they’re
being ignored. Another assumes their coworker is
overwhelmed and will respond when they have time.
The facts are identical. Only the stories are different.

Crucial Conversations describes this process as the
Path to Action. We see and hear something, tell
ourselves a story about what it means, experience
emotions based on that story, and then act. By

the time we become frustrated, defensive, or
disappointed, we’re often reacting not to what
actually happened, but to the story we’ve created
about what happened.

Understanding this process gives us an important
advantage. If we can more quickly recognize that our
brains are telling us a story, we give ourselves time to
choose a better response.

We aren’t seeing the world as it is. We are
seeing our brain’s best guess of the world.

FEEL ACT
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Why We Often

Get the Story Wrong

Now, if our stories were always accurate, it
wouldn’t matter how fast we came up with them.
The challenge is that our brains are remarkably
confident even when they’re missing important
information. One of the most dangerous things

FACTS V5. STORIES

about the stories we tell is how true they feel. FACT,
They interrupted me
Psychologists have identified a trap known as the fundamental during the meeting.
attribution error. Simply put, we tend to explain other people’s
behavior by their character while explaining our own behavior STORY
by our circumstances. They d_o’? ‘trespect
my opinion.
When a coworker misses a deadline, we may conclude they’re
unreliable or don’t care about the project. When we miss a
deadline, we explain that we’ve been overloaded, pulled into
unexpected meetings, or waiting on someone else. We judge FACT

others by their actions and ourselves by our intentions.

This tendency can quickly undermine dialogue. Once we’ve

They missed the deadline.

STORY
dec%ded sor.neone is lazy, dlsrespectf%ll, or dlfﬁ.cult, Curlosl'ty They don’t care about
begins to disappear. Rather than asking questions or seeking .
additional information, we begin looking for evidence that the project.
confirms the story we’ve already created.
The reality is that facts are observable, but stories are
interpretations. Someone interrupted you in a meeting is a fact. FACT
They don’t respect my ideas is a story. Someone hasn’t returned They haven’t
your phone call is a fact. They’re intentionally avoiding me is responded yet.
astory.

STORY
The challe.nge isn’t that our brains assign meaning. 'They’re They’re ignoring
always going to do that. The challenge is remembering that our me on purpose.

first interpretation is not a complete story. When we leave room
for another explanation, we create the conditions for better
conversations and better outcomes.
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The Three Stories
That Sabotage Dialogue

As our brains fill in the gaps between what we observe and the meaning behind it, we tend
to become protectors of our own identity. We tell stories that protect us from discomfort,
justify our emotions, and preserve the way we see ourselves. But while they may feel

helpful in the moment, they often prevent the very dialogue needed to solve the problem.

In Crucial Conversations, we call these three self-serving viewpoints clever stories. They are clever because they
make us feel justified. Unfortunately, they also make it harder to see the situation clearly.

THE FIRST IS THE
VICTIM STORY.

Victim stories exaggerate our
innocence and minimize our own
contribution to the problem. We
focus on what is happening to us
rather than considering how we may
be influencing the situation. We tell
ourselves, This isn't my fault, or Why
does this always happen to me?

Although these stories sound different, they all have something

in common: they remove responsibility. Victim stories remove
responsibility from ourselves. Villain stories remove humanity from
others. Helpless stories remove our belief that change is possible.

Recognizing these patterns is the first step toward changing them.

“We’re not neutral observers of reality—
we’re protectors of our own identity.”

—-Dan McAdams

THE SECOND IS THE
VILLAIN STORY.

Here, we simplify another person
into a negative label. Instead of
seeing a capable colleague having a
difficult day, we see someone who

is careless, selfish, controlling, or
disrespectful. The more convinced
we become that we know another
person's motives, the less interested
we are in understanding them.

THE THIRD IS THE
HELPLESS STORY.

Helpless stories convince us there

is nothing we can do to improve

the situation. We tell ourselves

our hands are tied, that speaking

up won't matter, or that the
conversation is impossible. Instead of
taking the next step, we stay stuck.
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Tell the Rest
of the Story

Now, remember, the goal isn’t to stop

telling stories altogether. Our brains will
always interpret the world around us. But
awareness brings choice. When you’re aware
of what is going on in your head, the more
equipped you are to make better choices.

For example, when you notice yourself slipping into a
victim story, become the actor instead. Rather than
asking, Why is this happening to me? ask, What part
am I playing? or Where do I still have influence? This
isn’t about blaming yourself for every problem. It’s
about recognizing that if you have contributed to the
situation in any way, you also have the power to help
improve it.

When you find yourself creating a villain story, make
the other person human again. One of the most
powerful questions you can ask is, Why would a
reasonable, rational person behave this way?

There may be information you don’t have. There
may be pressures you can’t see. Humanizing

someone doesn’t excuse poor behavior, but it
does restore curiosity—and curiosity is essential
for dialogue.

Finally, when you feel helpless, become able. Instead
of asking what you can’t do, ask what you can do. You
may not be able to solve the entire problem today,
but you can almost always take one meaningful

step. You can ask a question, clarify an expectation,
share a concern, or begin the conversation you’ve
been avoiding.

These shifts are simple, but they fundamentally
change how we approach difficult conversations.

INSTEAD OF . .. THINK . .. ASK YOURSELF...
Victim Actor What part am I playing?
Villain Human What else could be true?
Helpless Able What’s one thing I can do?

It’s not about positive thinking. It’s about complete thinking.
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Replace the Period with an

Ellipsis

Two nearly identical statements can create very different reactions:

“THEY DIDN'T RESPOND.”
“THEY DIDN'T RESPOND .. ."”

The first sounds final. It closes the case.
The second leaves the story unfinished.

Imagine someone doesn’t respond to your
text message.

Writers use an ellipsis to signal a pause or an
unfinished thought. We can use it the same way

in our inner narrative. That small change reminds
us that we may not have the whole story.

Perhaps they’re traveling. Perhaps they’re in back-
to-back meetings. Perhaps they misunderstood the
request. Or perhaps they simply haven’t seen your

message yet.

Leaving room for another explanation doesn’t
mean abandoning accountability or pretending
everything is fine. It simply means recognizing
that our first interpretation is rarely the complete
picture. It keeps us responsible and invites a more

generous interpretation.

The next time you find yourself becoming
frustrated, defensive, or discouraged, pause long
enough to ask:

It’s easy to think, “They haven’t responded. They’re
ignoring me. They don’t respect my time. They must
not care.”

But notice what happened. “They haven’t responded”
is the fact. Everything that follows is the story.

Instead, consider replacing the period with an
ellipsis.

“They haven’t responded. ..”

e Whatfacts do I actually know?
e What story am I telling myself?
e Whatelse could be true?

e What conversation should I have instead of the
one I'm having in my head?

The ellipsis creates space between what happened
and how we respond. In that space, we regain the
ability to choose curiosity instead of certainty,
dialogue instead of assumption, and understanding
instead of judgment.

The conversations we have with ourselves often
determine the conversations we have with others.
When we learn to tell the rest of the story, we
don’t just improve our thinking—we improve our
relationships.
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Tell Better Stories.
Have Better Conversations.

Every Crucial Conversation begins before empathy, and confidence. The result is
anyone says a word. It begins with the story healthier dialogue, stronger relationships,
we tell ourselves about what happened, why  and better outcomes—at work and at home.
it happened, and what it means.

“Between stimulus and response there

The first story we tell is automatic. The
is a space. In that space is our power to

second story is a choice. When we learn
to separate facts from stories, recognize
victim, villain, and helpless thinking, and our growth and freedom.”
tell the rest of the story, we choose to ~Viktor Frankl

approach others with greater curiosity,

choose our response. In our response lies

Crucial Conversations.
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Learn More Get Started

These tips come from the bestselling book Crucial To bring Crucial Conversations
Conversations and award-winning learning experience for Mastering Dialogue skills to

C ial C . for M o Dial your organization for increased
ruclal Conversations for Mastering Dialogue. productivity and performance,

contact us to learn more about

Crucial Conversations for Mastering Dialogue teaches our in-person courses.
people how to achieve alignment and agreement

when stakes are high, opinions vary, and emotions Call 012 345 6281

run strong. With skills to speak their minds honestly or visit humanedge.co.za.

and respectfully, people collaborate better, make
better decisions, and foster workplace cultures of
trust, safety, respect, and responsibility. The course is
available in person.

Learn more at humanedge.co.za.
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