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Stone, Patton, Heen, and Fisher (2000) describe these 
vicious cycles as “what happened” conversations, in which 
“we spend much of our time . . . [struggling] . . . with our 
different stories about who’s right, what meant what, who’s 
to blame” (p. 9). If we recognize a vicious conversation 
cycle like this, the best we can do is stop the cycle by calling 
attention to it. Shawn Johnson from Cecil County, Maryland, 
used this tactic when he found himself leading a team that 
was headed toward a vicious cycle. Shawn headed off the 
conflict by saying, “It wasn’t my intent for us to have this 
problem. Instead of getting more frustrated, let’s work 
together to find a solution.”

Don’t make assumptions. One of the strategies I intro-
duced in the chapter on dialogue, don’t make assumptions, 
is also a powerful way to keep our emotions in check. Don 
Miguel Ruiz (2001) writes that

The problem with making assumptions about what 
others are thinking is that we believe they are the 
truth. We could swear they are real. We make 
assumptions about what others are doing or think-
ing . . . then we blame them and react . . . We make 
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I like holding myself 

accountable. It is hard 

work, but worth the 

effort. This process 

allowed me to work 

myself through the 

process, analyze the 

situation, and change 

the direction because it 

was thought out and 

planned. I will ask for 

feedback to help my 

own growth and build 

the relationships at the 

same time.
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