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THE COURAGE TO LEAD

A CITY MANAGER'S GUIDE TO
ESSENTIAL CONVERSATIONS




PART 1: THE REALITY CHECK

A Day in the Life

It's 7:.30 AM, and you're already at your desk, coffee in hand, reviewing
yesterday's emails. Your eyes linger on a message from a council member
expressing concerns about delays in a new development project. The root
cause? Your Public Works Director's chronic inability to coordinate effectively
with other departments and meet deadlines.

You've known about this issue for months. The signs were there in missed
milestones, complaints from other department heads, and the growing tension
in leadership meetings. Yet here you sit, another day, another deadline missed,
another problem to explain away.

You tell yourself what many city managers do: "It's not the right time." "Maybe
they're just going through a rough patch." "I don't want to damage our working

relationship." "What if this leads to political complications?"

Does this sound familiar?
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The Avoidance Trap

As city managers, you were given your role based on your ability to navigate
complex challenges, balance competing interests, and maintain harmony in
your organizations. Yet, when it comes to having difficult conversations with
your team members, many fall into what we'll call the Avoidance Trap.

The Avoidance Trap is built on three deceptive premises:

1. If | avoid this conversation, the problem might resolve itself
a.Reality: Problems rarely self-correct; they usually compound
b.Each day of avoidance adds layers of complexity to the eventual

resolution
c.Your silence is interpreted as acceptance of the current behavior

2. Having this conversation might damage our relationship
a. Reality: The relationship is already being damaged by avoidance
b. Trust erodes when leaders don't address important issues
c. Other team members notice and lose confidence in leadership

3. The political risks of addressing this outweigh the benefits
a. Reality: The biggest political risks come from unaddressed issues that
spiral into crises
b. Your council evaluates you on results, not on avoiding difficult
conversations
c. Leadership credibility suffers more from inaction than from thoughtful
confrontation
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The Self-Fulfilling Prophecy

Here's the cruel irony: The very outcomes we fear are actually being CAUSED
by our avoidance of necessary conversations. Let's break this down:

What We Fear:

Damaged relationships
Political fallout

e Career risks

Team disruption

What Avoidance Creates:

Deteriorating trust and respect

Mounting political pressure from unresolved issues
e Career vulnerability from ineffective leadership
Dysfunctional teams and toxic culture
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The Bureaucratic Stereotype

Remember the sloth from the movie Zootopia working at the DMV? That
painfully slow, seemingly uncaring bureaucrat has become a cultural
shorthand for government inefficiency. As city managers, I’m sure you hate
this stereotype. Yet when you avoid necessary conversations about
performance, behavior, and accountability, you’re inadvertently reinforcing it.

Every time you:

Let poor performance slide

Avoid addressing behavioral issues
Sidestep necessary conflicts
Choose comfort over progress

You’re contributing to the very stereotype you’re trying to break.
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The Truth About Leadership

Real leadership isn't about being liked - it's about being respected. It's not
about avoiding difficult conversations; it's about having them in a way that
builds trust and drives positive change.

The most respected city managers aren't those who maintain artificial
harmony by avoiding difficult conversations. They're the ones who:

e Address issues promptly and professionally

e Have the courage to speak difficult truths

e Hold themselves and others accountable

e Care enough to have uncomfortable conversations that lead to growth

Your Crossroads Moment

Right now, you're at a crossroads. You can continue down the path of
avoidance, watching problems compound and opportunities slip away. Or you
can choose the path of courageous leadership, learning to have these
essential conversations in a way that strengthens your organization and
advances your mission.

The choice is yours. But remember: Not choosing is also a choice - and usually
the most expensive one.

In the next section, we'll explore the hidden costs of conversation avoidance,
and why they're far more expensive than you might think.
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PART 2: THE HIDDEN COSTS

The Culture Cancer

Picture a small crack in a dam. Ignored, it doesn't stay small - water continues
to seep through, gradually weakening the surrounding structure until
catastrophic failure becomes inevitable. This is exactly how unaddressed
issues spread through your organization.

When leaders avoid necessary conversations, they create:

Silent Permission
e Every time you see but don't address poor performance, you wordlessly
approve it
e Eachignored behavioral issue becomes your new cultural standard
e Your high performers notice what you tolerate and adjust their
expectations accordingly

Toxic Adaptation
e Teams develop unhealthy workarounds to cope with unaddressed
problems
e Informal power structures emerge to fill leadership voids
e Whisper networks replace direct communication
e "Working around" difficult people becomes standard procedure

Cultural Erosion
e Trustin leadership diminishes
e Professional standards decline
e Innovation stagnates as people focus on avoiding problems rather than
solving them
e The organizational immune system weakens, making each new challenge
more threatening
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The Talent Exodus

In the competition for talent, your best employees have options. They're
watching how you handle difficult situations, and they're making decisions
about their future based on what they see.

The High Performer's Dilemma

e Talented employees crave environments where excellence is expected and
mediocrity is addressed

e They want leaders who have the courage to maintain high standards

e When they see chronic issues go unaddressed, they lose faith in leadership

e Eventually, they leave for organizations where their standards will be
matched

The Negative Selection Effect

e As your best people leave, who stays?

e Often, it's those who are comfortable with or even benefit from low
accountability

e This creates a downward spiral where mediocrity becomes increasingly
entrenched

e Over time, you unintentionally select for the very behaviors you wish to
eliminate
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The Mission Drift

Every unaddressed issue creates drag on your organization's forward
momentum, gradually pulling you off course from your mission.

Strategic Paralysis

e Critical initiatives stall because key players aren't performing

e Resources get diverted to work around problem areas

e Long-term planning takes a back seat to daily crisis management

e Innovation becomes impossible when basic functions are compromised

Opportunity Costs

e Energy spent managing around problems could be used for improvement
and innovation

e Time lost to inefficiency can never be recovered

e Community trust erodes as progress slows

e Potential partnerships and opportunities evaporate as your reputation
suffers
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The Personal Toll

The weight of unaddressed issues doesn't just burden your organization - it
takes a personal toll on you as a leader.

The Stress Spiral
e Fach avoided conversation adds to your mental burden
e Sleep becomes difficult as issues churn in your mind

e Work-life balance suffers as problems spill beyond office hours
e Decision fatigue increases as you navigate around unresolved issues

Leadership Credibility

Your team loses confidence in your ability to handle difficult situations
Council members question your management effectiveness

e Your own confidence erodes as problems persist

The ability to inspire and motivate diminishes

Professional Legacy

e Instead of being known for positive changes, you risk being remembered
for what you didn't address

e Your reputation becomes tied to the problems you avoided rather than the
challenges you tackled

e Future career opportunities may be limited by a pattern of conflict
avoidance
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The Real Bottom Line

The true cost of avoiding difficult conversations isn't measured just in dollars,
missed deadlines, or failed projects. It's measured in:

The erosion of organizational excellence

The loss of talented employees who could have made a difference
The community improvements that never happened

The professional legacy you could have built

Most importantly, it's measured in the gap between the leader you aspire to be
and the leader you become when you choose comfort over courage.
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The Warning Signs

You're paying these hidden costs if you recognize any of these symptoms:

e Team meetings where real issues aren't discussed

e High turnover among your most talented staff

e Increasing complaints about interdepartmental cooperation

e Growing reliance on workarounds and exceptions

e Rising stress levels and declining morale

e Mounting pressure from council about operational issues

e The nagging feeling that you're not leading as effectively as you could

The Path Forward

The good news? These costs aren't inevitable. In the next section, we'll explore
how to build the confidence, competence, and courage to have the
conversations that matter. You'll learn specific strategies to transform these
challenging moments from sources of stress into opportunities for
organizational growth and professional development.
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PART 3: THE PATH FORWARD

Reframing the Conversation

Before we dive into specific strategies, let's shift our perspective on difficult
conversations. These aren't confrontations to be avoided, but rather:

Investments in your team's growth and success

Opportunities to build trust through honesty and care

Tools for achieving organizational excellence

Acts of leadership that demonstrate your commitment to the mission
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The Essential Framework

Success in crucial conversations comes from following a clear, repeatable
process. We'll break this down into four key phases:

Phase 1: Clarity First

Mission Alignment

Before initiating any difficult conversation, ensure clarity about:
Organizational Standards

e What specific behaviors and outcomes align with your city's mission?
e What are the non-negotiable standards for performance and conduct?
e How do individual roles connect to larger organizational goals?

Clear Expectations

e Have expectations been explicitly communicated?
e Are performance metrics clearly defined and understood?
e Has proper training and support been provided?

Documentation

e What specific examples demonstrate the gap between expectations and
reality?

e Have previous conversations or interventions been documented?

e What patterns can be identified from past interactions?
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Phase 2: Thoughtful Preparation

Before the Conversation

Mental Preparation

e Acknowledge your own emotions but don't let them drive the conversation
e Focus on the specific behaviors or outcomes that need to change
e Prepare to listen with curiosity rather than judgment

Practical Preparation

e Choose an appropriate private location

Schedule enough time without interruptions

Gather relevant documentation and examples

e Prepare specific questions to understand their perspective

Outcome Planning

Define your desired outcome
ldentify acceptable alternatives
e Prepare for potential reactions
Plan follow-up steps and support
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Phase 3: Skillful Execution
The Conversation Structure

Opening (Set the Stage)

e Start with respect and clear purpose
e Acknowledge the challenging nature of the conversation
e Establish mutual commitment to positive outcomes

Example: "lI've asked to meet because | care about your success and there are
some important issues we need to discuss. My goal is for us to have an open,
honest conversation about [specific issue] and work together on a path
forward."

Discussion (Explore and Engage)

e Present specific examples of the issue

Ask questions to understand their perspective
Listen actively and demonstrate understanding
Focus on behaviors and impacts, not personality

Key Phrases:

e "|I've noticed [specific behavior/outcome]..."

e "Help me understand your perspective on..."

e "What challenges are you facing in meeting these expectations?"
e "The impact of this situation is..."

Resolution (Path Forward)
e Clearly state expectations for change
e Develop specific action steps together
e Establish follow-up timeline and metrics
e Confirm mutual understanding
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Phase 4: Consistent Follow-Through

After the Conversation

Documentation

e Document the conversation, agreements, and next steps
Share written summary with the employee when appropriate
Update relevant stakeholders as needed

Maintain confidentiality while ensuring proper record-keeping

Support Systems

Provide necessary resources and training
Schedule regular check-ins

Recognize progress and improvement
Address setbacks promptly

Accountability

Monitor progress against agreed-upon metrics
Document both improvements and continued issues
Follow through on consequences if needed

Maintain consistent standards across the organization
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Common Pitfalls to Avoid

1. Waiting Too Long

e Address issues when they're small

e Don't let emotions or problems compound

e Maintain regular communication rhythms
2. Being Too Vague

e Use specific examples

e Focus on observable behaviors

e Be clear about expectations and consequences
3. Avoiding Documentation

e Document all significant conversations

e Keep emotion out of written records

e Maintain professional, factual notes
4. Inconsistent Follow-Through

e Set and keep regular check-ins

e Address missed commitments promptly
e Maintain momentum on improvement plans
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Building Your Conversation Muscle

Like any skill, having difficult conversations gets easier with practice:

1. Start Small

e Begin with lower-stakes conversations
e Practice the framework in routine meetings

e Build confidence through regular feedback discussions

2. Seek Feedback

e Reflect on your conversation effectiveness
e Ask trusted colleagues for input

e |earn from both successes and missteps

3. Continuous Learning

e Study successful leaders' communication styles

e Read books on having challenging conversations
e Participate in communication training

e Share best practices with peer city managers
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The Leadership Opportunity

Remember: These conversations are opportunities to:

Demonstrate your commitment to excellence
Build trust through honest communication

e Develop your team members

Strengthen your organization

Leave a positive leadership legacy

In our final section, we'll provide specific templates, scripts, and tools to help
you implement these principles in your daily leadership practice.
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Ready to Put This Into Practice?

The framework above provides a strong foundation for having essential
conversations. But as any city manager knows, the difference between
knowing and doing often comes down to having the right tools and support
system.

Part 4 of this guide provides the complete implementation toolkit, including:

- Conversation templates for common scenarios
- Documentation frameworks

- Progress tracking tools

- Email templates

- Meeting guides

- And much more...

This implementation toolkit is available exclusively to members of the
Municipal Leadership Development Circle (MLDC), along with:

- Weekly insights from the best books on leadership and organizational culture
translated for your municipal context

- Implementation resources for your entire team

- A community of peer city managers

- Regular virtual discussions on putting these concepts into practice

- Ongoing support for your leadership journey

Join the MLDC today to access the complete toolkit and begin transforming
how you lead crucial conversations in your organization.

Learn More About MLDC: www.HaltingWinter.com/MLDC
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