
 

  

 

 

  

LEADING AT DA 
WORKSHOP 3 

BUILDING ON  
RADICAL CANDOR 

 
 
FACILITATED BY ANNA LEE, 
DIRECTOR: LEED CONSULTING 

 
 
 

 
 

392 GOODWOOD ROAD,  
CUMBERLAND PARK, SA 5041 
T: 0430 377 525  
E. info@leedconsulting.com.au 
W. www.leedconsulting.com.au 
ABN  77 603 389 804 

 
T. 08 7122 4952 
E. info@leedconsulting.com.au 
W. www.leedconsulting.com.au 
ABN  77 603 389 804 

 

 



 

Leading at DA Workbook 3                © Leed Consulting 
 

2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WHAT STUCK FROM WORKSHOP 2? 
 
 

1. What did you DO differently as a result of attending workshop 2 (e.g. gave praise to X, asked for criticism from Y)? 
If you didn’t do anything differently, what did you learn that you think would be useful to apply in future? 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
2.   What models/conversations/insights ‘stuck’ from Workshop 2. How have they made (or could they make) a  
      difference to how you think/feel/behave (both in the workplace and beyond)? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
3.   What do you want to continue to do differently or start doing differently in terms of giving praise and soliciting  
      criticism?  
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THREE COMMUNICATION POSITIONS 
 
 
At any given time you are always taking one of three positions in terms of how you are thinking about and relating to 
the world and other people. 
 

 
 
We can develop skills in each of the positions in order to understand others better and to communicate more 
successfully ourselves.  

Use the circles below to draw a pie graph representing how much time, on average, you spend in each position in your 
workplace interactions with: 
 

                PEOPLE WHO REPORT TO YOU,              PEOPLE WHO ARE MORE SENIOR         
                          ‘JUNIOR’ TO YOU                   THAN YOU ARE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 
 

“Great leaders are concerned about the human 
being and not just their output.”		

– Simon SInek  
  

1ST POSITION

• from my point of view
• totally engaged
• thinking about myself
• here and now
• doing
• the speaker
• the actor

2ND POSITION

• from someone else's point of    
view & their filters

• hear, see, feel through their    
ears, eyes etc.

• thinking about how it is for 
the other

• walking in another person's 
shoes

• the listener
• the audience

3RD POSITION

• looking back or standing 
apart

• observing, reviewing, 
evaluating

• the observer
• the director or witness
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OBSERVE THE EMOTIONAL WATERLINE 
 
At any given point in time, people are bringing a degree of emotion to their thoughts and actions. The level of our 
emotional waterline is determined by a huge range of factors, including our mood, thoughts, past experiences, 
assumptions, values, and habits. During periods of significant change or uncertainty most people’s waterlines tend to 
be more elevated than usual. As a leader, it’s important to be able to recognise when someone else’s emotional 
waterline is high so you can move into the appropriate position. This ability is a fundamental component of 
demonstrating that you care personally.                       
 

 You have a high waterline You have a low waterline 

 

 

Other has a 
high waterline 

 

a) Second position  
(listen, ask, acknowledge) 

b) First position  
(state your thoughts, perspective, 

feelings) 

 

 

 

Second position  
(listen, ask, acknowledge) 

 

 

 

Other has a 
low waterline 

 

If possible: Second position  
    (listen, ask, acknowledge) 

then: First position  
(state your thoughts, perspective, 

feelings) 

 

 

Alternate between positions 

 
If possible, when you perceive someone has a high waterline, ask a question first: ‘Seek first to 
understand’. 

  
 
 
 
 
 

“Most people do not listen with the intent to 
understand; they listen with the intent to reply.”		

– Stephen Covey  
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MANAGING YOUR OWN EW IN CHALLENGING 
CONVERSATIONS 
 
One reason that conversations become challenging is that one or both parties have an elevated emotional waterline. 
Determining how to listen in such a way that the other party’s emotional waterline subsides is crucial to leadership 
success. So, while of course there are many other important reasons to listen, such as to: 

 evaluate 
 compare 
 diagnose 
 decide 
 critique, 

 
when the other party has a high emotional waterline, listening to empathise is most helpful. This often requires an 
upfront input of time and emotional energy, but saves these precious resources further down the track.  
 
Before exploring techniques for listening for empathy, it’s important to recognise how one’s own emotional waterline 
can impact on a conversation. In particularly, it can be useful to identify your default response when your own 
emotional waterline rises. 
 
This may look like: 

 Loss of humour  

 Taking offense  

 Wanting to be right ("No  
    question about it")  

 Wanting the last word  

 Flooding with information to |      
    prove a point  

 Endless explaining and  
    rationalising  

 Teaching or preaching  

 Rigidity  

 Being too nice 

 Attacking (the best defence is a  
    good offense)  

 Holding a grudge  

 Trivializing with humour 

 Terminal uniqueness (I'm so  
     good the rules don't apply)  

 "It’s just my personality; it's just  
     how I am"  

 Denial  

 Withdrawal into silence  

 Cynicism (victim)  

 Sarcasm  

 Making fun of others  

 Personalising everything  

 All-or-nothing thinking   

 Fast breathing/heartbeat  

 Cold, clammy skin  

 Hot, sweaty skin  

 Mind reading  

 Jumping to conclusions  

 Magnifying everything  

 Minimising everything  

 Emotional rigidity (if I feel it, it     
    must be true)  

 Tight stomach  

From the list above, identify the two or three symptoms of a high emotional waterline that you experience most 
frequently in the workplace. Then plan two specific actions that you will take when the signs appear. These may be: 

 Acknowledging your defensiveness – to yourself, and possibly to the other party. 

 Pause – take some deep breaths or a sip of water 

 Ask for clarification or further details: ‘That’s interesting – what’s lead you to have that perception?’  

 If you feel unable to think clearly, suggest that you take a break and regroup later.  
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EMPATHIC LISTENING 
 
The level of trust and respect we build in our relationships is significantly impacted by a) our ability to notice another’s 
high waterline and b) our capacity to respond to them in a helpful way. As we know, when people have a high 
emotional waterline, the effect can be that they ‘lose the plot’, are ‘at their wit's end’, ‘lose their mind’ or ‘can't think 
straight’. These are all expressions of the fact that at that point in time, their feelings are limiting their capacity to think 
rationally.  
People regain their thinking capacity most quickly when they have a listener who acknowledges and conveys empathy 
for their feelings. The ‘excess level’ of emotion then subsides.  

Listening with empathy requires the listener to listen for understanding, rather than to advise, diagnose, or evaluate 
what the listener is saying.  

 
Reflect the speaker’s feelings 

To become more aware of people's feelings, concentrate on these aspects for their communication: 

 Listen for, and focus on, the feeling words that the speaker is using 

 Note the general content of the message 

 Observe body language 

 Try to walk in the shoes of, or see through the lens of, the person who is speaking. 

To acknowledge feelings, use appropriate body language, facial expressions, gestures and tone and reflect the feeling 
verbally. When we reflect back our understanding, it’s useful to involve some facts as well as feelings. 

 
Ask questions to deepen your understanding 

Questions that deepen your understanding of the speaker’s perspective give you more information, and may help the 
speaker move forward. Examples are: 

 So what was your response then …? 

 Can you tell me more about …? 

 What did you think that meant …? 

 Do you have an example of what you mean by …? 

 

  

“We have two ears and one mouth 
and we should use them 

proportionally.”  
– Susan Cain 
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“Criticism may not be agreeable, but it is necessary.  
It fulfils the same function as pain in the human body.  

It calls attention to an unhealthy state of things.” 
– Winston Churchill  

RADICALLY CANDID CRITICISM 
 
 
We may find it difficult to give sincere, specific praise, but we generally find it MUCH harder to give sincere, specific 
criticism. Radically Candid Criticism is HIP. 

HUMBLE 
• Assume that you may have something wrong, don’t know the whole story and/or that 

the person is already aware of what your about to tell them. If possible, begin with an 
open question (asked with genuine curiosity, not judgement!): 
‘How did you feel about your presentation this morning?’ 
‘What would you do differently next time?’ 
‘Can we talk about…?’ 

• Use tentative language and tone of voice (this is where ‘Light and Low’ can be very 
helpful!): 
‘What I saw this morning was X. What were your thoughts?’ 
‘I may have this wrong, but my observation is …’ 

• Demonstrate your openness with your body language and facial expressions.  

HELPFUL 
• Check in with yourself that you’re providing this feedback to be helpful, not to prove 

a point or to get something off your chest.  

IMMEDIATE 
• This is often difficult to do, but a quick conversation following a meeting or at  

the beginning or end of a day is likely to be much more helpful than a longer 
conversation a week later.  

IN PERSON • Again, this can be challenging, but if you can’t make it in person, a video conference 
or phone call are the next best options.  

IN PRIVATE • You can minimise the other person’s fight, flight or freeze response by ensuring the 
conversation occurs in private.  

NOT ABOUT 
PERSONALITY 

• Stick to providing feedback on OBSERVABLE BEHAVIOUR (things that a video 
camera could record) and avoid referring to personality traits.  
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APOLOGY
"I'm sorry I've been so 
preoccupied/I'm sorry 

I barked at you/I'm sorry 
I haven't been available...' 

SECOND POSITION 
QUESTION

'What support do you need 
from me?/I imagine that was 

pretty unpleasant for you 
...?/What can I do to help us 

move forward ...?

EMPATHIC 
LISTENING

GAUGING YOUR FEEDBACK 
 
 
While the Radical Candor model is valuable in preparing to give feedback, it can also act as a compass during your 
feedback conversations. This requires you to be focusing your attention on the other person and gauging how your 
feedback is ‘landing’ as your conversation progresses.  
 
How to move along the continuum towards Challenging Directly: 

1. DESCRIBE THE GAP 
Use the SBI model to reiterate the current behaviour or performance that you’re observing. Then use SBI to give a 
specific example of the behaviour or performance you need to see.  

Example: 
‘I noticed when you asked Mark for the report that you didn’t give any context on why we needed it quickly, even after 
he asked for it. This made it difficult for him to justify the shift in priority for his team. When you’re asking another 
team to prioritise our work I’d like you to give them a couple of lines of context. For example, [provide example].’ 

2. IF POSSIBLE, TALK ONLY TO THE FEELING BRAIN UNTIL THE WATERLINE RECEDES. IF YOU JUDGE THAT SOMEONE’S EMOTIONAL  
    WATERLINE IS UNLIKELY TO RECEDE, MAINTAINING A ‘LIGHT AND LOW’ APPROACH IS IMPORTANT AS YOU CHALLENGE DIRECTLY. 
Remember that ‘talking to the feeling brain’ involves empathic listening (see page 6) and resisting the urge to 
rationalise, instruct or respond with your own strong feelings.  

3. TAKE THE TIME TO UNDERSTAND WHAT’S REALLY GOING ON.  
Before moving on to being more direct, make sure you’ve signalled to the other person that you truly want to 
understand what the barriers (external or internal) may be, and support them to overcome them.  

Example: 
‘We agreed that you’d let me know at least three days out if you’re not going to be able to make a deadline, and this is 
the third time you’ve told me on the day the work’s due. I’m at a bit of a loss; is there something going on here that I’m 
missing?’ or, if you have suspicions about what’s really going on: ‘I may be totally wrong, but I’m wondering if ...?’ 

4. SAY ‘I THINK I NEED TO BE MORE DIRECT’ … THEN BE MORE DIRECT! 
This is for when you’ve done everything you can to elicit the performance or behaviour you’re after – asked what 
support they need, suggested approaches they may not have thought of, provided detail on ‘the gap’ – and nothing (or 
too little) has changed.  
 
Example: 
‘The data you sent through yesterday still had the formatting issues we’ve talked about a couple of times. I think I need 
to be more direct: this isn’t acceptable. Can you make a commitment that next time it will be as we’ve agreed?’ 
 
How to move along the continuum towards Caring Personally: 
Your approach to moving into Caring Personally will depend on which quadrant you’ve been spending most time in. 
You can use the following ‘formula’ in most – but not all – circumstances. Remember that in order for an apology to be 
effective, you need to ensure that you don’t repeat your mistake!  
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YOUR CURRENT RADICAL CANDOR PROFILE 
 

Thinking of your current circumstances, identify at least three pieces of criticism that you know you need to give, 
ideally to different individuals. Mark on the Radical Candor model below where you currently sit in relation to this 
criticism, then complete the table below. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Criticism 1 Criticism 2 Criticism 3 

Criticism you 
need to give (use 
SBII) 

   

How does the 
receiver know you 
care personally? 

   

Care  
Personally 

Caring Challenge 

             Destructive aggression 
Destructive Disengagement 

Destructive Empathy 

 

Challenge 
Directly 
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NOTES 
 


