Collaborative Stewardship Sustainer Kit
Worksheet – Adapted Direct Conversation Framework[footnoteRef:1] [1:  This framework was adapted for the Collaborative Stewardship Toolkit and is informed in part by Marshall B. Rosenberg's Nonviolent Communication (NVC) approach, particularly its emphasis on distinguishing observation from evaluation, recognizing feelings and underlying needs, empathic listening, and making clear requests rather than demands. The framework adapts and extends these principles for collaborative leadership by emphasizing organizational and partnership impacts, curiosity, and development of shared agreements. See Rosenberg, M. B. (2015). Nonviolent Communication: A Language of Life (3rd ed.). Puddle Dancer Press. ] 


The Direct Conversation Framework is a facilitation tool often used in leadership, conflict resolution, and collaborative governance settings to help people move from assumptions and avoidance toward direct, productive dialogue. This framework helps address concerns directly, respectfully, and productively, moving from assumptions or side conversations toward shared understanding and clear next steps.
This Adapted Direct Conversation Framework is designed to support leadership, conflict resolution, and collaborative governance conversations by helping people move from assumptions or avoidance toward direct, productive dialogue.
1. Observation
State specifically what you observed or experienced, without interpretation or judgment. Focus on what happened in a particular situation rather than generalizations such as "always" or "never."
Instead of:   "You left us out."
Try: "I learned about the decision after it had already been made."
The goal is to focus on specific, observable facts rather than evaluation, generalization, or assumptions about motives.
2. Impact, Feelings & Needs
Explain how the situation affected you, your team, or the partnership. Where useful, distinguish between the practical or organizational impact and your own response to it. Name what you felt and identify the underlying need or value that matters, such as clarity, trust, inclusion, transparency, timely information, coordination, or accountability.
Example: "I felt concerned and disconnected from the process. It created confusion for our staff and made it difficult for us to support implementation. Having timely information and being able to participate when decisions affect our work are important to me."
This helps others understand both the consequences and what matters to you, without assigning blame or responsibility for your feelings.
3. Curiosity & Empathic Listening
Invite the other person’s perspective before reaching conclusions about intent. 
Listen to understand rather than to prepare a response or defend a position.
Then:
When helpful, reflect back what you understood and give the other person an opportunity to clarify or correct it.
Example: "Can you help me understand what was happening from your perspective?" "What was important to you in that situation?" or "What constraints were you working under that we may not have seen?" When helpful: "What I hear you saying is ____. Did I understand that correctly?"
4. Request
Clearly identify what you are asking for. Frame the request as a specific, positive, actionable behavior rather than criticism, vague expectation, or a demand. A request creates space for dialogue and for the other person to respond or suggest another way to address the underlying need.
Example: “Would you be willing to include us in the conversation before decisions like this are finalized?” “Would you be willing to bring issues like this to the team for discussion rather than addressing them through side conversations?”
This keeps the discussion forward focused while distinguishing a genuine request from a demand.
5. Shared Agreement / Way Forward
Identify what each person is willing and able to do moving forward. Look for an approach that responds to the interests and needs surfaced in the conversation. Where the initial request cannot be met, explore alternatives rather than treating disagreement with the request as failure.
Questions might include: "What can we agree to do differently next time?" "What would work for both of us?" "If that specific request is not workable, what might meet the underlying need?" and "Who needs to do what, and when?"
This moves the conversation from a request to a mutually understood and workable way forward.
When to Pause
Direct conversation does not require resolving an issue immediately. If participants do not have the information, time, or capacity needed for a productive conversation, acknowledge that and agree on when and how the conversation will continue.
In Practice
The Direct Conversation Framework helps people name what happened, describe its impact and what matters, seek to understand the other person’s experience, make a clear request, and develop a shared way forward. It is important to remember that “direct” does not mean harsh; it means clear, respectful, and accountable. We should speak from our own experience, use specific examples, approach the discussion with empathy, avoid assigning motive, listen for the needs and constraints of others, and distinguish requests from demands. 
The framework should not be used mechanically; curiosity should be genuine, and requests should leave room for another perspective or an alternative.
Using all of the above, a team member might say: “When I learned about the budget discussion after it had occurred (Observation), I felt concerned and disconnected from the process. It also made it difficult for me to answer questions within my organization. Having timely information and an opportunity to participate when decisions affect our work are important to me (Impact, Feelings & Needs). Can you help me understand how the discussion happened, what was important from your perspective, and what constraints were involved? (Curiosity & Empathic Listening) Would you be willing to involve us earlier when similar topics are being discussed? (Request) Could we identify an approach that would allow that to happen while recognizing circumstances where an earlier conversation may not be possible? (Shared Agreement / Way Forward).”




Please cite in direct use or derivatives as: Farrell, S. & O’Herron, M. (2026). Collaborative stewardship toolkit. Parks California. https://calandscapestewardshipnetwork.org/collaborative-toolkit-2026. 

The latest online toolkit is at: https://calandscapestewardshipnetwork.org/collaborative-toolkit.  
