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CONVERSATION 01

Negotiating a Multi-Year
Partnership
Setting: Executive conference room; renewal terms are on the
table.

Roles: Maya - VP Partnerships | Daniel - COO

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Maya: We like the strategic fit, Daniel, but a three-year term is a big commitment. Can you
sharpen the pricing?
Daniel: We can move on price, but we need volume certainty. If you commit to the three-year
minimum, I can reduce the annual rate by 8%.
Maya: That gets us in the ballpark. I would also need a service-level credit if uptime drops below
the agreed threshold.
Daniel: That is workable. Let us build the credit into the SLA and keep the implementation scope
tight.
Maya: Good. I want a clean contract with no surprises six months in.
Daniel: Agreed. We will spell out the assumptions, milestones, and escalation path so we are on
the same page.
Maya: Then let us get the redlines moving today. I would like legal to see a draft by Friday.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

in the ballpark - close to a workable figure • redlines - proposed contract edits • on the same page - sharing the same understanding
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CONVERSATION 02

Aligning a Leadership Team
Setting: Weekly executive staff meeting; priorities compete for
limited resources.

Roles: Jordan - CEO | Priya - CFO

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Jordan: We cannot fund every initiative. Which bets actually move the needle this quarter?
Priya: The enterprise launch and the retention program. The rest can wait for another funding
window.
Jordan: I am with you on enterprise. I am less convinced about retention unless we can show a
near-term payback.
Priya: Finance modeled three scenarios. Even the conservative case covers the investment within
two quarters.
Jordan: That changes the picture. Let us prioritize both and take the other requests off the
agenda.
Priya: I will circulate the revised allocation. I also want each owner to come back with a hard
deadline.
Jordan: Perfect. Let us get the team pointed in the same direction before Monday.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

move the needle - create meaningful impact • take it off the agenda - stop treating it as a current priority • pointed in the same direction -
aligned
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CONVERSATION 03

Repairing a Client
Relationship
Setting: Client office; a service issue has damaged trust.

Roles: Elena - Account Director | Marcus - Client VP

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Elena: Marcus, I appreciate you making time. I want to address the outage directly, not dance
around the issue.
Marcus: I appreciate that. My team lost confidence when the updates stopped for six hours.
Elena: That miss is on us. We have added a 60-minute executive escalation rule and a named
incident lead.
Marcus: What happens the next time something goes sideways?
Elena: You get a live status update every hour until resolution. No more radio silence.
Marcus: That is the kind of accountability I was looking for. We can rebuild trust from there.
Elena: Then let us treat this as a reset, document the new process, and keep each other in the
loop.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

dance around the issue - avoid addressing the real problem • goes sideways - develops unexpectedly or badly • radio silence - a lack of
communication
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CONVERSATION 04

Getting a Cross-Functional
Team on the Same Page
Setting: Project war room; product, sales, and operations have
different priorities.

Roles: Sam - Product Lead | Renee - Sales Director

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Sam: We are getting mixed signals from the field. Sales wants speed, while product is protecting
scope.
Renee: Because the customer deadline is real. We cannot keep kicking the can down the road.
Sam: Fair point. Let us separate must-haves from nice-to-haves and lock the first release today.
Renee: I can live with that. Give sales a clear list of what is in and what is out.
Sam: Done. I will also flag the dependencies so nobody gets blindsided.
Renee: Great. I will take the message to the account teams and set expectations.
Sam: Then we have a plan. Let us stop spinning our wheels and execute.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

kick the can down the road - delay a decision • must-haves vs. nice-to-haves - required vs. optional items • spinning our wheels - making
little progress
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CONVERSATION 05

Resolving a Conflict Between
Colleagues
Setting: Private office; two senior managers disagree over
ownership.

Roles: Alicia - HR Business Partner | Tom - Engineering
Manager

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Alicia: I hear that both teams feel they carried the project. Let us focus on the handoff, not who
gets the credit.
Tom: My concern is that engineering was held accountable for delays we did not create.
Alicia: Understood. Can we map the decision points and identify where responsibility changed
hands?
Tom: Yes. The biggest gap was approval. The request sat with procurement for ten days.
Alicia: That is useful. I will document the owner for each step and set an escalation trigger.
Tom: That would take the heat out of the conversation. I want the process fixed, not another
blame game.
Alicia: Agreed. We can disagree on the past and still build a cleaner process for next quarter.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

take the heat out - reduce tension • blame game - focus on fault instead of solutions • decision points - moments where choices are made
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CONVERSATION 06

Handling Questions During
an Executive Presentation
Setting: Boardroom; the CFO challenges a forecast
mid-presentation.

Roles: David - VP Strategy | Karen - CFO

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Karen: Your forecast assumes demand returns in Q4. What makes you comfortable with that
assumption?
David: Two things: pipeline conversion and renewal data. I have tested the model against a
lower-growth case as well.
Karen: What is the downside if conversion slips another 10%?
David: We would miss the target by roughly $2 million, but the contingency plan protects cash
flow.
Karen: Walk me through that contingency.
David: We would pause two discretionary projects, shift marketing toward high-conversion
segments, and preserve headcount.
Karen: That is helpful. Keep the base case, but show the downside on the next slide so the board
can see the trade-off.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

walk me through - explain step by step • downside - negative scenario or risk • trade-off - a balance between competing benefits and costs

THE FLUENT FIRM
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CONVERSATION 07

Clarifying a Misunderstood
Email
Setting: Video call; a terse email created confusion about a
deadline.

Roles: Nina - Operations Manager | Chris - Regional Lead

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Nina: I want to clear up my email from yesterday. I realize the wording made it sound like the
launch date had moved.
Chris: That is exactly how I read it, so I told my team to hold the rollout.
Nina: That was my mistake. The launch date is still June 15. Only the training milestone moved to
June 20.
Chris: Got it. I will restart the rollout plan this afternoon.
Nina: I will send a one-page summary with the dates in a table so there is no ambiguity.
Chris: Appreciate it. I would rather catch this now than clean up a mess later.
Nina: Agreed. I will own the confusion and keep the next update crisp.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

clear up - resolve confusion • no ambiguity - no uncertainty • clean up a mess - fix the consequences of a problem

THE FLUENT FIRM
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CONVERSATION 08

Building a Professional
Network
Setting: Industry conference hallway; two leaders meet
between sessions.

Roles: Taylor - Consulting Partner | Andre - Technology VP

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Taylor: Andre, I enjoyed your panel on AI governance. The point about controls without slowing
the business really stuck with me.
Andre: Thanks. We are trying to keep compliance practical. What are you seeing with your clients?
Taylor: A lot of teams are moving fast but still lack a clear owner. We help set the operating
model.
Andre: That is timely. We are reviewing our model next quarter.
Taylor: Would it make sense to grab coffee next week and compare notes?
Andre: Absolutely. Send me a note and let us put something on the calendar.
Taylor: Will do. Great meeting you, Andre.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

stuck with me - made a strong impression • compare notes - exchange observations • put it on the calendar - schedule it

THE FLUENT FIRM
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CONVERSATION 09

Managing a Cross-Cultural
Client Conversation
Setting: Video meeting across U.S. and Japanese teams;
expectations about directness differ.

Roles: Rachel - U.S. Account Lead | Kenji - Client Director

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Rachel: I want to make sure we understood your feedback on the delivery timeline. Would you like
us to shorten it?
Kenji: The timeline may be somewhat difficult for our organization.
Rachel: Thank you. To be safe, I hear that as a request to revisit the timing. Is that right?
Kenji: Yes. We would appreciate a phased approach.
Rachel: That works. We can launch the core service first and move the advanced features to phase
two.
Kenji: That would make the internal approval process much easier.
Rachel: Excellent. I will send a written summary so we are all aligned on the revised plan.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

revisit the timing - reconsider the schedule • phased approach - rollout in stages • written summary - documented follow-up
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CONVERSATION 10

Making a Sales Pitch to a
Senior Executive
Setting: Client office; a salesperson must connect features to
business impact.

Roles: Lauren - Sales Executive | Greg - COO

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Lauren: I will cut to the chase: our platform can reduce manual reporting time by about 30%.
Greg: We already have reporting tools. Why should I change?
Lauren: Because your teams are stitching data together manually. We automate the handoffs and
give managers one source of truth.
Greg: What is the implementation risk?
Lauren: We can pilot with one region first. That gives you measurable results before a broader
rollout.
Greg: What is the ballpark investment?
Lauren: About $250,000 for the pilot and first-year licensing. I can send a detailed business case
this afternoon.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

cut to the chase - get to the main point • one source of truth - a single trusted data source • ballpark - an approximate figure

THE FLUENT FIRM
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CONVERSATION 11

Protecting Time for
High-Value Work
Setting: Monday planning session; a manager has too many
recurring meetings.

Roles: Victor - COO | Hannah - Chief of Staff

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Victor: My calendar is packed, but I still feel behind. I need more time for strategic work.
Hannah: Let us audit the recurring meetings. Which ones actually require your decision?
Victor: Probably five out of fifteen. The rest could be handled asynchronously.
Hannah: Then we can cut the low-value meetings and batch the rest into two afternoons.
Victor: That would give me real runway to work on the expansion plan.
Hannah: Exactly. We are protecting deep work instead of filling every open slot.
Victor: Make the changes this week. I want the new rhythm in place by Monday.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

packed calendar - a schedule with little free time • deep work - concentrated, uninterrupted work • runway - available time or capacity to
execute
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CONVERSATION 12

Solving a Production Problem
Under Pressure
Setting: Operations room; a shipment is blocked by a vendor
issue.

Roles: Ethan - Operations Director | Sofia - Supply Chain Lead

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Ethan: We hit a snag. The supplier missed the compliance certificate, so the shipment is stuck.
Sofia: I know. I have the vendor on the phone now. They can issue the document by noon.
Ethan: Good. What is our fallback if they miss that deadline?
Sofia: We can switch to the secondary carrier, but it adds cost and a day of transit.
Ethan: Run the numbers. If the delay costs more than the premium carrier, pull the trigger.
Sofia: Understood. I will give you a go/no-go recommendation by 11:30.
Ethan: Perfect. Keep the customer informed before they have to ask.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

hit a snag - encounter a problem • fallback - backup option • pull the trigger - make the decision and act
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CONVERSATION 13

Thinking Strategically About
a New Market
Setting: Strategy session; leadership is considering expansion
into Texas.

Roles: Amir - VP Strategy | Jen - CEO

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Amir: Texas looks attractive, but I do not want to chase growth just because the market is big.
Jen: What would make the expansion strategically sound?
Amir: Three things: repeatable demand, a strong local channel, and a path to positive unit
economics.
Jen: Could we test the thesis with a focused launch instead of a full build-out?
Amir: Yes. A six-month pilot would give us real customer data without burning through the
budget.
Jen: That feels like the right way to learn before we scale.
Amir: I will build the pilot plan and bring the decision criteria to the next strategy review.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

chase growth - pursue expansion aggressively • test the thesis - validate the strategic idea • build-out - large-scale expansion of capacity
or operations
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CONVERSATION 14

Communicating During a
Business Crisis
Setting: Incident command room; a service outage is affecting
customers.

Roles: Monica - COO | Paul - Communications Director

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Monica: What do we know for sure, and what are we still verifying?
Paul: The payment service is down in two regions. We do not yet know the root cause.
Monica: Then keep the message factual. No speculation. Tell customers what is affected and what
we are doing.
Paul: I will issue an update in 30 minutes and commit to another update in one hour.
Monica: Good. Also prepare the support team with a clear escalation script.
Paul: Understood. We will keep the language calm, direct, and consistent.
Monica: Exactly. In a crisis, people need clarity more than clever wording.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

root cause - underlying source of the problem • no speculation - communicate only verified facts • escalation script - prepared language
for urgent issues

THE FLUENT FIRM
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CONVERSATION 15

Giving Feedback That
Actually Helps
Setting: One-on-one coaching session after a client
presentation.

Roles: Marcus - Director | Olivia - Account Manager

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Marcus: Your presentation had strong data, but the recommendation came too late.
Olivia: I felt that too. I spent too much time setting up the story.
Marcus: The fix is simple: lead with the decision, then support it with evidence.
Olivia: So more executive summary, less runway before the point.
Marcus: Exactly. You already have the subject-matter depth. Now raise the signal-to-noise ratio.
Olivia: I can work on that. Could we rehearse the next client deck together?
Marcus: Absolutely. I want you to walk into the next room ready to own it.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

signal-to-noise ratio - useful information compared with clutter • lead with the decision - state the key point first • own it - take confident
responsibility
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CONVERSATION 16

Making a High-Stakes
Decision
Setting: Executive office; two options have different risk profiles.

Roles: Claire - CEO | Ben - CFO

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Claire: Option A is cheaper, but Option B gives us more operating flexibility. What does finance
see?
Ben: A saves $600,000 upfront. B has a higher initial cost but lowers the long-term switching risk.
Claire: Which assumption could break the model?
Ben: Customer growth. If growth comes in below plan, A protects cash better.
Claire: Then the decision comes down to cash protection versus strategic flexibility.
Ben: Right. I recommend we document that trade-off so the board understands the logic.
Claire: Agreed. Let us decide based on the risk we are actually willing to carry.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

break the model - cause the assumptions to fail • switching risk - risk of changing providers or systems • willing to carry - prepared to
accept
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CONVERSATION 17

Negotiating With a
Procurement Team
Setting: Procurement meeting; price pressure is intense.

Roles: Kevin - Account Executive | Leah - Procurement
Director

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Leah: Your quote is 12% above the competing bid. We need you to sharpen the pencil.
Kevin: I can reduce the implementation fee, but not at the expense of the support model.
Leah: What can you give me if we sign by month-end?
Kevin: I can include premium support for the first six months and hold the year-one rate.
Leah: That is interesting. I also need more favorable payment terms.
Kevin: If we move to Net 60, I would need a two-year commitment.
Leah: That is a fair trade. Send me the revised commercial terms.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

sharpen the pencil - improve the price • at the expense of - by sacrificing • fair trade - reasonable exchange
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CONVERSATION 18

Building a Strategic
Partnership
Setting: First meeting between a bank and a software company.

Roles: Ravi - Partnerships VP | Denise - Innovation VP

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Ravi: We could build a strong joint offering if we combine your distribution with our workflow
engine.
Denise: I agree, but I want to avoid a partnership that looks good on paper and stalls in practice.
Ravi: Then let us define one revenue-generating use case and a joint owner from each side.
Denise: Good. What would success look like after 90 days?
Ravi: A live pilot, three reference customers, and a clear path to scale.
Denise: That gives us something measurable. I can get our product lead involved tomorrow.
Ravi: Great. Let us start with the low-hanging fruit and build from there.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

looks good on paper - seems attractive in theory • low-hanging fruit - easiest opportunities first • path to scale - route to broader growth
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CONVERSATION 19

Conducting a Performance
Review
Setting: Annual review; employee delivered strong results but
needs leadership growth.

Roles: Samantha - VP | Eric - Senior Manager

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Samantha: You delivered the revenue target and improved margin. The next step is executive
presence.
Eric: That is fair. I tend to stay in the weeds when the discussion gets strategic.
Samantha: Exactly. At your level, I need you framing the issue, not just solving the details.
Eric: What would you like me to do differently?
Samantha: Lead two executive reviews next quarter and make the recommendation before
showing the analysis.
Eric: That is concrete. I can own that.
Samantha: Good. You have earned the opportunity. Now let us stretch the role.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

in the weeds - focused too much on details • executive presence - confident senior-level communication • stretch the role - expand
responsibility beyond the current scope
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The Fluent Firm Business Conversations 20



CONVERSATION 20

Interviewing a Senior
Candidate
Setting: Executive interview; hiring manager tests judgment
and leadership.

Roles: Laura - CEO | James - Candidate

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Laura: Tell me about a time you inherited a team that was not hitting its targets.
James: I started with the data, but I also met each direct report to understand what was blocking
execution.
Laura: What did you change first?
James: I clarified accountability, removed two approval bottlenecks, and reset the operating
cadence.
Laura: What happened?
James: Within two quarters, cycle time fell 25% and the team exceeded plan.
Laura: That combination of diagnosis and execution is what I wanted to hear. Thank you.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

inherited a team - took responsibility for an existing team • approval bottleneck - delay caused by decision requirements • operating
cadence - regular management rhythm
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CONVERSATION 21

Kicking Off a High-Stakes
Project
Setting: Project kickoff; multiple teams must coordinate a
launch.

Roles: Priya - Program Director | Luis - Engineering Lead

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Priya: Let us start with the finish line: launch on September 15 with zero critical defects.
Luis: Engineering can support that, but we need final requirements by Friday.
Priya: Agreed. Product owns the requirements, engineering owns build quality, and operations
owns readiness.
Luis: What is the escalation path if a dependency slips?
Priya: Flag it within 24 hours. Do not sit on a blocker until the next status meeting.
Luis: That will help. I will set the dependency tracker up today.
Priya: Excellent. Let us keep communication tight and avoid surprises.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

finish line - final objective • sit on a blocker - delay raising a problem • avoid surprises - surface risks early
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CONVERSATION 22

Reviewing a Department
Budget
Setting: Finance review; leaders must justify spending.

Roles: Avery - CFO | Nina - Marketing VP

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Avery: Your request is 9% above plan. Where is the money going?
Nina: Mostly demand generation and one new analytics role. Both tie directly to pipeline growth.
Avery: What happens if pipeline underperforms?
Nina: We will pause the second hiring tranche and shift spend toward the channels with the best
CAC.
Avery: That is a better risk control. Can you commit to monthly reallocation reviews?
Nina: Yes. I will make the dashboard part of the operating rhythm.
Avery: Good. I am comfortable taking the request to the investment committee.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

tranche - a portion of a larger allocation • CAC - customer acquisition cost • operating rhythm - recurring management process
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CONVERSATION 23

Escalating a Customer Service
Issue
Setting: Customer call; a major account has been waiting too
long.

Roles: Brian - Customer Success Lead | Melissa - Client
Director

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Melissa: We have been waiting twelve business days. This is starting to affect our rollout.
Brian: You are right to escalate it. I have assigned a senior specialist and moved the case to
priority handling.
Melissa: Can you give me a firm timeline?
Brian: Yes. You will have the final fix by 3 p.m. tomorrow, or I will give you an executive update
sooner.
Melissa: That level of ownership helps.
Brian: I also want to review what caused the delay so we do not repeat it.
Melissa: Good. Fix the immediate issue first, then let us work on the process.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

priority handling - elevated treatment for urgent work • firm timeline - a committed deadline • repeat it - allow the same problem to
happen again
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CONVERSATION 24

Following Up After a Sales
Meeting
Setting: Email drafting session; a promising prospect has not
responded.

Roles: Chloe - Sales Director | Mark - SDR

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Chloe: Do not send another generic check-in. Give them a reason to respond.
Mark: I can tie the follow-up to the ROI we discussed and offer two pilot dates.
Chloe: Exactly. Make the next step easy. We do not want to create homework for the client.
Mark: How about: “Would Tuesday or Thursday work for a 30-minute pilot review?”
Chloe: That is better. Keep it short and remind them of the outcome.
Mark: I will send it this morning and set a follow-up task for Friday.
Chloe: Good. Stay persistent without becoming a pain.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

generic check-in - vague follow-up without value • make the next step easy - reduce effort for the buyer • become a pain - become
annoyingly persistent
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CONVERSATION 25

Having a Difficult
Conversation With a Client
Setting: Private meeting; a client repeatedly changes scope
without budget.

Roles: Daniel - Client Partner | Rebecca - Client VP

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Daniel: I want to reset expectations. The last three requests added work outside the signed scope.
Rebecca: Our team sees those items as part of the original outcome.
Daniel: I understand that perspective. The contract, however, lists them as separate deliverables.
Rebecca: So what are you proposing?
Daniel: We can either keep the original scope and deadline, or add the new items through a
change order.
Rebecca: I do not love adding cost, but I see the logic.
Daniel: I would rather be transparent now than surprise you with overruns later.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

reset expectations - establish a clearer understanding • change order - formal adjustment to scope, price, or timing • overruns - costs
above the original budget
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CONVERSATION 26

Addressing
Underperformance Directly
Setting: Manager one-on-one; a team lead missed two critical
deadlines.

Roles: Grace - VP Operations | Noah - Team Lead

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Grace: I need to be direct. Two critical deadlines were missed, and the pattern is becoming a
concern.
Noah: I agree the delivery has slipped. I underestimated the dependency load.
Grace: That is part of it, but I also need earlier escalation. I cannot help with a problem I do not
know about.
Noah: Understood. I will flag risks as soon as they show up.
Grace: I also want a recovery plan by tomorrow with owners and dates.
Noah: You will have it. I want to turn the corner quickly.
Grace: Good. I am holding you accountable, and I will give you the support to execute.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

be direct - communicate clearly without avoiding the issue • dependency load - number and complexity of linked tasks • turn the corner -
move from a difficult period toward improvement
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CONVERSATION 27

Renewing a Contract Without
Surprises
Setting: Renewal meeting; supplier and client negotiate new
terms.

Roles: Ivy - Vendor Manager | Omar - Client Procurement
Lead

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Ivy: Your current agreement expires in 60 days. I want to get ahead of the renewal.
Omar: We are open to renewing, but we want stronger response-time guarantees.
Ivy: We can strengthen the SLA, but that would change the premium support tier.
Omar: What would the price impact be?
Ivy: About 4%, assuming a two-year renewal and the same volume.
Omar: That is reasonable. Please send the option with the upgraded SLA and one without it.
Ivy: Will do. I would rather put all the options on the table now.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

get ahead of - deal with something before it becomes urgent • price impact - effect on cost • put it on the table - present it for discussion
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CONVERSATION 28

Handling an Executive Dinner
Conversation
Setting: Private dinner with a potential strategic client;
relationship-building matters.

Roles: Natalie - Managing Partner | Carlos - Chief Strategy
Officer

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Natalie: You have expanded into three new markets this year. What is been the hardest part?
Carlos: Hiring local leaders. The playbook is not as portable as we expected.
Natalie: That makes sense. We have seen the same thing. Local context can make or break an
expansion.
Carlos: Exactly. We are trying to balance consistency with local autonomy.
Natalie: That is a good leadership tension to have. We can compare notes after dinner and leave
the sales pitch for another day.
Carlos: I appreciate that. It is good to have a real conversation before jumping into business.
Natalie: Agreed. Building trust first usually pays off.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

make or break - determine success or failure • compare notes - exchange practical lessons • pays off - produces a useful result later
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CONVERSATION 29

Giving an Executive Briefing
to a CEO
Setting: CEO office; a short briefing must support a decision.

Roles: Peter - Chief of Staff | Elaine - CEO

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Peter: I will keep this tight. We need your decision on the regional rollout by Friday.
Elaine: What are the two options?
Peter: Accelerated launch with higher upfront cost, or phased launch with lower risk.
Elaine: What does the data say about customer demand?
Peter: The demand signal is strong, but implementation capacity is the constraint.
Elaine: Then the decision is about capacity, not demand. Build the phased option with a clear
trigger to accelerate.
Peter: Understood. I will bring the trigger criteria to the steering committee.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

keep this tight - keep it concise • constraint - factor limiting performance or choices • trigger criteria - conditions that cause a decision or
action
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CONVERSATION 30

Writing a Better Executive
Email
Setting: Email review; a manager needs a sharper message for
senior leadership.

Roles: Fiona - Chief of Staff | Rob - Operations Director

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Fiona: The draft is accurate, but the ask is buried at the bottom.
Rob: I wanted to give the full context first.
Fiona: For executives, lead with the decision. Put the context underneath.
Rob: So: “Approval needed by Thursday to secure the vendor slot.”
Fiona: Exactly. Then use three bullets for rationale, risk, and next step.
Rob: That will cut the reading time in half.
Fiona: And it will make the decision easier to see. Clear beats clever.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

the ask - the action you need from the reader • lead with the decision - state the request first • clear beats clever - clarity is more useful
than flashy wording
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CONVERSATION 31

Aligning Legal, Sales, and
Product
Setting: Cross-functional meeting; a contract term threatens a
product commitment.

Roles: Mei - General Counsel | Tyler - Sales VP

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Tyler: Sales promised a launch date before legal signed off on the data clause.
Mei: That commitment creates regulatory exposure. We need to separate the commercial
promise from the legal approval.
Tyler: I do not want to slow the deal, but I also cannot sell a date we cannot support.
Mei: Then let us give the client a target date subject to final legal approval.
Tyler: That keeps momentum without overcommitting.
Mei: Exactly. I will review the clause today and flag any deal breakers.
Tyler: Great. I will align the account team around that language.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

regulatory exposure - risk created by compliance obligations • overcommit - promise beyond what can be supported • deal breaker - issue
that could stop an agreement
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CONVERSATION 32

Leading an Innovation
Workshop
Setting: Innovation session; leadership decides whether to fund
a new idea.

Roles: Aisha - Innovation Lead | Greg - CTO

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Aisha: The prototype works, but we need to validate the customer problem before we scale it.
Greg: What is the fastest way to test it?
Aisha: A two-week pilot with ten customers. We can measure adoption, retention, and willingness
to pay.
Greg: I like the focus. What would make you stop the pilot?
Aisha: If usage is low and we cannot find a repeatable use case, we shut it down.
Greg: Good. Let us fail fast on the wrong idea and double down on the right one.
Aisha: Exactly. The goal is learning, not protecting the prototype.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

fail fast - learn quickly by testing and stopping weak ideas • double down - increase investment or commitment • willingness to pay -
evidence customers value the product enough to buy it
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CONVERSATION 33

Handling a Legal and
Compliance Concern
Setting: Compliance meeting; a new sales practice may create
risk.

Roles: Jonathan - Compliance Director | Tessa - Sales VP

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Jonathan: The proposed incentive could conflict with our anti-bribery policy.
Tessa: Is the issue the incentive itself or how it is structured?
Jonathan: The structure. The approval controls are not strong enough for this type of payment.
Tessa: Can we redesign it without killing the commercial intent?
Jonathan: Yes. Use documented criteria, pre-approval, and an audit trail.
Tessa: That is workable. I will have sales operations revise the plan.
Jonathan: Good. We want to enable the business, but we need the controls in place before launch.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

audit trail - documented record of decisions and transactions • in place - implemented and functioning • enable the business - support
growth while managing risk
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CONVERSATION 34

Planning a Market Expansion
Setting: Strategy room; leadership evaluates entry into a new
region.

Roles: Victor - Market Expansion Lead | Sonya - CFO

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Victor: The market is growing, but local distribution is fragmented.
Sonya: What would it take to build a channel from scratch?
Victor: At least two years and significant capital. A partnership would shorten the ramp.
Sonya: What is the downside of partnering?
Victor: Lower margin and less control, but much faster access to customers.
Sonya: Then show me the economics under both models.
Victor: I will bring a side-by-side model with the break-even point and execution risks.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

fragmented - divided among many smaller players • shorten the ramp - reach useful scale faster • break-even point - level where revenue
covers costs
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CONVERSATION 35

Responding to a Negative
Social Media Post
Setting: Customer care war room; a complaint is gaining
attention online.

Roles: Diana - Brand Director | Joel - Customer Care Lead

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Diana: We should respond quickly, but we should not get pulled into an argument.
Joel: The customer says the product failed and support ignored them.
Diana: Acknowledge the experience, take the conversation private, and promise a real follow-up.
Joel: So: “We are sorry this happened. We are reaching out directly to help resolve it.”
Diana: Exactly. No defensiveness, no corporate jargon, and no public back-and-forth.
Joel: I will contact the customer and log the case for the support team.
Diana: Good. Protect the relationship first, then investigate the root cause.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

get pulled into - become distracted or drawn into something • public back-and-forth - prolonged open argument • corporate jargon -
overly technical or vague business language
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CONVERSATION 36

Managing a Vendor That
Keeps Missing Deadlines
Setting: Supplier review meeting; repeated delivery failures are
affecting operations.

Roles: Carlos - Procurement Director | Mia - Vendor GM

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Carlos: We have missed three delivery windows in a row. This is no longer a one-off issue.
Mia: I agree. Our upstream supplier has been unstable.
Carlos: I understand the cause, but we need a recovery plan, not another explanation.
Mia: We can add capacity, change the shipping lane, and provide a daily status report.
Carlos: Good. Put dates and owners next to each action.
Mia: Will do. If we miss the next milestone, I will escalate directly to our COO.
Carlos: That gives us the accountability we need. Let us get this back on track.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

one-off issue - isolated event • recovery plan - steps to restore performance • back on track - returning to the expected path
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CONVERSATION 37

Negotiating Compensation
Setting: Offer discussion; a candidate is evaluating the total
package.

Roles: Holly - Hiring Manager | Devin - Candidate

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Holly: We can offer a base salary of $165,000 plus a 15% target bonus.
Devin: I am excited about the role. Based on the scope, I was targeting a base closer to $180,000.
Holly: The base is constrained, but we have some flexibility on the signing bonus and equity.
Devin: That could work. I would also like to understand how the bonus is measured.
Holly: It is tied to company and individual goals, with the metrics set at the start of the year.
Devin: That clarity helps. If we can close the gap through the sign-on and equity, I am comfortable
moving forward.
Holly: Let me take that package to compensation and come back to you tomorrow.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

targeting - aiming for a specific figure • close the gap - reduce a difference • sign-on bonus - one-time payment for accepting a job
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CONVERSATION 38

Speaking With Confidence to
a Large Audience
Setting: Conference stage rehearsal; the speaker is tightening a
keynote.

Roles: Rachel - Speaker | Omar - Communications Coach

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Omar: The content is strong. Now give the audience a clearer headline at the start.
Rachel: I usually build to the point.
Omar: That works in a workshop. On a keynote stage, you need to grab attention early.
Rachel: So open with the business problem, then tell them what they will learn.
Omar: Exactly. And slow down on the numbers. Let the point land.
Rachel: I can do that. I also want a stronger closing line.
Omar: End with the action you want. Leave them with one idea they can use tomorrow.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

grab attention - get immediate audience focus • let the point land - give people time to absorb it • closing line - final statement that
reinforces the message
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CONVERSATION 39

Preparing for a Board
Meeting
Setting: Board prep session; executives anticipate hard
questions.

Roles: Julia - CEO | Aaron - Chief of Staff

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Julia: What question are we least prepared to answer?
Aaron: The margin decline in Europe. The board may ask why the recovery is taking so long.
Julia: Then we need one clean explanation, the corrective actions, and the expected timing.
Aaron: I will add the downside scenario as well so there are no surprises.
Julia: Good. What about the CEO succession question?
Aaron: We have a formal process. I will prepare the governance language and avoid improvising.
Julia: Perfect. Let us rehearse the tough questions, not just the slides.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

least prepared - weakest point of readiness • corrective action - step taken to fix a problem • improvise - answer without preparation
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CONVERSATION 40

Recovering After a Major
Business Disruption
Setting: Post-incident review; operations are stabilizing after a
supply outage.

Roles: Evan - COO | Tara - Supply Chain VP

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Evan: The immediate crisis is behind us. Now we need to make sure we do not repeat it.
Tara: We found two weak points: a single-source dependency and a manual approval step.
Evan: Which one gets fixed first?
Tara: The supplier concentration. Diversification reduces the bigger operational risk.
Evan: Agreed. Build the business case and include the carrying-cost impact.
Tara: I will also automate the approval step so the process is less brittle.
Evan: Good. Recovery is not just getting back to normal; it is building something stronger.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

behind us - past the immediate difficulty • single-source dependency - reliance on one provider • brittle - easily disrupted by stress or
change
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CONVERSATION 41

Motivating a Team Through a
Tough Quarter
Setting: Team meeting; morale is low after missed targets.

Roles: Marcus - Sales VP | Janelle - Sales Manager

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Marcus: We had a rough quarter, but I do not want the team stuck in that story.
Janelle: People are tired. They need to see what they can control.
Marcus: Exactly. We will focus on pipeline quality, customer retention, and the deals closest to
close.
Janelle: I can reset the weekly cadence around those three metrics.
Marcus: Good. Let us celebrate progress, not just the final number.
Janelle: That should give the team some momentum.
Marcus: Right. We are not lowering the bar; we are giving people a clear path to reach it.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

rough quarter - difficult period • stuck in the story - overly focused on past problems • lower the bar - reduce standards
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CONVERSATION 42

Building a Strategic Plan
Setting: Annual strategy session; leaders define priorities for
the next year.

Roles: Seth - Strategy Director | Dana - CEO

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Seth: We have ten ideas, but we need three priorities.
Dana: Start with the moves that create the most enterprise value.
Seth: That points to retention, international expansion, and operating leverage.
Dana: Good. What are we explicitly not doing?
Seth: Two adjacent product launches and a low-margin segment expansion.
Dana: Excellent. Strategy is as much about what we say no to as what we pursue.
Seth: I will turn those choices into a one-page plan with owners and measures.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

enterprise value - overall business value created • operating leverage - growing output faster than fixed costs • say no to - deliberately
decline lower-priority work
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CONVERSATION 43

Retaining a High-Value
Customer
Setting: Account review; a major customer is considering a
competitor.

Roles: Alicia - Customer Success VP | Henry - Client COO

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Alicia: I know you are reviewing alternatives. Before you decide, I want to understand what is
missing.
Henry: The product is strong, but our onboarding has been uneven.
Alicia: That is actionable. We can assign a dedicated onboarding lead and add a 30-day adoption
review.
Henry: What would success look like?
Alicia: Your priority workflows live, user adoption above the agreed threshold, and all open issues
closed.
Henry: That would address the biggest pain points.
Alicia: Good. Let us put the plan in writing and review progress every two weeks.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

actionable - specific enough to act on • pain points - important sources of customer difficulty • put it in writing - document the
commitment
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CONVERSATION 44

Communicating Clearly
Across Global Teams
Setting: Global video call; teams need a shared understanding
of a launch plan.

Roles: Noah - Global Program Lead | Mei - APAC Director

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Noah: To avoid confusion across time zones, I will recap the decision in writing after this call.
Mei: Please also clarify the owner for the APAC launch checklist.
Noah: You own the checklist, while marketing owns localization and legal owns local review.
Mei: Perfect. We also need the cut-off time for changes.
Noah: Friday at noon Eastern. After that, changes roll into the next release.
Mei: That is clear. A written recap will help the regional teams move quickly.
Noah: Agreed. Global teams work better when the details are explicit.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

time zone - geographic time difference • cut-off time - final time for action • roll into - move to a later period
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CONVERSATION 45

Strengthening a Personal
Executive Brand
Setting: Career coaching session; a senior leader wants a
sharper professional story.

Roles: Megan - Executive Coach | Carl - VP Finance

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Megan: Your résumé lists responsibilities. Your brand should make the business impact
unmistakable.
Carl: So lead with results, not job descriptions.
Megan: Exactly. Show scale, transformation, and measurable outcomes.
Carl: I can quantify the cost savings from the restructuring program.
Megan: Good. Then make that your proof point and connect it to how you lead.
Carl: That feels more authentic than a list of buzzwords.
Megan: It is. A strong executive brand is a clear record of value, not a marketing slogan.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

unmistakable - extremely clear • proof point - evidence supporting a claim • buzzwords - fashionable but often vague business terms
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CONVERSATION 46

Learning From a Professional
Setback
Setting: Mentoring conversation; a promotion did not happen.

Roles: Andre - Managing Director | Kim - Director

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Kim: I am disappointed I did not get the promotion, but I want to learn from it.
Andre: That mindset will help. What feedback did you receive?
Kim: They said I deliver well, but I need more enterprise-level visibility.
Andre: Then make that your development goal. Take on a cross-business initiative.
Kim: I can do that. I also need to present more often to the executive team.
Andre: Exactly. Use the setback as a springboard, not a label.
Kim: I appreciate the perspective. I will build a six-month development plan.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

springboard - something that creates momentum for the next step • enterprise-level - affecting the broader company • development goal
- specific capability to build
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CONVERSATION 47

Delegating Work Without
Losing Accountability
Setting: Leadership meeting; a CEO is overloaded and needs to
delegate.

Roles: Elise - CEO | Ryan - COO

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Elise: I am holding too many decisions. I need to delegate without losing visibility.
Ryan: Delegate the outcome, not every step. Give people the authority and the guardrails.
Elise: What should the check-in cadence be?
Ryan: Weekly for the first month, then monthly once the process is stable.
Elise: And if a decision has material financial risk?
Ryan: Set an escalation threshold in advance. People should know when to pull you in.
Elise: That gives me leverage without creating a bottleneck around my desk.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

guardrails - boundaries that guide decisions • pull you in - involve you in an issue • bottleneck - point that slows work
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CONVERSATION 48

Managing Remote and Hybrid
Work
Setting: Hybrid leadership meeting; teams disagree about office
expectations.

Roles: Pat - People VP | Luis - Engineering VP

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Pat: We need consistency, but I do not want a policy that ignores how teams actually work.
Luis: Engineering needs flexibility for deep work, but collaboration still matters.
Pat: Could we set core collaboration days and let teams choose the rest?
Luis: Yes, as long as outcomes and availability are explicit.
Pat: Then the policy should focus on deliverables, coverage, and agreed team norms.
Luis: That strikes the right balance. We can pilot it for one quarter.
Pat: Good. We will measure productivity and employee feedback before we scale it.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

core collaboration days - agreed days for in-person teamwork • team norms - shared expectations for behavior and work • strike the right
balance - find a workable middle ground
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CONVERSATION 49

Networking at a Business
Event
Setting: Reception after an industry forum; two professionals
explore a connection.

Roles: Sophie - Partner | Jamal - Fintech CEO

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Sophie: Jamal, I heard you mention expansion into payment infrastructure. That is a space I work
in closely.
Jamal: Interesting. We are looking for advisors who understand enterprise procurement.
Sophie: That is right in my wheelhouse. I have helped several teams shorten the enterprise sales
cycle.
Jamal: I would like to hear more. Do you have time for a quick call next week?
Sophie: Absolutely. I will send a note with a couple of times.
Jamal: Perfect. I would rather continue the conversation than trade business cards and forget
each other.
Sophie: Same here. Great talking with you.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

right in my wheelhouse - an area of strong expertise • trade business cards - exchange contact information • continue the conversation -
carry the discussion forward
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CONVERSATION 50

Closing a Complex Deal
Setting: Final negotiation meeting; both sides are ready to sign.

Roles: Daniel - Sales VP | Priya - Procurement VP

REAL-WORLD PROFESSIONAL SETTING

CONVERSATION

Daniel: We have resolved pricing, implementation, and support. Is there anything left that could
block signature?
Priya: Only the liability cap. Legal wants one final adjustment.
Daniel: I can take that back today. Assuming we settle it, are we aligned on the rest?
Priya: Yes. Once legal signs off, we are ready to move forward.
Daniel: Great. I will send the revised language by 4 p.m. and keep the signing window open.
Priya: That works. Let us get this across the finish line.
Daniel: Agreed. I appreciate the partnership and the straight talk throughout the process.

LANGUAGE IN ACTION

block signature - prevent signing • sign-off - final approval • across the finish line - complete the final step
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