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Executive Circle Primer:  Building Trust as a Leader –
Mastering Tough Conversations

AGC Minnesota Construction Summit
January 17, 2024

Tina Nazier, MBA, CPC, CCM, National Construction Strategy Leader
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01 Building Trust as 
a Leader
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What Actually 
Builds Trust: 
An Interview 
with Frances 
Frei

© 2024 Wipfli LLP. All rights reserved.

“Your job as a leader is to create the conditions for your 
people to fully realize their own capacity and power.  
The more you build trust, the more possible is it to 
practice this type of [empowerment] leadership.”

We define leadership as making other people 
better first as a result of your presence, then 

into your absence. 

Every leader is weak in at least one of these 
three areas — authenticity, logic, or empathy.
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The 
Leadership 
Model

Practices 
Authentic 

Leadership

An Authentic Leader is self-
aware about their 
own leadership style and 
emotional intelligence 
and how they impact 
others.  They are 
transparent and build 
relationships on trust and 
honesty.  They empower 
and develop others.
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Authentic 
Leadership

Rational Behavioral

Emotional
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What 
drives 

Behavioral?

People have 

DRIVES.

Drives create 

NEEDS.

Need response 
=

 BEHAVIORS.

If you measure 
this…

… you can 
predict this.
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Authenticity

Harvard Business Review: Begin with Trust,  May –June 2020

I experience the real you.

Revisit The Trust Triangle

Logic Empathy

I know you can do it; your 
reasoning and judgement 
are sound.

I believe you care about 
me and my success.

Authenticity

Logic Empathy

TRUST
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https://hbr.org/2020/05/begin-with-trust
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Activity

Individual Exercise

§ Think of a moment when you were not 
trusted as much as you wanted to be.

§ Give the other person the benefit of the 
doubt.  Which of the three trust drivers 
may have wobbled?
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Empathy Logic Authenticity

Leadership 
begins not 
when others 
trust you, but 
when you 
trust yourself

§ Most high 
achieving leaders 
struggle with this

§ Major barrier to 
empowerment 
leadership

§ Impatience gets in 
the way

§ Make sure others 
get what they 
need vs. you

§ Do others have 
confidence in your 
ideas/abilities?

§ Use sound 
evidence

§ Speak only truth 
beyond a 
reasonable doubt

§ Communicate 
complex thoughts 
clearly

§ Turn the triangle 
upside down and 
start with empathy

§ The real you – full 
access to what 
you know, think 
and feel

§ Do you mask 
parts of your 
personal self from 
your professional 
self?

Ø Artificially caps 
trust

§ Diverse teams 
may experience 
common 
information 
effect

(Begin with Trust. HBR Magazine May-June 2022)10
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Trust Rebuilders

To Become An Empowering 
Leader:

§ In Myself I Trust .  .  . 

§ Take stock of where you 
wobble

§ Rebuild trust
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02Mastering 
Tough 

Conversations
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Activity

Individual Exercise

§ Think of a tough conversation 
that didn’t go as well as you 
would like.
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Setting 
the Stage

§ It isn’t communication in general that contributes 
to problems.  It’s usually a small number of high-
stakes discussions that have a disproportionate 
impact on our results.

§ Speaking up respectfully in these few crucial 
situations is a key variable in quality, safety, 
retention, and productivity.

§ Ensuring you (and others) have the skills to hold 
tough conversations can be an essential 
ingredient to improving your results (business, 
personal, professional).
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Definition
What Makes a Conversation Crucial?

Crucial conversations can be both positive and 
constructive

Based on concepts from Crucial Accountability:  Tools for Resolving Violated Expectations, Broken Commitments, and Bad Behavior, ©2013 
2nd Edition by Patterson, Grenny, Maxfield, McMillan, and Switzler
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Tough Conversations and 
People – The Reality
§ Tough conversations are downright hard to hold

§ When you bring people together with strong 
emotions and differing opinions, you get a perfect 
storm for things to go wrong

§ At times we are our own worst enemy

§ We have three choices:

Ø Change our approach

Ø Change our expectations

Ø Change the relationship

16



1/14/24

9

17

Tough Conversations Typically start with a 
Gap in Expected to Actual

(Or Behavior!) 
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1. Content

2. Pattern or Process

3. Relationship
§ TRUST
§ RESPECT
§ COMPETENCE

Conversation Comes in Three Levels

18
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Why Do We Behave Badly?

This is your brain…

normally…..
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We are left to deal with the most 
complex and challenging 
conversations of our lives with the 
same set of skills we would use to 
deal with a salivating predator.

Why Do We Behave Badly?

This is your brain…

during a crucial conversation.
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Behavior is Driven by our Pathway to Action

21

22

Stories are 
the Master 
Key!

§ We Guess.  We try to figure out motive,  We 
judge – leading to a feeling, and finally, an 
action.

§ We do so quickly.  Sometimes we don’t even 
notice we’re doing it.  

§ We’re our own worst enemy.  Our negative 
story escalates and we act our worst when it 
matters the most. 
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The 
Solution

§ Separate Facts from Stories.  The same fact 
can be used to tell an infinite number of stories. 
Give up your certainty, and you can create 
different emotions that lead to better results.  

§ Watch for 3 clever stories.  We often tell 
stories that help us feel good about doing 
things that ruin our relationships and results.  

§ Tell the rest of the story.  Asses your role, 
humanize others, and turn yourself from 
helpless into able. 
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We Tell
"Clever"
Stories

1. VICTIM – Woe is me, it’s not my fault!  I’m 
innocent!

2. VILLAIN – YOU are a terrible person – it’s YOUR 
fault!

3. HELPLESS – I have no choice, so will treat you 
badly, since you deserve it!

STORIES get us into trouble and help 
us justify our own bad behavior

21
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Start with 
Yourself 
First

If you don't TALK it out, 

you will ACT it out

MOTIVES
What do I really want?

25
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Start with 
Yourself 
First § What do I want for myself?

§ What do I want for the other 
person?

§ What do I want for the 
relationship?

MOTIVES

What do I really want?

26
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Now that you’ve uncovered the secrets to holding tough 
conversations well . . 

§ Take action – set a time to hold the conversation

§ Explain your Pathway to Action:

Ø Share your facts (expected performance versus actual)

Ø Tell your story

Ø Ask for the other person to share their pathway to action

§ Agree on a mutual solution for better results

§ Hold accountable for results

27

03Executive Circle 
Primer
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Are Your 
Leaders 

Prepared?

§ Leadership is a learned skill

§ It must be developed and practiced to improve

§ Strong leadership is the foundation to 
employee satisfaction, production, and 
retention
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Prime is a state of optimization, 
performance and health where all 
elements are working together to 
generate organizational velocity and 
momentum.

01

02

03

04
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Prime
Financial 

confidence

Compelling 
vision

Thriving 
Brand

Technology 
optimization

Transformative 
leadership

Engaged 
peopleOperational 

Excellence

The Executive 
Circle Program 
Focuses on the 
7 Components 
of Prime
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DeclineGrowth

Concept Death

Maturity

Coast

Crisis

Breakdown

Disintegration

Integration

Expansion

Startup

Life cycle of an organization

R eferences: A d izs, I. (198 8 ). C orp orate  life  cycles: H ow  and  w hy corp orations g row  and  d ie  and  w hat to  d o ab out it. N ew  Jersey: P rentice  H all. F lam holtz , E .G . &  R and le , Y . (20 0 7). G row ing  p ains: 
Transitioning  from  an entrep reneurship  to  a p rofessionally  m anag ed  firm . S an Francisco : Jossey-B ass. H oover, R . The org anizational chang e g rid . (1970 ). C incinnati: M anag em ent D esig n Institute .

Prime
Understanding 
Prime Within a 
Life Cycle
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Prime Findings Rapid Assessment Results - Sample

Technology 
Optimization

Transformational 
Leadership

Compelling 
Vision

Engaged
People

Operational 
Excellence

Thriving 
Brand

Financial 
Confidence

Leadership Ratings 

Staff Ratings

Gap in Ratings

Strongly disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly agree

<10% <20% <30% <40% <50% <60% <70% <80% <90% <100%

41% 62%

81% 87%

69% 84%

64% 76%

93%74%

55%33%

25% 45%

PRIME 
STATE

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%
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Is Your Company at Prime?Scan the QR 
code to 
request the 
Prime Rapid 
Assessment
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Contact:Join us for 
our third 
season of 
the AGC MN 
Executive 
Circle!

MERRY BECKMANN
Director of Member Services
mbeckmann@agcmn.org
651.796.2187 office ||| 612.910.5298 mobile

Executive Circle :: Associated General Contractors of Minnesota 
(agcmn.org)
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https://www.agcmn.org/education/executive-circle
https://www.agcmn.org/education/executive-circle
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Thank You!
Tina Nazier, MBA, CPC, CCM
Director, National Construction and Real Estate 
Organizational Performance and Strategy Leader

tnazier@wipfli.com
404.420.5788

www.Wipfli.com
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