
Civil Conversations: When Hot Topics Meet Hot Coffee 

Quick Reference Guide for HR Professionals 
 

The Essential Question 

"In a world where everything feels polarizing, how do we turn break room tension into moments of authentic 
connection without spilling the coffee?" 

 

The Two-Step Call-In Method 

Step 1: The Invitation & Active Listening 

●​ Open with curiosity: "I'm wondering..." or "Tell me more..." 
●​ Listen for the story behind the statement 
●​ Acknowledge their experience without agreeing or disagreeing 

Step 2: Building Connection & Collaborative Solutions 

●​ Find shared values: "I'm hearing we both care about..." 
●​ Explore impact together: "What's the impact of this on...?" 
●​ Move toward solutions: "What support do we need here?" 

 

Your Emergency Toolkit: Phrases That Work 

When Tension Arises: 

●​ "I can see this landed differently than intended. Let's pause here..." 
●​ "Help me understand what you're experiencing right now..." 
●​ "I'm noticing some strong reactions. What's coming up for folks?" 

For Follow-Up Conversations: 

●​ "I'm wondering about the impact of that comment... Tell me what you were hoping to convey..." 
●​ "What would repair look like in this situation?" 
●​ "How can we move forward in a way that honors everyone's experience?" 

When Things Get Too Heated: 
 



 
●​ "I think we need to take a step back and cool down before continuing..." 
●​ "Let's schedule time to revisit this when we can all bring our best selves..." 
●​ "What do you need right now to feel heard and respected?" 

 

The Three Ground Rules 

🔵 "Keep Your Cup Full" - Fill each other's cups, don't empty them. Share insights while respecting 
confidentiality. 

🟡 "Temperature Check Before You Pour" - If heated, breathe first. Practice curiosity over certainty, 
connection over correction. 

🔴 "No Spilling Allowed" - Confidentiality matters. Share learning without sharing personal details about 
colleagues. 

 

Repair Conversation Framework 

In the Moment: 

1.​ Acknowledge the impact immediately 
2.​ Create safety for all parties 
3.​ Separate intent from impact 

Follow-Up: 

1.​ Private conversation with the person who caused harm 
2.​ Check in with those who were impacted 
3.​ Determine what repair looks like for the group 

Moving Forward: 

1.​ Clear agreements about future interactions 
2.​ Support systems for ongoing learning 
3.​ Regular check-ins to ensure sustainability 

 

Success Indicators: How to Know It's Working 

✅ People are asking questions instead of making statements ✅ Conversations continue rather than 
shut down ✅ Team members approach you proactively about tensions ✅ You see people 
self-correcting and repairing in real-time ✅ Workplace relationships are strengthening, not fracturing 



 
 

Your Personal Action Plan 

This week I will try: [Space for writing] 

If things get too heated, my backup plan is: [Space for writing] 

I'll know the conversation was successful when: [Space for writing] 

My support person/accountability partner is: [Space for writing] 

 

Quick Decision Tree: When to Act 

🟢 GREEN (Engage Directly): 

●​ Minor misunderstanding 
●​ Both parties seem open 
●​ You have existing trust/rapport 

🟡 YELLOW (Proceed with Caution): 

●​ Higher stakes/visibility 
●​ Strong emotions present 
●​ You need to build safety first 

🔴 RED (Get Support/Pause): 

●​ Potential legal implications 
●​ Safety concerns 
●​ You're too emotionally invested 

 

Remember: 

The goal isn't to eliminate all workplace tension—it's to transform it into opportunities for deeper understanding 
and stronger relationships. 

 

Contact for Follow-Up: Dr. Darryl S. Diggs, Jr. | VP of Diversity & Workforce Readiness 

For additional resources and support, reach out to continue the conversation. 
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