
C A S E  S T U D Y

Large Insurer Improves 
Communication and 
Changes Culture with Crucial 
Conversations Training

The challenge

William Greenwald leads an internal enterprise-wide consulting division within Hu-
mana Inc., a Fortune 73 company. As part of his leadership scope, one of his re-
sponsibilities includes talking to hundreds of companies and executives to determine 
what the best of the best are doing to be successful, and then bringing those skills 
and practices back to the leaders he consults for at Humana. When he created his new 
unit—the Business Advisory Group—in 2006, one of the first challenges he addressed 
was the company’s communication culture. 

“We were in a good growth period and our culture was very collegial, but that is not 
always optimal for high-performance teams,” said Greenwald. “Being friendly doesn’t 
always mean there is safety in openly sharing opinions and views.”

Greenwald saw leaders finding it easier to support others’ ideas rather than speak their 
own convictions. “Keeping quiet is certainly not the best thing to do for the company,” he 
said. In fact, when leaders analyzed their habitual behavioral traits during crucial conver-
sations, the vast majority reported that they tended to withdraw and/or move to silence 
rather than speak up and share their concerns. 

Throughout his career, which included leadership positions at JP Morgan, Vanguard Fi-
nancial Group, and academic institutions, Greenwald recognized that while everyone 
genuinely strives to optimize their communication effectiveness, most leaders simply 
do not have the strategic “know-how” centric to getting people to lower their defenses, 
create mutual respect and understanding, increase emotional safety, and encourage 
freedom of expression. 

“Many companies would be the first to say that after decades of trying (dating back to 
the writings of Peter Drucker), they still haven’t figured out how to communicate safely 
and effectively when the stakes are high.” 

So that is what he set out to do with his first pilot training course at Humana. 

The training course

At this point, Greenwald was already a self-proclaimed “biggest fan” of Vital-
Smarts’ Crucial Conversations Training. He had worked previously with the 
course in academia and the corporate world.

About Humana

Humana Inc., headquartered in Louisville, Kentucky, is a full-service benefits solutions 

company, offering a wide array of health and supplemental benefit plans for employer 

groups, government programs, and individuals. One of the nation’s largest health and 

supplemental benefits companies, Humana has approximately 10.3 million medical 

members and approximately 7.3 million specialty-benefit members. 



But as a Director trying to establish a reputation 
for his new consultancy division, he felt his divi-
sion’s brand hinged on making the right choice 
of training courses. “Any engagement that we 
pilot has to rock our leaders’ world. It has to be 
a program that executives look back on three 
years later and say, ‘That was the best leader-
ship workshop I have ever been through.’” 

He validated his choice by speaking with and 
reviewing the results of other companies who 
were using the training. He also turned to his 
academia experience in course design to en-
sure Crucial Conversations was sound in both 
design and principles. Greenwald observed that 
Crucial Conversations is “really well put together 
compared to other programs.”

At Humana, he arranged to deliver the training 
over two days to a group of 35 director-level and 
above leaders. The leaders broke up into teams of 
four or five and went through the course together. 

The big impact, Greenwald says, came after 
the course. He arranged for the teams to meet 
weekly and review and apply the material. 
These experientially-based review sessions 
continued for three months. 

Results

Although Crucial Conversations wasn’t in the 
company’s training catalog, Greenwald said his 
phone began ringing off the hook following the 
pilot course. Leaders started talking to other 
leaders, and vice-presidents asked for their 
teams to be next through the training. 

“We had proved the success; the results were 
just colossal,” Greenwald said. 

On a survey immediately following the training, 
participants rated their level of learning on a 
scale of 1 to 5. Greenwald then administered 
the same survey three months after training. 
Typically in the training world, the level of sus-
tained learning dwindles with time. But in this 
case, after putting the leaders through 90 days 
of experiential learning (via weekly cohort meet-

ings) and providing 1-1 coaching, it actually 
increased. The post-survey ratings rose by 40 
basis points—an outstanding accomplishment.

“Those results are unlike anything I’ve seen 
in my professional and academic experience,” 
Greenwald said.

The courses continued, bringing in groups rang-
ing in size from 15 to 45. Some included man-
agers and supervisors so they could test the 
effectiveness of the material at different levels. 
“We found Crucial Conversations was impactful 
regardless of title or position,” Greenwald said.

After six months, participants were surveyed 
again, and the level of sustained learning held 
firm at the same 90-day ratings—in some 
groups, it even increased. 

“It was an absolute home run. And, true to our 
ultimate objective, it empirically rocked the 
world of our leaders… on both the personal and 
professional fronts,” Greenwald said. 

Leaders reported the following end results, among 
many others:

•	 Employees started raising lingering issues 
with their bosses.

•	 High-performing leaders who were plan-
ning to leave addressed the crucial issues 
affecting their decision and decided to 
stay with Humana.

•	 Team members used terminology from 
the course in meetings to create safe dis-
cussions, even asking themselves openly, 
“What part am I playing in this problem?”

Greenwald is also excited about the course’s 
impact in employees’ personal lives, which he 
feels also impact results at work. During weekly 
cohort coaching sessions, leaders brought up 
how they had applied the principles at home, 
such as talking with grumpy teenagers or 
smoothing over conversations with spouses. 
And Greenwald said that when leaders real-
ized the commonalities they shared outside the 
workplace, it aided in breaking down barriers at 

the office (e.g., it “humanized” everyone). 

“There is mutual respect unlike anything we 
have ever seen in this culture now,” he said. 
“The ability to change culture like that is virtu-
ally unheard of through a training program, and 
this course has done that.”

For optimum results, Greenwald strongly rec-
ommends the 90-day follow-up reviews. In fact, 
when executives approached him about the 
training, he wouldn’t offer to lead the workshop 
unless they committed to the weekly sessions. 

He also found that having a facilitator who was 
an experienced executive, and/or known as a 
“trusted advisor” made a difference when train-
ing other top leaders. 

Nearly 500 people have experienced Crucial 
Conversations Training at Humana, and Green-
wald’s vision is that every new leader and ex-
ecutive will participate. 

“Crucial Conversations ranks up there with the top 
three programs I have ever delivered,” he said. “It 
blows most training programs out of the water and 
should be on every company’s training shelf.”

About Crucial Conversations® Training—Whenever you’re not getting the results you’re looking for, it’s likely that a crucial conversation is keeping you stuck. Whether 

it’s a problem with poor quality, slow time-to-market, declining customer satisfaction, or a strained relationship, if you can’t talk honestly, you can expect poor results. 

This award-winning training infuses classroom time with original video clips and examples. Course pacing is active and engaging, with structured rehearsals and in-

tense class participation. The Crucial Conversations course delivers a powerful set of influence tools that builds teams, enriches relationships, and improves end results. 

Participants acquire the skills that help them step up to and handle high-stakes issues. 

About VitalSmarts—VitalSmarts is an innovator in corporate training and organizational performance. The company is home to the award-winning Crucial Conversa-

tions® Training and New York Times bestselling book of the same title, Crucial Conversations: Tools for Talking When Stakes are High. VitalSmarts has been ranked five 

times by Inc. magazine as one of the fastest growing companies in America and has trained more than 500,000 people worldwide. www.vitalsmarts.com 

© 2010 VitalSmarts. All Rights Reserved. VitalSmarts, the Vital head, Crucial, Crucial Skills, Style Under Stress,  
and Crucial Confrontations are trademarks and Crucial Conversations is a registered trademark of VitalSmarts, L.C.

Results at a glance:

•  �Participant learning increased by 
40 basis points 90 days  
after training 

•  �Employees raised lingering issues 
with their bosses

•  �Turnover of high-performing 
employees decreased

•  �Complete culture change occured

www.vitalsmarts.com  800.449.5989
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