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What is Clean Language?
Clean Language was developed by therapist David Grove in the 1980s as a way of
helping people explore what they think and feel without the facilitator adding
assumptions, interpretations, or advice.

It’s different to traditional coaching because it invites us to stay with the client's
words. By doing so, we begin to hear what’s really there, not what we think might
be.

“Clean Language invites HR professionals to pause, listen more deeply, and get
curious rather than jump to conclusions.”

In today’s world of constant change and rising expectations, Clean Language
offers a more human approach. It helps leaders listen beneath the surface, build
trust, and create clarity, especially when people feel overwhelmed or stuck.

On 7th October, we brought together senior HR leaders from a range of
organisations for a practical session exploring Clean Language as a powerful
approach for coaching, leadership and team communication. The session was
hosted by Juliet Morris, Chief People & Culture Officer at the UK Dementia
Research Institute, an award-winning HR leader and executive coach with deep
experience navigating organisational change. Juliet shared how Clean Language
encourages us to listen differently, create space, and help others make sense of
what’s going on for them, in their own words. Providing a legal perspective,
Simon Rice-Birchall, Partner at Eversheds Sutherland, drew on over 30 years’
experience as an employment litigator to highlight the importance of intentional
communication and psychological safety in HR practice and leadership.

Setting up a Clean conversation
Juliet introduced a simple “clean” way of beginning a conversation. This might
include questions like:

“Where would you like to sit?”
“Where would you like me to sit?”

 It might sound small, but it creates spaciousness and gives the other person
agency. Juliet also led a short presencing exercise inviting participants to breathe,
land, and bring our attention into the room so that both coach and coachee
become fully present in the conversation.

Setting up a Clean conversation
We worked with three core Clean Language questions:

1. When you are at your best, it’s like what?
2. And what kind of X is that X?
3. And is there anything else about X?

Juliet shared a coaching example where someone described their best self as
“flying, smooth, gliding, free.” By gently exploring the metaphor, they accessed a
sense of clarity and confidence they’d lost sight of in their ability to lead others.



A few practical pointers
Start with one-to-one conversations.
Ask curious, non-leading questions.
Listen closely to the exact words people use.
Allow silence, pause before responding.
Stay with the metaphor that emerges.

Where HR can use clean language
Performance and development: Helps employees express aspirations in their
own words.
Conflict: Reduces defensiveness and helps everyone feel heard.
Leadership coaching: Encourages reflection, clarity, and ownership.
Culture change: Opens meaningful conversations across teams.

We practised in triads, rotating between facilitator, speaker, and observer.

Many described the process as powerful, helping peel back layers of thought and
emotion to reach deeper understanding. Some noted it initially felt constraining
resisting the instinct to interpret or advise was challenging. Others observed that
delivering the questions fluidly in professional settings would take practice.

“The way people describe challenges can highlight what’s getting in the way, and
what might help them move forward.”

Participants also reflected on the importance of trust, silence, and presence,
recognising that allowing space for reflection often led to the most meaningful
insights.

Key takeaways
The session reinforced that Clean Language is a simple and a powerful tool for HR
leaders seeking to strengthen communication, trust, and understanding. It
requires presence, patience and the discipline to set aside our well-meaning
advice.

As organisations focus on openness, trust and wellbeing, the ability to
communicate with clarity and curiosity becomes a defining leadership skill.

Clean Language shifts HR from managing processes to enabling people to thrive,
making it an invaluable approach for coaching, leadership, and team
conversations.
 
With practice, Clean Language can become an integral part of everyday HR
leadership, encouraging more meaningful and effective interactions across
organisations.
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