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What Causes Something to be a 
Difficult Conversation?

Ø High stakes

Ø Elevated emotions

Ø Differences of opinion



Reframing Conflict

u Conflict should be viewed as an opportunity.

u Conflict can help you identify and resolve problems in the workplace.

u Conflict does not need to be a fight or a confrontation.



Potential Consequences of Avoiding a 
Crucial Conversation

u Extra work for you or someone on your team, because a difficult conversation is avoided.  

u Morale issues for team members impacted by a low performing employee.

u Increased turnover.

u Losing high performers.

u Dysfunctional team and work environment.

u Resentment, frustration and contempt in relationships.

u Difficult conversations become more difficult the longer you wait. 



Maintain Emotional Stability

u If emotions are running high, it is important that you keep your cool.

u Reflect on what behaviors irritate you so you can respond neutrally before 
a difficult conversation. 

u If someone is upset, work to “name” the emotion.

u Validates their emotion.

u Allows them to feel “seen”.

u Validating and “naming” the emotion does not require you to agree 
with the emotion.





What behaviors and personality traits 
push your buttons?

u Lack of motivation

u Complaining

u The Debater

u Always takes the credit

u The Victim

u Lateness

u Insubordination

u Missing deadlines

u Gossiping

u High emotion/high drama



Prepare for the Meeting

u Create talking points and questions you have ahead of time.

u Ensure the points you would like to communicate are clear.

u These notes can be used for documentation of discipline if appropriate, 
and/or needed.

u Depending upon the situation, select a neutral location for the conversation.

u Consider the geography of seating.



Examples of Conversation Openers, 
aka “Rumble Starters”

Ø I have something I’d like to discuss with you that I think will help us work together 
more effectively.

Ø I’d like to talk about __________ with you, but first I’d like to get your point of view.
Ø I need your help with what just happened. Do you have a few minutes to talk?
Ø I need your help with something. Can we talk about it soon? 
Ø I think we have different perceptions about _________. I’d like to hear your thinking 

on this.
Ø I’d like to talk about _________. I think we may have different ideas about how to 

___________.
Ø I’d like to see if we might reach a better understanding about ___________. I really 

want to hear your thoughts about this and share my perspective as well.



Share Your Observations

u “I’ve observed that you and John are having difficulty working together.”

u “I’ve noticed you have missed the last two deadlines established for this project.”



Describe the Behavior and its Impact 

u Share your conclusions based upon your observations.

u How has it impacted you or others?  The department? Operations?

u Avoid your personal feelings, or aspects of an individual’s personality. 

u “because you have missed the last two deadlines for this project, this has 
compressed the work for the rest of our team.  They now need to work 
overtime to complete their part of the project, because you were late in 
completing your part."



Seek Their Perspective

u “What’s going on?”

u “Is this how you see it, or do you see it differently?”

u “Have I misunderstood what is going on?”

u Approach the conversation with curiosity.

u Engage in Active Listening

• Use “I” statements. 

• Use reflective listening.

• Avoid the tendency to “reload”.



Utilize Neutral Language

u Keep your phrasing neutral and in a way that conveys this is your 
perspective, and not a fact.

u “From my point of view…”

u “I get the impression that…”

u However, be careful to not sacrifice clarity for neutrality.



Working Through Disagreement 

u Find common ground.

u Where do you agree?

u Build on the common ground.

u Focus on the solution.

u Restate your expectations for resolving the issue.

u Involve them in determining the solution.

u Buy-in versus ownership.



Summarize and Identify Actions

u Who will be taking a particular action?

u What is their responsibility?

u When will they deliver on an action?

u When will your follow-up conversation occur?

u Do they need resources to complete the action? (i.e. training, guidance, etc.)

u Follow up on the conversation.

u Accountability Check-Ins.

u May include a follow-up e-mail to provide documentation of the 
conversation and to ensure clarity for the individual.



Takeaways  

u Reframe conflict.

u Maintain emotional stability.

u Speak with clarity – create talking points ahead of time.

u Choose words carefully and use neutral language.

u Share your observations.

u Describe the behavior and its impact.

u Focus on the work and the impact to others/operations/department. 

u Don’t make it personal.

u Summarize and identify actions.

u Inspect what you expect.




