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What is a difficult conversation? 

 
1. Could be based on the topic 

(e.g., Physical Appearance) 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
What is a difficult conversation? 

  

2. Could be based on power differential 

(e.g., “Hey boss! Can I have a raise?”) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
What is a difficult conversation? 

  

3. Could be based on personality factors 

(e.g., “He’s so defensive!”) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
What is a difficult conversation? 

 
 

4. Could be significant consequences 

(e.g., Evaluation) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
      What makes a conversation 

“difficult?” 
 

 

1. Negative information imparted – so unless you are 
a sociopath you’re not likely to enjoy this part 

2. Recipient of that negative information may view 
things very differently 

3. Even when we are in authority over that person, 
personal variables can limit our effectiveness 

 (e.g.,  wanting to be “liked” 

  e.g.,  avoiding conflict whenever possible 

     e.g.,  the other person is intimidating, close-minded, 
and maybe feels entitled due to the length of service 

 



 
      What makes a conversation 

“difficult?” 
 

4.  There is no script for difficult 

conversations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
      What makes a conversation 

“difficult?” 
 

 

 

 

5.  The more you care the more you involve 

yourself in how the other person feels about 

your feedback and/or decision. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



    Navigating a Difficult Conversation       

       is similar to counseling someone: 

STEP 1.  ASK QUESTIONS  

-Help a person tell his/her story 

-questions:  “What did you see happen?”  

     “what was that like for you?” 

-DON’T RUSH THIS PART  -- this step is usually 

necessary before you can reach the next two steps 

  

 



 

    Navigating a Difficult Conversation      

      is similar to counseling someone: 

  

B.  BUILD A PLAN 

-At some point it is reasonable and/or necessary to move the 
conversation into problem-solving 

-“What would you like to do about this?”    

 “WHAT DO YOU NEED FROM ME?” 

 

C.  CARRY OUT THE PLAN 

-Actually try what you want to do   

-Does not have to occur all the time 

 



 

The Power of Validation 

 

 

 

-You don’t have to understand it  

-You don’t have to agree with it 

-You don’t judge it   

-You just call it what it is 

  

• WE’RE ONLY VALIDATING FEELINGS 

• WE DO NOT HAVE TO    
 VALIDATE BEHAVIOR 

 



 

3) The Power of Validation 

 

 
“It sounds like you’re pretty angry” 

“If I were you I would be upset too” 

“That must have been difficult for you” 

           VS. 

             “You need to calm down” 

             “You shouldn’t get upset over that” 

             “If it were me…” 

 



 
      What makes a conversation less 

“difficult?” 
 1. Negative information imparted – must 

ALWAYS come after Positive information.   

2. Recipient may view things very differently 

– use specific data, recorded behavior, 

anything that is more precise and offers 

specific examples 

3. Even when we are in authority over that 

person, personal variables can limit our 

effectiveness (“Why I scrutinize so much on 

the front end…”_ 



 
      What makes a conversation less 

“difficult?” 
 

 

 

 

 

4.  Develop a script for difficult conversations 

-Look for examples 

-Test them out on your peers, solicit feedback 

 

5.  The more you care the more you feel 

-Learn to set consistent rules and stick to them 

-Draw strength from people that are more 
“objective” and “logical” 

-Go back down the ladder? 
 

 

 

 

 



Helpful strategies 

           I.  Never confuse a person’s concern  

    with that person’s knowledge 

   

 Q1: How much does this person know? 

 Q2: How much does this person care? 

   [Tip: Answer the questions IN ORDER] 

 

          Q: Which one do you have control over?   

 



    Helpful strategies 
 
 

II.  Don’t personalize 

      

Don’t make it  

about you 

when it’s REALLY 

about THEM 

 

 



Helpful strategies 

III.  ARM YOURSELF WITH  
“WORKABLE STATEMENTS” 

 

• I need your help with what just happened. Do you have a 
few minutes to talk? 

• I’d like to talk about ____________ with you, but first I’d 
like to get your point of view. 

• I think we just remember it differently.  

• You have every right to be upset about this, the problem is 
when you _____________________. 

• Would you like to speak to someone else about this?  



Don’t overlook  

professional counseling 

and/or professional mediation 

   



    I tried ALL THAT –  

it didn’t work  
 

When faced with an immoveable obstacle  

 (i.e., the other person):  

 1) Deal with it 

 2) Leave the relationship AND/OR    

      leave the environment 

 

 

 



 I tried ALL THAT –  

it didn’t work  
 

3) Change your behavior 

4) Change your attitude 

 

 

 

 

 



            Final Comments 

 

 


