Top 10 Tips For:
Having Difficult Conversations

1 Determine the purpose of the conversation

To help approach a difficult conversation be clear on 2 things; (i) purpose / reason -
why you need to have the conversation and (ii) outcome / resolution — what you hope to
achieve.

2 Adopt the right approach

Handling difficult conversations requires a somewhat different approach from that used
in regular everyday conversations. Make it your aim to reach a mutual understanding
through a mature, collaborative exchange of views and ideas. You may find that you
need to move out of your comfort zone by speaking in a more assertive or challenging
manner than you usually do. Be prepared to question your own views, assumptions,

and feelings as this will help you to reach a satisfactory solution. It isn’t about winning
the argument or using your authority to browbeat another person into compliance; it’s
about finding a win-win solution, or at the very least, an amicable agreement.

3 Recoghnise and manage your emotional state

By their very nature, difficult conversations are stressful for both parties, and often
elicit highly complex emotions. Self-awareness and self-control are the watch words
here. By managing your own emotions, you are effectively encouraging the other person
to do the same.

4 Challenge you own assumptions and beliefs

Approaching conversations arrogantly, assuming you know everything there is to know
about the topic under discussion is a recipe for failure. Don’t pre-judge the situation
and go into the meeting having already made up your mind about it. This is likely to
provoke antagonism and unwillingness to compromise. Take care to distinguish between
opinions and facts. Test your own assumptions and be ready for the preconceptions you
have already formed to be challenged.

5 Plan the exchange

Although it’s impossible to script a difficult conversation fully, it is helpful to plan

a basic structure to keep it on track. Think about the elements which need to be
included: the purpose of the conversation, your view of the issue(s), the other person’s
view of the issue(s), sharing of thoughts, feelings and ideas, reaching an agreed
outcome.

6 Provide an opportunity for preparation

You have prepared yourself for the exchange. You now need to extend the same
courtesy to the other party. However, if the matter of concern is sensitive, keep the
preparation period short to avoid unnecessary worry and anxiety.
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Open the conversation

To help reduce tension and steady nerves, open the discussion with a simple
restatement of its purpose before inviting the other person to respond. Make it

clear that they will be given ample time to speak and to express their viewpoint and
encourage a collaborative approach right from the start. Take a positive approach to
the situation and emphasise your desire to find a solution.

Present your side of the story

Explain what has given rise to your concern and state the facts clearly and concisely

as you see them. Highlight any related consequences you have observed or anticipate,
should the matter not be resolved. Be upfront and honest. Express how you feel about
the situation, and make your motives for initiating the discussion transparent. For
example, in the case of poor performance: “I am frustrated because you have repeatedly
missed your monthly targets” (emotion), “Missing targets affects the performance of
the whole team and could prevent team members from receiving their annual bonus”
(consequence), “l know you are capable of doing much better and | want to help you
realise your full potential” (motivation.)

Listen to their side of the story

Invite the other person to express their own perspective. Don’t assume you know
exactly what they are going to say before they’ve even said it. Their viewpoint may well
be at odds with yours for a genuine reason. Take time to reflect on what they have said
and to assess its implications. They may tell you something of which you had no prior
knowledge and which could significantly alter your perspective.

Handle reactions with care, find the middle ground
and reach an amicable solution

If you are delivering information which is likely to be unwelcome, be prepared for a
spirited reaction. No one likes to hear bad news, irrespective of its root cause. The
person you are talking with may experience a range of emotions: fear, anxiety, guilt,
shock, frustration, vulnerability or sadness. Angry outbursts, tears or a stubborn
silence are all difficult to deal with and must be handled with the upmost care. Once
the information has been shared and opinions expressed, it is vital to move on to
positive steps to address the situation. As far as possible, this stage needs to involve
give and take. It’s not a question of either side coercing the other to accept their view
of the situation or of either side seeking an easy way out by passively submitting to
the demands of the other. It’s about exploring the issues, finding common ground and
identifying potential ways forward that work for both parties.
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This information is intended as a general overview and
discussion of the subjects dealt with.
For up-to-date and specific advice please contact us.
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