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What Are Difficult Conversations at 
Work?
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Difficult Conversations

What types of issues or situations have you 
found to lead to difficult conversations in the 
workplace?
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What Makes Conversations 
Difficult?
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Difficult Conversations

What are some factors that can make 
these conversations difficult? 
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How Can I Successfully Navigate 
Difficult Conversations at Work?
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Things to Keep In Mind

• Maynard’s Law:  No good deed goes 
unpunished

• The employee who makes the most 
trouble for you is the one you don’t fire

• Nothing fixes itself.

7



Preliminary Matters

• Think about the purpose of the 
conversation

• Plan the conversation

• Anticipate answers, responses

• Rehearse the conversation

• Plan the day, time and location
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Navigation

1. Discuss process, not content

2. Make sure the conversation is 
respectful and civil

3. Keep the conversation on track

4. Actively listen to the other person

5. Stick to facts.  

6. Try to keep emotions on the sidelines.
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How do you handle this comment from 
one of your employees who says, “How 

much more am I going to be paid for 
this new work?”
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More Navigation

7. Keep a close watch on your hot 
buttons.

8. Rise above pettiness.

9. Look for the answer to this question:  
“Why would a reasonable person do 
this?”

10. Don’t end without some resolution or 
plan and a deadline.  
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How do you respond to an employee 
who says, “This assignment isn’t part of 

my job?”



Common Components of Successful 
Conversations

• Prepare, especially where to begin.

• Know your own interests and the 
essence of what you need.

• Anticipate (or find out) others’ interests.

• Focus on interests and behaviors, not 
personalities.

• Create an environment based on trust.
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How do you give directions to a 
strong-willed employee who insists on 

doing things her/his own way and 
who often argues with you about 

this?
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Avoiding Common Pitfalls

When giving feedback:

– Invite questions and clarifications; maintain 
two-way communication.

– Acknowledge the other’s concerns; listen 
for what may be difficult for them to change.

– Follow up to help them with new 
approaches; change is seldom 
straightforward.
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Avoiding Common Pitfalls

When receiving feedback:

– Listen calmly; avoid over-explaining.

– Work hard to see the other’s perspective 
and ask questions to clarify as needed.

– Assume good intentions unless clearly 
proven otherwise.
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Learning Conversations

 Analyze the difference in 
your view and the other 
party’s view of events.

 Intentions

 Impact on the other

 Contributions to the difficulty

 Impact on identity

• Decide what you want 
to accomplish and 
whether talking is the 
best way.

• Start the conversation 
as the difference in your 
perspectives and listen 
carefully.

• Invent options to meet 
each party’s important 
concerns and interests.
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Concluding Points

• Be aware of timing – waiting to talk only 
helps a difficult situation if the cause is 
likely to change on its own. Which is 
unlikely

• Recognize the possibility of transforming 
relationships – trusting someone enough to 
talk about difficult matters can lead to 
more constructive interactions.

• Understand the futility of changing who a 
person is or how they react to the world.

THE END


