
Managing Difficult Conversations  

Don’t react, respond.   Don’t defend, define.   Don’t confront, address.  

Managing relationships while addressing differences is a learned 
art. It takes courage, skill and practice. Don’t take these challenges 
lightly as they impact your leadership brand. Prepare for a 
successful outcome by following these steps. 


1. Make a list of issues you’d like to address. 


2. Note one or two specific examples for each issue. 


3. Note your thoughts but not emotions like: 


• My understanding is…  


• I’m concerned because… 


• These are unproductive because… 


• These actions are inappropriate because… 


4. Note the importance of a resolution. What’s at stake? 


5. Note your contribution to the situation: I accept my role in…


Now craft your opening statement that will last no more than 60 seconds and write down exactly 
what you plan to say.   Think of yourself on the receiving end of your opening conversation. 
These are the first words your party hears so how you present the situation  impacts how they 
will react to your approach.  This helps you frame the most effective way to describe the issues. 
Suggest a different venue if other co-workers are present to avoid disruption. 


Your opening statement should be followed in progression by your notes above. Then conclude 
with a statement describing how you wish to resolve the issue. 


Next invite the listener to respond to your comments and listen without interruption. This is 
critical. Don’t react or be judgmental. Once they are finished,  ask what they think is needed 
to resolve the situation? Again, don’t react. How do we move forward? What are the next 
steps? How do we know we’ve come to a solution?  How will we know the solution has been 
resolved? Agree on a set of actions and agree to get back together to review progress.  
Document the conversation.
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