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Introduction
While none of us relish having those difficult conversations – you know the ones I’m talking 

about, the one you have been putting off for days, weeks, months or even years – they are a 

part of life, especially the life of a manger or leader. And when they are approached in the 

right way, they can result in win-win outcomes that lead to strengthened relationships and 

improved performance, as well as new and better ways of doing things. 

Setting the Stage for Success - Nine actions you can 
take to set the stage for the best possible results
For a difficult conversation to lead to positive change requires planning on your part. Don’t 

just answer these in your head. Take out a piece of paper and write your answers down. 

Identify your positive purpose

What is What is your reason for wanting to have the conversation? Is it to provide insight 

into a blind spot that is getting in the way of one of your direct reports achieving 

their career goals? Or maybe it is to improve the working relationship between you 

and a colleague?  If there is even an inkling of “to get revenge” or to “prove my 

point” you have not defined a positive purpose. Hold off having the conversation 

until you can clearly articulate a positive purpose.

01

02

03

Clearly define the problem or issue and impact from your perspective

What is the specific problem and what impact is it having. Perhaps the person 

constantly interrupts their peers during meetings with their own ideas and the 

impact is to shut down the brainstorming process and stifle creativity. 

Define your desired outcome

What specifically do you want to be different after the conversation? With what 

positive behavior do you want them to replace the current behavior? Be sure to focus 

on behaviors and approach it from the perspective of what you want them to do 

rather than what you want them to stop doing. For example, you want the person 

described abdescribed above to listen fully to what their teammates have to say before sharing 

their own thoughts. If you ask the person to stop interrupting you have told them the 

behavior you don’t want but have not given them direction on the behavior 

you do want. 
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Outline the specific facts as objectively as possible

Focus on facts and recent, specific examples of what you want to change. 

In describing the situation avoid words like “always” and “never”. Use neutral language, 

avoiding emotionally laden words. Rather than “Sue is always so disrespectful to me”. 

The objectiThe objective facts might be that “Yesterday when I went to meet with Sue she didn’t 

look up from what she was doing. Avoid assigning an intention to the other person’s 

behavior because you have no way of knowing what their intention is you only know 

the impact it is having. 

Determine what you need to say

What specifically do you want to communicate? Write down whatever you think you 

need to say without censoring for how it might come across or the impact if may have 

on the other person.

Determine how you will say it

Now take what you need to say and rewrite it in a way that the other person will be 

more likely to hear. Be specific, own your piece, and eliminate emotionally laden words. 

Turn statements into open ended questions. 

Change perspectives

So far So far you have answered all the questions from your 

perspective. Now try taking the perspective of the other 

person as well as the perspective of an objective, 

outside observer. What might be the other person’s 

perspective on the situation? What might an objective 

third person say? Doing this effectively will require you 

to challenge any assumptions, judgements, or negative 

beliefs beliefs you have about the other person. One way to do 

this is to ask the question, “What else could be true?” 

and come up with as many additional options as you 

can – whether or not you fully believe the alternatives. 

Another approach is to answer the first four questions 

from the perspective of the other person and an 

objective observer.

Page 4

https://www.action-strategies.com/


972-701-9311 www.action-strategies.com14902 Preston Rd. #404-306
Dallas, TX 75254

Here is my challenge to you. Identify the difficult conversation you need to have – the one 

you have been putting off for days, weeks, months or even years. Now take out a piece of 

paper and go through the process outlined above. You don’t have to commit to actually 

having the conversation right now. Just go through the process.

08

09

Role play

Find a trusted colleague or friend and role play the situation. You may find it helpful 

if you first play the role of the other person and let your friend or colleague play you. 

This will give you valuable insights into both the perspective of the other person and 

the perspective of an outside observer. 

Do a mind-set check

Prior to the meeting ask yourself if you are looking at the situation from a half-empty 

or half-full perspective. Identify areas where you and the other person agree and list 

the strengths you believe the other person has. Double check your purpose and 

make sure it is positive. Be sure you are focused on impact and not intention. These 

actions will help prime your mind to look for and find a positive, proactive solution.
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Opening the Conversation: Diffusing Defensiveness and 
Dealing with Negative Emotions
When you think about that difficult conversation you need to have – the one you have been 

putting off – what makes you dread it so much? If you are like most people, it may be 

because you fear an emotional reaction from the other person. 

Have the Conversation in Person

First hFirst have the conversation in person if at all possible and if it is not possible to 

meet in person use a video conferencing platform with cameras on. Never (no 

matter how tempted you may be or how much easier it may seem) have the 

conversation via email or text. In email and text too much is left to the interpretation 

of the receiver and emotions can sky-rocket out of control without you having any 

ability to intervene, clarify or change your approach. There is not opportunity for true 

dialogue with text or email and dialogue is a critical aspect of productive 

conconversations. 

Set the Context and Ask Permission

Be clear fBe clear from the start the purpose of your conversation. Don’t spend time up front 

chatting about the weather or asking how their kids are doing. While rapport is critical, 

small talk or discussion of unrelated topics at the beginning of the conversation will 

send the other person’s brain off in another direction and they may feel blind-sided 

when you turn your attention to the intended topic. Start the discussion with something 

like: “Sara, I want have a conversation about the integration project and see how we 

might move it forward more quickly. Is now a good time?”

01

02

03
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Delivering the Difficult Feedback 

For this approach to be successful you must let go of who’s right and who’s wrong. 

Remember your goal is to find solutions and move forward – not point fingers and 

assign blame.

Let the Other Person Share their Perspective

After setting the context, acknowledging the other persoAfter setting the context, acknowledging the other person’s perspective, taking 

responsibility for your own role, and briefly sharing your perspective, let the other 

person share their perspective. Ask questions and allow them time to respond. Even 

allow them to vent a little bit if they need to. You might say something like: “I’ve 

shared a bit of my perspective and I’d really like to hear what’s working and not 

working from your perspective.” And then really listen to what they have to say. If 

they express negative emotions simply acknowledge the emotion and reiterate that 

you need you need to find a solution to the issue. 

Let’s imagine you have the choice of either (1) delivering negative or critical performance 

feedback; or (2) spending the day stuck in a massive traffic jam. Which would you choose? I 

suspect you might at least be tempted choose the second option. Let’s face it, giving 

critical feedback is not fun for most of us. 

One of the reasons, I believe many of us dread giving negative feedback, is that we equate it 

with being unkind, uncaring, or uncompassionate. In reality providing feedback is an 

act of kindness.

Imagine a scenario wheImagine a scenario where there was feedback you needed to give to one of your direct 

reports, a peer or friend about how a behavior was impacting the way she was seen within 

the organization. You just never got around to providing the direct feedback. Then she 

learns she was passed over for a promotion in part because of this behavior. Was failing to 

provide the feedback an act of kindness?

Below is a specific approach to delivering feedback that is designed to be kind and 

compassionate, as well as to result in positive behavior change. 

These first two points weThese first two points were discussed previously and are worth repeating.

05
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Get very clear on your positive purpose

If you can’t clearly define your positive 

purpose for giving the feedback consider 

whether or not it is productive to have 

the conversation at all.

Deliver the feedback as close in time to 

the event as possible

Don’t wait days, weeks or months and 

don’t “collect” examples to lay out all at 

once. Deliver the feedback as close to 

the event as possible.

Ask permission

YYes, even if you are the boss ask 

permission. However, avoid asking 

permission to provide feedback. Asking 

permission to provide feedback 

automatically puts the other person on 

the defensive and alerts the amygdala to 

possible danger – something you want 

to to avoid. Here are some more 

effective options:

   Sally, do you have a couple of minutes? 

   I have a something I would like to 

   share my thoughts on.

   Do you have some time? I have a 

   concern I would like to discuss 

   with you.

While While you don’t want to use the word 

feedback you do want to set a serious 

tone for the discussion. “I have a couple 

of ideas I want to bounce off of you” 

sends the other person’s brain in the 

wrong direction for the conversation you 

want to have. 

Tie the conversation and the feedback 

to a goal you know they have

“Sally, we have discussed that one of 

your career goals is to move into a 

leadership role.”

01 04

05

06

02

03

Note: “You have a bad attitude” is 

not a specific behavior.
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Be prepared to discuss intention versus impact. It is very likely that, in the scenario 

above, Sally will come back and say, “That’s not my intention.” And it probably is not her 

intention. It is important though that she understand the difference between intention 

and impact. I like to use this example: if my nephew and I are playing catch with a 

baseball and I have wild throw that breaks a car window that certainly wasn’t my intent. 

But the impact is a broken window none-the-less. 

Note: Depending on your relationship with the person, you may want to exclude 

some or all of Steps 7, 8, 9 and 10 from your conversation.

Catch them doing the new behavior

There is a lot of research supporting the benefit of letting someone know when they 

are doing something right versus when they are messing up. You may need to, on 

occasion, point out when the person lapses back into their old ways, but shoot for 

catching them doing the new behavior five times for every one time you need to point 

out the lapse back to the old way. 

You might still be tempted to choose sitting in a traffic jam over giving critical feedback but 

this process will make taking action to give critical feedback a whole lot easier. And, in the 

process you may just help someone achieve their goals.
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Resolving Conflict

We’ve been programmed to believe 

that conflict is bad and that if we are 

in conflict with someone either we are 

wrong or they are – we can’t both be 

right. We tend to view conflict as a 

win-lose scenario which is one of the 

reasons we hesitate to enter into a 

conflict conflict resolution process – we 

might lose. 

Is there a colleague you are avoiding in the halls or dread being in a meeting with because 

of an unresolved personal conflict? Is the tension so thick in the room when you are 

together that it makes everyone uncomfortable? Does the thought of sitting down with the 

colleague to talk about the conflict send you into a mild (or maybe even major) state 

of panic?

Obviously, it’s not the minor conflicts like the one described above that keep us up at night. 

But regardless of the magnitude, conflict is inevitable and it is natural. None of us have the 

same values, the same perspectives, the same experiences, we all see the world through 

different colored lenses, we all hear a different drummer, and we all walk a different path. 

These differences in how we see the world is, in part, what leads to conflict.

Conflict is simply a disagreement between two or more people. It can be emotionally laden 

or it doesn’t have to be. If a colleague and I were going to go to lunch today and she wants 

to go one place and I want to go someplace else that would be a conflict. Now we have a lot 

of choices in how we handle the conflict. I could get mad and say “If you don’t go where I 

want to go then I’m not going to lunch with you”, one of us could acquiesce to the desires of 

the other, or we could come up with a third option – maybe one we both like even better 

than our own initial idea – a win-win outcome.

The truth is, conflict is neither good nor bad. It just is. And it is possible to achieve a win-win 

outcome even in the most heated of situations provided two criteria – a sincere willingness 

to resolve the conflict and a genuine desire to maintain a relationship – are in place. 
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Set an intention for a win-win outcome

As discussed earlieAs discussed earlier, this requires that 

you get very clear on your positive 

purpose for resolving the conflict and 

that you are clear on the desired 

outcome.  For maximum impact, those 

involved need to have a genuine desire 

to preserve or repair the relationship.

Seek agreement to resolve the conflict

If If you are going to achieve a win-win 

outcome it is important that all parties 

involved in the conflict agree to put 

forward their best effort to resolve the 

conflict. Obviously, this also requires 

that everyone recognizes and 

acknowledges that the conflict exists.

Gain an understanding of each 

person’s perspective

Get all of the problems and issues out 

on the table.  Give each person an 

opportunity to share their perspective. 

Listen as the other person shares their 

point of view without judging or 

becoming defensive – a tall order I 

know. Keep your positive purpose for 

resolving the conflict and the goal of a 

win-win outcome in mind. Attempt to 

see the conflict through the eyes of the 

other person.

Identify areas of agreement

What do the paWhat do the parties in conflict agree 

about? Often it is helpful to “chunk-up” to 

a higher or more general level to find 

agreement. For example, often people 

agree on the outcome – just not how to 

get there.

Seek alternative solutions

Look at all the possible wLook at all the possible ways – even the 

wild, out-of-the box ideas (and even the 

ones you may not agree with) – to solve 

the problem, deal with the issue, or move 

forward. Often it’s the wild idea that 

sparks an implementable solution.

Dissect each solution and use the best 

pieces to form a new proposal

By picking the best pieces from each 

idea you can craft a solution where the 

whole truly is greater than the sum of 

the parts and that all parties can buy into 

and support – a win-win solution.

01
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Here is a step-by-step process for resolving conflict in a 
way that results in a win-win outcome.
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Next Steps

I have used this process hundreds of times myself and taught dozens of clients to use it so 

I know it works. You just have to be willing to give it a try!

If you are dealing with a high-stakes issue, or an issue you have attempted unsuccessfully 

to resolve on your own in the past, contact Julie Chance to explore what working with her to 

resolve the problem might look like. 

What conversation have you been putting off? What conflict needs to be resolved? 

Take action today. 

07

08

09

Assure there is a common understanding of the final solution or decision

Ask someone to sum up the solution that has been developed or decision that has 

been made and ask if anyone has a different understanding. Repeat this process 

until everyone has the same understanding.

Actively seek commitment

Everyone needs to be able to at a minimum live with the decision and support it. 

Wrap up the discussion by asking each person if they can and will accept the agreed 

to solution. Document what was agreed to and ensure everyone receives a copy of 

the written agreement. In some cases you may want to ask everyone involved to 

commit to what they agreed to be signing the document. 

Follow-up

Meet again to assess how things are going and to be sure there are no lingering 

issues on the part of either person that still need to be addressed. 
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