
DIFFICULT
CONVERSATIONS

L I S A  W I L S O N

Difficult conversations are only difficult because
of what’s going on inside ourselves.



All communication requires a send and a receiver.

It’s human nature to use our own life as the template to fill in the blanks
for other people.

Difficult Conversations

Difficult conversations are only difficult because of what’s going on inside
ourselves. These interactions are filled with emotions: anger; disappointment;
fear; and all those other fun ones. There is also an underlying concern that
people will judge us harshly because of who we are in the situation, and the
manner in which we are handling the conversation. Worse yet, we project our
own interpretations so the situation becomes something very different than
what it actually is.

Two things for you to know before starting a difficult conversation:

In the example of texting, there is the person sending the text and the person
receiving it. The message is sent through a medium and has a feedback loop,
which is the response or lack of response. If we use the example of conversing
face-to-face, the feedback loop is more immediate because you see a
reaction on the person’s face. It’s important to note there’s a major factor
which can alter the reception of these messages - what we call ‘noise’. Noise
can be a lot of things – actual noise so the person receiving the message
can’t hear properly; distractions; abbreviations, auto-correct, and typos;
language barriers; differences in values, beliefs, culture, expectations, and
understanding. Noise is often what brings on the difficult conversation. The
sender’s intended message doesn’t get through because one or more types
of noise have interfered.

We add assumptions, meaning and even intention, and then we draw
conclusions based on our own experience. For example, you see a man and a
woman having coffee every day at 10 a.m. If one person is wearing a wedding
ring and one is not, you might assume they are having an affair. What you
don’t see is that woman is a supervisor who likes to have informal meetings
with her staff. She meets with all 5 of her staff daily, but you get out for coffee
at 10 am, so you only see the two of them together every day. (Don’t worry –
we all do this!)



This is the basis of where things start to go wrong. Knowing the above
information allows you to take a step back and think about what you may
have misunderstood, or what you added to the situation which isn’t there.
Once you have done this, your next step is to prepare for the difficult
conversation. Much of the information below comes from the book “Difficult
Conversations” by Stone, Patton and Heen. Their book discusses the 5 steps to
take before having a difficult conversation. For our purpose, we will only go
through the first three.

1. What happened? 
Answering this question is a lot harder than you think. To get to what actually
happened, you have to take away all the blame and forget the assumption
that you are right. You need to remove any story about the other person’s
intentions, and any story about your own intentions. This is not easy!

2. What feelings are being brought up for you?
You are a human being and therefore you have feelings. Even in business
situations, your feelings will still show up. You can’t hide from them. They will
be seen all over your face, in your body language, and will also show up in
how you deal with the situation. Before you go into a difficult conversation,
you need to have a look at what this particular situation is bringing up.
Sometimes the feelings have nothing to do with this instance; they may come
from a situation – or many situations – in your past. Take the time and look at
what you are feeling. Figure out if it’s coming from the present moment, or
somewhere else. Either way, feel your emotions, clear them, and let them go.
That way, you won’t taint the conversation when or if it must happen.

3. What does this situation say about who you are?
Our ego thinks it needs protection, so our brain will do everything it can to
protect our ego. This means you need to remind yourself that you are good
enough, smart enough, and people like you. Your identity is not all or nothing.
You can be incredibly compassionate person who isn’t being very
compassionate right now, or a great listener who isn’t currently listening.

BONUS #4: Decide whether a conversation is actually required.
After you work through the three steps above, sometimes you realize you
don’t need a conversation at all!



You will make mistakes.
Your intentions (and the other party’s intentions) are complex.
You have contributed to the problem.
Be kind to both yourself and the other party. Neither of you is right – you just
have different perspectives.

TAKE-AWAYS

Real-Life Scenario: I became a Human Resources Manager at 28. I was the
only female on the management team. In my first few weeks, one of the other
managers came into my office while I was meeting with my staff who, at the
time, were two women. He started telling me how to do my job! I said
something to make it clear that this wasn't the time for what he was saying, but
he kept talking. I made another comment again making it clear he should
leave, this time more forcefully. He still didn't get it. By this point my staff were
looking very uncomfortable. Not only was he telling me how to do my job in
front of them, he wasn't leaving in spite of my statements being clear to
everyone else in the room but him. The third time, I forcefully stated, "You need
to leave - now." And he did. 
 
Once my meeting was over, he came back to talk to me, this time with a very
different demeanor. He started with "I think I've done something to insult you,
and I want us to have a good working relationship. Can we talk?" I was still
pretty upset and didn't hold back. I made it clear that it wasn't okay for him to
come in and tell me how to do my job. He responded quickly with "That was not
my intention, I was just thinking out loud and wanted to go over ideas with you."
I told him it didn't sound that way and explained how it looked to me and my
team. He apologized, and again reiterated the importance of having a good
working relationship with me. We were both then able to discuss what had
happened and where we were coming from. I was able to explain to him that it
wasn't easy being the first and only female on an all-male management team,
on top of being much younger than most of the men in the room. He explained
about his previous work relationships and told me what he'd hoped for our
relationship. We came up with some ideas on how to make sure this didn't
happen again. 

We both brought to the initial conversation our own perspectives, feelings and
concerns about our reputations. Had we not had the conversation I would have
continued to think he was rude, and he would have thought the same of me for
kicking him out of the room. 
 
What happened in the end: we had a great working relationship for 3 years,
and we have remained friends after both moving on to new positions. We view
things very differently but always work to make the other understand. 
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