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The table below summarizes some of the strategies recommended to improve the way we 
communicate during difficult conversation 
  

STRATEGY EXAMPLE 

Move from 
certainty to 
curiosity 

Approach conversations with true curiosity about how the other person 
saw what happened, rather than being certain that what you believe 
happened is the only possible interpretation. 

 
“I’m curious, how do you see the situation?” 

Adopt the “And” 
stance 

The idea here is to replace the word “but” with the word “and.” 
 
“I see your point, and I have a different view I would like to share with 
you.” 

Separate impact 
from intent 

An important part of having an authentic conversation is letting people 
know the impact of their behavior on us, without making accusations 
about their intentions. 

 
“We agreed to meeting on Monday afternoon to discuss how we would 
meet the deadline. When you didn’t show up for the meeting, I felt 
disregarded. Help me understand why you missed the meeting.” 

Let go of blame and 
acknowledge 
contributions 

Assigning blame in a conversation stops the learning process. Learning 
comes from exploring how each of the parties contributed to the 
problem and in making agreements for how you will handle similar 
problems in the future. 

 
“I contributed to the problem by agreeing to make a meeting time on 
Monday that I know was unrealistic given my other commitments. In the 
future, I will speak up if the time will not work within my schedule.” 

Describe your 
feelings carefully, 
without judgment 

The goal here is to take personal accountability for your feelings. Rather 
than saying, “You disappointed me,” take ownership for your feeling by 
saying, “I was disappointed that you did not make the meeting and did 
not call to reschedule.” 
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What does having a Real Conversation look like? 
Below you will find a process adapted from the 
work of Susan Scott in her book titled Fierce 
Conversations. The process has three 
components. The first component  helps  craft an 
opening statement. The second component 
involves interaction with another person. The 
focus of this section is on listening to 
understand the meaning and intention behind a 
communication. In the third component, 
resolution of a difficult situation is gained by 
reaching agreement on the definition of the 
problem you are trying to solve and then 
making requests of each other that will lead to 
a solution for that problem.  

 
Here is the process in detail. The order of the 
pieces may vary.  

 

I.   OPENING STATEMENT:  
 
1. Name the issue, situation/context. 
2. Select a specific situation that illustrates 

the situation. 
3. Identify your contribution to the 

problem including what you are telling 
yourself or believing. 

4. Check this out with your partner (is 
what you were making up, etc. 
accurate?) 

5. Describe your emotions about the issue. 
6. Clarify what is at stake. 
7. Indicate you wish to resolve the issue. 
8. Invite your partner to respond. 

II.      INTERACTION:  
(See: “Helpful hints for challenging 
conversations”) 
 
1. Inquire into your partner’s views. Listen 

for Understanding. 
2. Listen closely to the other person’s 

feedback and ask for clarification if 
necessary. Neither of you should leave 
with unanswered questions, even if your 
conclusions are different. 

3. Be careful of making excuses if you don’t 
like what the other person has to say. 
Explain your points further if necessary 
but don’t get defensive. 

 
III. RESOLUTION: 

 
1. How will we move forward from here 

given our new understanding? 
2. Make requests of each other that will 

address the problem you are trying to 
solve. 

3. Make commitments/promises to each 
other that you can both benefit from. 

4. Note where there may be any 
discrepancies in your viewpoints and 
negotiate an agreement you can both be 
satisfied with. 

5. Make an agreement and determine how 
you will hold yourselves accountable for 
keeping it.
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While the words you use in a challenging conversation are only part of the total impact you have on 
the other person, what you say IS tremendously important—your message needs to be clear, 
authentic and as brief/focused as possible. 

 
Before the conversation, get clear on: 
 

1. What is your desired outcome from this conversation? What is the real problem you are trying 
to solve—that is not tied up in your ego or hijacked by emotions, and that has validity that 
others would also likely agree on? What are you looking to agree on with the other person? 

 
 
 

2. What are you really curious about, especially about the other person? 
 
 
 

3. Identify the content of specific “speech acts” you may need/want to use in the conversation 
—Declarations; Requests; Promises; Assessments; Assertions—and list any specific points 
you’ll likely want to raise. Think of the speech acts that you have the hardest time using— how 
will you feel more clear and confident using them? 

 
 

 
4. Triggers—what are some things you expect this person might do that tend to ‘trigger” you 

and what is your strategy to not get distracted by them or to deal with them if they come up? 
 
 
 

5. Beyond the opening statement to get into the conversation, what general strategy do you 
have in mind to use to address the issue(s) and get to a successful resolution.
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PROCESS STEP DRAFT STATEMENTS 

Assuming you have permission from the other person to talk...first thank them 

Name the issue, situation and 
context. (Start the conversation by 
articulating your desired, long---
term result (such as: better working 
relationship, more productivity, a 
better understanding…) 

 

Select a specific example that 
illustrates the situation.  

Identify your contribution to the 
problem including what you were 
telling yourself or believing about 
the situation or person. 

 

Check this out with your partner (is 
what you were making up, etc. 
accurate?) 

 

Describe your emotions about this 
issue (this helps the other person 
understand the impact it is having 
on you, what about the issue is 
challenging for you). 

 

Clarify what is at stake, why this is 
important to be resolved for both 
parties. 

 

Indicate you wish to resolve the 
issue.  

Invite your partner to respond.  
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