
5 STEPS TO TURN A DIFFICULT 
CONVERSATION INTO A 

PRODUCTIVE ONE:
HOW TO HAVE THAT CONVERSATION 

YOU’RE AVOIDING

Di�cult conversations can be scary because we often want to maintain a positive relationship with that person 
despite needing to tell them something they may need to hear. Let’s face it: if you didn’t care about their feelings 
and your connection, you’d probably just let them have it or give them the silent treatment — a special type of 
torture.

Instead of being afraid to hurt someone’s feelings, try these 5 steps to have a productive conversation, not a 
tough one, in your personal and work life.

PREPARE WHAT YOU’D LIKE TO SHARE.

Write down what you’d like to say using a simple framework: Situation; Behavior; Impact. 
Describe the context in which you observed a behavior and then describe the impact it had on the 
relationship, results, and/or process.

You will want to your share your feelings and judgements here and that’s okay. Just be sure to own 
them. “I felt frustrated when you . . . .” “I perceived your actions as being condescending.”

REMEMBER THAT THERE IS ALWAYS MORE THAN ONE PERSPECTIVE.

There’s a Haitian proverb that says, “You see from where you stand.” You need to open to hearing 
the other person’s point of view and adjusting your opinion based on what you learn. You’re not 
always right and you don’t have it all �gured out.

MANAGE YOUR OWN EMOTIONS — NOT THEIRS.

In preparing for a tough chat, you might �nd yourself avoiding it by saying, “Well, I don’t want 
them to feel . . . .” How they feel is their business; not yours. Approach the conversation by being 
empathetic, but not by trying to �x their emotions for them.

HAVE THE CONVERSATION.

Set up a speci�c time to have the conversation and let the other person know what you’d like to 
share. Choose a neutral location. As Brene Brown says, “Clear is kind.” Being direct might feel 
harsh, but if you try to soften your words the message gets diluted and you end up creating more 
harm and confusion.

CREATE AN ACTION PLAN AND FOLLOW UP.

Work together to discuss and commit to how things could be di�erent moving forward. Create a 
timeline for when you both agree to check in with each other on your promises. A focus on the 
relationship will remind both of you of your shared humanity.
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