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“S" | Difficult conversations don’t have
to be hard. With the right
intention, preparation, and
principles, they become the
moments that build the most
trust.

The Art of the Difficult Conversation

“The single biggest problem in
communication is the illusion that
it has taken place.”

- George Bernard Shaw

Most difficult conversations never happen.

Not because the issue goes away. But
because the discomfort of having the
conversation feels larger than the cost of
avoiding it. So we wait. We rehearse. We
reconsider. And somewhere in the waiting,
the conversation takes on a weight it was
never meant to carry.

What starts as a straightforward moment
— a performance concern, a misalignment,
a boundary that needs to be named —
becomes, in our minds, something far more
complicated. And by the time we finally sit
down to have it, both parties can feel the
tension that built up in the delay.

The leaders who navigate difficult
conversations well have learned something
important: the conversation itself is rarely
the problem. The avoidance is.
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They have also learned that the skill of
having difficult conversations — like most
leadership skills — is something you
practice. The principles below are a
framework for doing that with intention,
care, and consistency.

Before You Begin

1. Have an Outcome in Mind

Before you enter any difficult conversation,
get clear on what this moment is actually
for. Not the solution — that's something
you'll build together. But the purpose. How
do you want this to land?

A relationship-driven conversation calls for
a tone of trust and safety — the goal is to
strengthen the connection, even as you
address something hard. A development
conversation requires follow-through —
the goal is growth, and the message only
works if it's paired with genuine support. A
moment that calls for clarity requires
precision — the goal is to be understood,
without ambiguity.

Knowing which kind of conversation
you're walking into keeps you anchored to
what matters most, even when the
moment gets uncomfortable.

2. Take Accountability

Before you sit down with someone else, sit
down with yourself.

Most people enter difficult conversations
focused entirely on the other party — what
they did, what needs to change, what
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outcome they're hoping for. Accountability
begins by turning the lens inward: What
did I contribute to this situation? What
could I have done differently? What is my
responsibility in ensuring the best possible
outcome for everyone involved?

This is not about self-blame. It is about
showing up as a leader who owns their
role in the outcome — not just the
conversation. When the other person
senses that you're in it with them, not
above them, the entire dynamic shifts.

Conversation starters:

“I want to start by acknowledging my
part in how we got here.”

“I've been thinking about this, and |
realize I could have addressed this
sooner. I take responsibility for that.”

Seven Principles for the Conversation

1. Assume Positive Intent

Before a word is spoken, make a decision:
assume the other person is not trying to
create a problem. They are operating from
their own perspective, their own
pressures, their own understanding of the
situation — and that understanding may
simply be incomplete.

This assumption is not naive. It is strategic.
When you extend good faith, people are far
more likely to receive what you're saying
without becoming defensive. And
defensiveness is the primary reason
difficult conversations stop being
productive.

Conversation starters:

“I don't think you intended this to go
the way it did — I'd love to hear your
perspective.”

“I'm coming into this assuming we
both want the same outcome. Tell me
where you're coming from.”

2. Seek to Understand, Not to Prove a
Point

The instinct in a difficult conversation is to
make your case. To be heard. To be right.
But the leaders who get the best outcomes
enter these conversations with a different
goal: to understand what the other person
actually thinks, feels, and needs.

Understanding is not agreement. You can
fully hear someone and still hold a
different view. But until the other person
feels genuinely heard, they cannot hear
you.

Conversation starters:

“Help me understand how you
experienced this.”

“I want to make sure I'm seeing the full
picture before I share my perspective.
What am I missing?”

3. Acknowledge the Strengths First

Before you offer anything constructive,
name what is working. This is not a
technique designed to soften a blow — it is
a recognition of truth. In almost every
difficult situation, there is something the
other person has done well, something
worth honoring before you move into what
needs to change.

When people feel seen for their
contributions, they are more open to
feedback. Acknowledgment is not a
prelude to the real conversation. It is part
of it.

Conversation starters:

“Before I get into what I want to
discuss, I want to recognize what
you've been doing well — because it
matters.”

“I've been watching how you've
handled this, and there's a lot |
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genuinely appreciate. Can I share that
before we talk about what I'm seeing?”

4, Stick to the Issue

Difficult conversations go wrong most
often when they expand beyond their
original purpose. A performance concern
becomes a referendum on someone's
character. A misunderstanding becomes a
catalog of past incidents. A moment that
needed clarity becomes a defining
statement about who someone is.

Stay on the issue. Not the person. Not the
pattern from three years ago. Not the other
things that have been building. This
conversation. This moment. This specific
situation that needs to be addressed.

When you keep the conversation narrow
and specific, you give the other person
something concrete to respond to — and
something realistic to change.

Conversation starters:

“I want to keep this focused on what
happened in this specific situation, so
we can address it clearly.”

“I'm not here to revisit everything — I
want to talk about this particular
moment and what we do from here.”

5. Collaborate Toward a Solution

The moment both people are thinking
about solutions, the conversation shifts. [t
is no longer one person delivering a verdict
to another. It becomes two people working
on the same problem.

Invite the other person into the resolution.
Ask what they think. Ask what they need.
Ask what a good outcome looks like from
their side. When the solution belongs to
both of you, the commitment to it is
shared.

Conversation starters:

“I don't want to come in with all the
answers. What do you think needs to
happen from here?”

“Let's figure this out together — what
would a good outcome look like for
you?”

6. Aim for a Win/Win

The goal of a difficult conversation is not to
win. It is to reach an outcome that works
— for the relationship, for the work, and
for both people in the room.

A win/win does not mean compromise on
everything. [t means keeping both parties'
interests visible throughout the
conversation, and working toward a
resolution that neither person has to walk
away from feeling defeated.

Leaders who approach difficult
conversations with this intention signal
something important: [ am not here to
make a point at your expense. I am here
because I believe we can find a better way
forward together.

Conversation starters:

“I want us both to leave this
conversation feeling like we've moved
something forward. What would that
look like for you?”

“I'm not looking for you to simply
agree with me — I'm looking for
something we both feel good about.”

7. Show Genuine Appreciation

Difficult conversations take courage —
from both sides. When someone receives
hard feedback, engages honestly, or shows
up to a conversation they would rather
have avoided, that deserves recognition.

Genuine appreciation at the end of a
difficult conversation is not a formality. It
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is an acknowledgment that what just
happened required something of the other
person — and that you noticed.

Conversation starters:

“I appreciate you being willing to have
this conversation. I know it wasn't
easy.”

“Thank you for hearing me out and for
being honest with me. That means
something.”

“The art of communication is the
language of leadership.”
- James Humes

After the Conversation

Commit to Follow-Up

The conversation is not finished when you
leave the room.

If action items were discussed, follow up
on them — specifically and on time. If the
conversation was emotionally significant,
check in to ensure that what was said
landed the way you intended, and that
nothing new has surfaced since.

Follow-up signals something the other
person needs to see: that this conversation
mattered beyond the moment it happened.
It shows you’re invested in the outcome,
not just the delivery.

This is also where trust is built or lost. A
leader who follows through on what was
said in a difficult conversation becomes
someone people feel safe being honest
with. That is one of the most valuable
things you can build.

Conversation starters:

“I'd like to check in with you next week
— not to reopen everything, but to
make sure we're on the same page and

that things are moving in the right
direction.”

“Is there anything I said that you're
still sitting with? I'd like to understand
what you took away from the
conversation.

“I've learned that people will forget
what you said, people will forget
what you did, but people will never
forget how you made them feel.”

- Maya Angelou

The Leaders Who Get This Right

They are not the ones who are naturally
comfortable with conflict. They are the
ones who have decided that the discomfort
of a difficult conversation is always smaller
than the cost of avoiding it.

They have learned to have smaller, honest
conversations consistently — before the
issues grow large enough to demand a
difficult one. They enter every
conversation with clear intent, genuine
care, and the willingness to be accountable
for their part in the outcome.

And over time, something remarkable
happens: the people experience, firsthand,
what it looks like when a hard
conversation is handled with skill and
respect.

That is what the art of difficult
conversations ultimately produces — a
culture where honesty is safe, growth is
expected, and trust is the foundation
everything else is built on.
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