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Difficult 
Conversations
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Own It Face It Feel It Ask It Drive It



3

Their style 
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Modality Quiz
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Tough Conversations

Listen & 
Pause

Ask open 
questions Empathise How do we 

fix this? Support

Ask It
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Table Activity

List 3 examples of tough conversations within your workdays?

• On a scale of 1-10, how well are they currently going?
• What is the biggest blocker to the conversations?
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Emotional Responses

Ask It

Upset Meh

CuriousDenial Positive

Angry
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Emotional Responses

Ask It
EI Best Approach Things to Avoid

Upset Getting upset in front of others (especially at work) tends 
to be embarrassing. 

Ask:

-if they would like to take a break, go to bathroom, get a 
support person?

-how can I best support you through this?

This is not about us, we do not know how they feel, this is not 
happening to us, stay out of our own head and needs. 

Avoid saying:

-“I know how you must be feeling.”

-any sentence that starts with ‘I’ or is self-related.

Angry Anger is an intense emotion and generally puts us in an 
emotional hijack. This means there is no logic in play, and 
we often can’t hear.

Do:

-listen and pause!!!! Don’t talk, let them get it off their 
chest. 

-once they have aired frustrations, default to ‘Upset’ 
approach.

-if it becomes too much or inappropriate, pause the 
conversation and everyone take a break.

Don’t defend or try to justify. Our ‘fight of flight’ can also get 
triggered. Remember this person is an emotional hijack, leverage 
empathy to help them get out of it.

Avoid:

-responding with anger too.

-raising our voice.

-an emotional hijack within ourselves.
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Emotional Responses

Ask It
EI Best Approach Things to Avoid

Denial When our mind doesn’t like what we are hearing, we 
can sometimes go into total denial to avoid the emotion 
being faced and felt.

Ask if:

-what you have told them makes sense?

-do they understand what this means and results in? 

Reiterate the facts and reality of the situation clearly 
and explain the next steps.

Some people take time to process and accept information. 
Trying to force them to do it instantly is never wise. 

Avoid:

-getting frustrated with them.

-telling them how to accept it.

-making statements, ask questions instead.

Meh When the care factor or response is low, it can be 
confusing.

Ask:

-if they have all the information they need?

-how can I best support you from here?

End the meeting but keep an eye on them and revisit if 
required.

Don’t try to make it a big deal if they seem unphased. This 
might be a cover for deeper emotions or was expected. Or 
it simply may not be as big of a deal to them.

Avoid:

-keeping them there and continuing to talk until you get the 
reaction you want.
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Emotional Responses

Ask It
EI Best Approach Things to Avoid

Curious Tough conversations can spark so many unanswered 
questions creating curiosity. Encourage them to ask 
questions and let them speak.

Ask:

-if there are any questions or thoughts they would like to 
share?

-how are they feeling?

-if they are happy to share more about their 
thoughts/emotions?

Don’t downplay, avoid or shutdown their curiosity. 

Avoid:

-ending the conversation before they have finished.

-make fun of or laugh at any questions or comments.

Positive Sometimes things we believe will be a tough conversation 
aren’t always the case. For some, it’s a relief, an actual 
positive or ‘win’ aligned to their priorities. 

Ask if:

-they are happy to share more about what they are feeling 
and why?

- there is anything more you can do to support them?

Keep an eye on them and revisit if required. 

This response can catch us off guard, so it’s important to 
manage our emotions visually and verbally.

Avoid:

-cutting the conversation short. Still provide all details 
required.

-making assumptions.

-assuming this positive response will stay positive. It may be 
a protective response and other emotions may follow. 
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Table Activity

List 3 examples of tough conversations within your work days?

How could you use these 5 steps to engage in conversation more 
effectively as a leader?

• ‘ROLL’ play
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Reflect & Discuss
How do we 

feel?

What went 
well?

What didn’t 
go so well?

What will we 
do differently?

Key learnings



14

Own It Face It Feel It Ask It Drive It
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It’s not WHAT you know or 
WHAT you can do.

It’s HOW you make people 
feel.



Own Your Shit, 
Take Control & 
Be Unstoppable
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