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Using Language and Communicating Tactfully in Difficult Conversations

Communication becomes particularly stressful when we need to say something very important but
do not know how to say it because of the personal consequences of doing so, or because of how the

individual may react.
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This is particularly difficult when we get frustrated with others. In such situations, we tend to want
to express that emotion very forcefully to those who might be frustrating us. For others, they might
hold things in for a while and then ‘explode’. Expressing our frustration emotionally, however, is almost
always not the best thing to do.

It is in these kinds of situations that we might find some ‘tools’ or phrases useful. We know of course
that the longer a difficult situation goes on, the worse and more stressful it becomes - and so we do
need to develop some tools, ideas and principles for dealing with them.

1. Check any assumptions: Ensure that you check any assumptions you have made before
starting the conversation. Emotion can sometimes cloud an individual’s judgement. This may
include the reasons for someone’s actions, especially if they are unusual and out of character, as
well as the actions themselves. Be clear about the evidence you have for the behaviours you wish
to change, and gather evidence from others if that will not harm other relationships.

2. Reframe the purpose of the conversation: See the conversation as a chance to solve a
problem and to change someone’s behaviour, rather than as a time to get really tough and make an
example of someone. If you take the latter approach, it is likely that the atmosphere will be tense,
the language will become aggressive and you will likely create more problems than you solve.

3. Use passive and active voice appropriately: Try to keep negative feedback in the ‘passive
voice’, rather than the ‘active voice’. For example, ‘You did this badly’ becomes ‘This was done
badly’. The identity of the person who performed the action will be implicit anyway, but
removing the personal criticism can remove the ‘sting’ for someone who is lacking in confidence
or who is likely to become defensive. The opposite is true for good news or positive feedback (i.e.
‘You did this really well’), where personal praise is usually a good thing.

4. Use a ‘praise sandwich’: In the ‘praise sandwich’ remove the word ‘but’ from negative
communication. For example, ‘You did XXX really well but I wish you had done YYY much
better. But I am glad to see that you also did ZZZ well’ becomes ‘You did XXX really well. We
might have to consider further how we move forward with YYY since there seem to be some
issues with that, but I am glad to see that you have made some progress with ZZZ." The word
‘but’ is almost expected after you praise someone, and it means that the initial praise becomes
relatively meaningless, with the only thing that the other person remembers being the negative
comment. In the example here, a new sentence removes the conjunction.

5. Watch your language: Our input into a conversation will affect someone else’s input, so being
careful about our language can enable us to achieve our objectives in a way that being very direct
will not. For example, (1) refer to ‘we’ (rather than ‘you’) as much as possible. Referring to ‘we’
indicates two people (as a team) working together on improving someone’s performance (i.e.
they will be supported in the future) and is likely to encourage someone to commit to personal
change. (2) Similarly, there are a number of words that will likely increase the emotions of the
person hearing the message: for example, ‘problem to deal with’ can become an ‘issue to manage’
or a ‘challenge’, or sometimes even ‘an opportunity for improvement’. (3) As mentioned above,
try to remove the words ‘but’, ‘however’ and (even worse) ‘although’ from messages about things
that have gone wrong. (4) Finally, some people use phrases such as ‘less well’ to talk about things
which went ‘badly’, or ‘not always the best thing to do’ or ‘unhelpful’ to talk about things which
would be ‘a bad idea’.

6. Be clear about consequences: Do not be afraid of informing someone of the consequences of
their future actions. It is unfair to give someone the idea that they can continue to do things
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poorly without any consequences, if those consequences might well happen: ‘but of course, we
don’t want to see those things happen, do we?’ Of course, never try to bluff: if the consequences
are not there or cannot be enforced, then do not make them up.

Assume good intentions: Unless you have information to the contrary, try to assume good
intentions. You can always change your view later, but it is very hard to get back to that point if
you start off believing that someone had bad intentions or did not care. ‘I am sure you did not
expect or want XXX to happen. Anyway, it has, so now we have to address it.” Doing so will
educate someone to the unintended consequences of their actions.

Avoid emotion during a conversation: Focus on the evidence throughout the conversation,
rather than your reactions to it. Emotions will cloud judgement and will make the conversation
far more painful and challenging than it will need to be. Language in an emotional conversation
tends to become more destructive than helpful. Of course, this includes the recognition that
others more senior to you may already have expressed some emotion to you (which is what
human beings do, but it is not always helpful), but that does not mean that you need to express
that emotion to others. After all, your main priority is to solve a performance problem, not to
show how tough or angry you can be.

Ensure that there are no surprises: There is nothing worse than being told off for something
when you did not know that it was wrong — though certain things (bribery, theft, etc.) will be ‘known’
as wrong anyway. The basic principle here is to ensure that if you need to have a difficult conversation
with someone about an issue, then they would be expecting that conversation at some point.

Leave the conversation on a positive note: If you can, after having agreed some specific
goals and perhaps having put some resources or safeguards in place to prevent the problem from
arising again. There is nothing worse than having a conversation which is aimless and does not
agree a way forward when there is clearly a problem to be addressed.

Use language which allows for some doubt: Give the other person ‘a way out’ without
making them feel embarrassed, and, similarly, be prepared for evidence which contradicts your
view — you may have got it (your judgement) wrong. If you can, talk about actions which ‘might
have happened’ or ‘seem to have’ happened, or consequences which ‘could have happened’
rather than things which definitely did happen. It is a lot easier to recover from a conversation
where you have made incorrect judgements before hearing all the evidence if you phrase things
as possibilities, rather than from a conversation where you have begun with an incorrect
accusation that you later need to apologise for.

Listen well and do not interrupt: Give someone space to put their own side of the story,
even if the evidence you have seems to contradict it. Individuals will often feel very aggrieved if
they have not had the chance to share their view. At the end of the conversation, always check
that your understanding is the same as those of others involved in the discussion.

Encourage self-reflection: Give an opportunity for self-reflection early on in the
conversation. Some good communicators ask others to comment on what seems to have happened
first before telling the other person what they think. This gives the conversation a more friendly
atmosphere, rather than getting very quickly into a heated argument where neither person is
willing to listen to the other.

Do not be afraid of silence: Silence can give people time to think. If the conversation
seems to have stopped, then reminding the other person of the last thing that was being
talked about or making an observation about the other person’s emotion can be useful for
restarting the discussion.
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5. Do not match someone ’s ¢ : i
1 else’s ‘mood’: If someone is angry, then one of the worst ways of
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trying to solve a problem is to become as angry as they are. The same is true for a situation where
someone is upset: having two People in tears does not really help anyone. Focus on the issue you
are trying to solve - together.

Do not focus on what you cannot change: Be specific about the behaviour you want to
change, but trying to change someone’s personality is not going to work (and might be regarded
as unethical by some).

Consider whether you need to apologise: Many people find this hard - and it can be very
hard - but giving an apology can be very powerful at healing friendships and workplace (or
personal) relationships. Often the more specific the apology, the more powerful it will be - and
many people will appreciate that you have done so. There may be some who take advantage of it
and exploit it to show others that you are not good at what you are supposed to be doing , and so
getting some advice from others may be useful sometimes. However, be very wary of apologising
for something over which you had no control - something which was not your fault. The next
time the same thing happens, the other person will blame you and their trust in you will decrease.
Do say ‘Thank you’: Even if a conversation has been hard or has not achieved any of your
objectives, the other person has still given up some of their time for you. They may well have
seen the conversation as a waste of time, but it is appropriate to thank people wherever possible

and for whatever you can. 3 L




