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Five Ways to  

Make Your Difficult Conversations Easier 

Here are five ways you can make your difficult conversations easier and 
more likely to achieve the outcome you want while building or maintain a 
good relationship with the other person. 

1. Choose the Right Time and Place 

2. Check Your Mindset 

3. Create a Plan 

4. Define What You Want To Achieve 

5. Act Sooner Rather Than Later 

  



Robert Rice Training 
Helping Individuals & Organizations To Be Their Very Best 

 

 
Robert Rice Training  (916) 334-0155  robertrice@surewest.net  www.robertricetraining.com 

 

1. Choose the Right Time and Place 

Difficult conversations are about uncomfortable subjects that people find 
hard to talk about. So, don’t spontaneously launch into the discussion.  

Select a time to meet that is convenient for both people and make sure you 
allow enough time. I recommend an hour. 

Select a neutral place where both people will feel comfortable, so not your 
office and not their office.  

Choose a place where you won’t be interrupted and can’t be overheard.  

Ideally, sit for the discussion and arrange the seating so both people can 
clearly see each other with no barriers between them. 

Back to the Beginning 
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2. Check Your Mindset 

If someone upsets you enough that you need to talk to him or her about it, 
you’re pretty upset. It is hard to have a rational discussion if you’re upset. 
When you are upset, you are in a Judging Mindset.  

The Judging Mindset usually leads to a confrontation because you go into 
the discussion believing you are right and they are wrong and what they did 
was a deliberate effort to harm you. 

To avoid a confrontation and have a discussion, you need to shift to a 
Learner Mindset. In the Learner Mindset, you assume you don’t know all 
the facts and that the other person probably had good intentions. You enter 
the discussion open to learn their point of view and to work together to 
resolve the problem. 

To make this shift, ask yourself, “Why would a reasonable, rational, and 
decent person do what he or she did?” Then come up with as many reasons 
as you can. 

Back to the Beginning 
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3. Create a Plan 

As General Eisenhower once said,  

“Planning is essential, but plans are useless.” 

That statement is especially true for difficult conversations. It is important 
to plan how you will open the discussion but beyond that, your plan will be 
useless.  

After the discussion begins, you won’t know what direction it will take so 
you can’t plan for it. In fact, having a plan can hurt your ability to have an 
effective discussion. Your focus will be on following your plan instead of the 
discussion. 

During the conversation, you will need to focus on being present and 
listening to the other person. 

When planning your opening, remember it needs to let the other person 
know three things: what you want to talk about; why you want to talk about 
it; and what you hope to achieve in the discussion.  

In addition, you want to let them know that it is safe for them to be open 
and honest with you and that you will be the same with them. 

Back to the Beginning 
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4. Define What You Want To Achieve 

One of Steven Covey’s Seven Principles of Highly Effective People is to, 

“Begin with the end in mind.” 

In planning your difficult conversations, start by defining your desired 
outcome. In other words, if your discussion is a success, what will be the 
outcome for the situation, issue, or problem under discussion and for your 
relationship with the other person? 

Don’t define success as reaching the specific outcome you desire. If your 
goal is to get them to do what you want, your going to have a confrontation, 
not a conversation.  

Instead of focusing on a specific outcome, stay flexible. If you are is a 
Learner Mindset, you may discover ways to resolve the situation, issue, or 
problem that you have not thought of. 

A good outcome is to resolve the situation, issue, or problem is a way that is 
satisfactory to both parties. This allows both parties flexibility in finding a 
mutually satisfactory resolution. 

Back to the Beginning 
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5. Act Sooner Rather Than Later 

Whenever someone does or says something that really upsets you, you will 
probably keep thinking about it. And, the more you think about it, the more 
upset you get and the more locked in you get to your position. For this 
reason, it is usually best not to wait to have the discussion.  

The longer we think about the situation, issue, or problem, the more likely 
we are to begin to see ourselves as a victim and them as a villain. Plus, we 
will start collecting support for our positon and allies to support us. As time 
passes, it will become harder to have the discussion. In addition, it will be 
harder to enter the discussion with a Learner Mindset, so the conversation is 
doomed to be a confrontation and no one wins. 

The less you dwell on it before talking with them the better. You will bring 
less baggage to the discussion.  

As Mark Twain said:  

“If it's your job to eat a frog, it's best to do it first thing in the 
morning. And if it's your job to eat two frogs, it's best to eat the 

biggest one first.” 

Back to the Beginning 
 


