The Difficult Conversations eBook

As soon as I stepped onto the bridge, a huge ugly green troll appeared. He was wielding a club
which looked like it weighed more than I did. His breath stank and his every movement caused
the bridge to rock and sway. He looked incredibly upset. Quite miserable in fact. On the edge
of tears I would say.
Should I use reason to persuade him that the club was unnecessary and that if he let me pass,
then we’d both be better off? Should I run away? Or should I take a different approach? Perhaps
the troll has a hard life and poor self-image - maybe he needs someone to talk to?
I frequently get into this sort of fix – it’s called a Difficult Conversation and in the real world
it takes many forms:

We’ll take a closer look at the troll in Chapter 1.
Andrew Betts
… with many thanks to clients and colleagues for their help and inspiration.
Last modified on 8th August 2022
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Foreword
There’s quite a lot to read in here and it’s possible that you’ll encounter a troll before you’ve
learnt enough to be able to deal with him.
This frightening thought led us to produce a highly condensed version of the text that follows.
It’s in the form of a notebook. Inside, you’ll find the main points of each chapter together with
links to their online versions and summary diagrams. You can also download and add to the
notebook (as an Excel spreadsheet, for example).
So, in case of emergency, click here.

2

Contents
1. Difficult Conversations, Bridges and Trolls ...................................................................... 5
Focus on the troll first ...................................................................................................................................5
The troll confrontation represents the Difficult Exchange ...........................................................................6
A Difficult Exchange has only one objective and two possible outcomes ...................................................6
Leading Difficult Conversations ...................................................................................................................6
Some bridges are known for trolls, but occasionally they just jump up .......................................................7

2. A Troll-Taming Loop for Reconciling a Difficult Exchange ........................................... 8
Difficult Conversations, Bridges and Trolls .................................................................................................8
Pause .............................................................................................................................................................9
Say ..............................................................................................................................................................10
Invite and Listen .........................................................................................................................................10
Loop again or exit .......................................................................................................................................11
Deliberate practice makes perfect ...............................................................................................................12

3. Adjusting Intentions when Leading a Difficult Conversation ....................................... 13
Adjust intentions according to the real difficulty .......................................................................................13
Aim for trust................................................................................................................................................14
Don’t try to get anything just yet ................................................................................................................14
Avoid manipulation ....................................................................................................................................15
Do no harm .................................................................................................................................................15
When difficulties arise, pause .....................................................................................................................16

4. Starting a Difficult Exchange Safely by being Brief and Factual .................................. 17
Start with brief, factual observations ..........................................................................................................17
Isn’t there a funny smell in here?................................................................................................................17
Don’t prepare for verbosity.........................................................................................................................17
Don’t fuel an argument ...............................................................................................................................18
Other ideas on how to end up in a fight ......................................................................................................19
How to avoid a conflict ...............................................................................................................................19
Now, back to my smelly cubicle cohabitant … ..........................................................................................20
Summing up ................................................................................................................................................21

5. Explaining Feelings Accurately and Sensitively in a Difficult Exchange ..................... 22
Feelings insist on being heard.....................................................................................................................22
My internal dialog strongly affects my feelings .........................................................................................23
Focus on accuracy – it makes things simpler .............................................................................................24
Accusations .................................................................................................................................................24
Confusions ..................................................................................................................................................25
Rackets ........................................................................................................................................................25
Beware of brutal honesty ............................................................................................................................26
‘Tis terribly tricky taming trolls..................................................................................................................26

3

6. Understanding and Expressing Needs in a Difficult Exchange ..................................... 28
Express needs that others can relate to .......................................................................................................28
Getting the level right .................................................................................................................................29
Consider the type of need ...........................................................................................................................30
Is it is a real need?.......................................................................................................................................30
Complaints ..................................................................................................................................................31
Requests ......................................................................................................................................................31
Solutions .....................................................................................................................................................32
Needs open up multiple solutions ...............................................................................................................32

7. Closing the Loop on a Difficult Exchange ....................................................................... 34
Invite ...........................................................................................................................................................34
Listen ..........................................................................................................................................................35
Interpretation ...............................................................................................................................................36
Ideation .......................................................................................................................................................36
Composition ................................................................................................................................................37
When testing the limits, I must listen with all my senses ...........................................................................37
Stay safe and work hard ..............................................................................................................................38

8. My Difficult Conversations Notebook .............................................................................. 39
About ICONDA...................................................................................................................... 40

4

1. Difficult Conversations, Bridges and Trolls

Trolls are trouble when you want to cross a bridge. Especially when the bridge in question is
slippery and swaying. They can takes ages to deal with and, of course, trolls present a health
and safety hazard.
A Difficult Conversation is like crossing a troll bridge. The bridge itself represents the
underlying, “normal” conversation 1, with one or two challenges and an objective of attaining
something on the other side. The troll is a particularly difficult issue and our options are,
broadly speaking, to run away (avoid the issue) or resort to force (eg. escalate the issue) or
tame the troll.
Our experience is that most professionals are not well equipped to deal with trolls. When a
conversation starts to become difficult, instead of taking the time to restore calm they become
impatient to reach their original objective (get information, agree on something, reprimand
someone, etc.), and this makes the situation worse.

Focus on the troll first
This recommendation comes from work to create a training program on Difficult Conversations
for a high-tech multinational, our objectives being to help training participants:
•
•

Tackle difficult conversations, rather than avoid them, thus reducing the accumulation
of issues and the consequent deterioration of relationships across the organisation
Tackle them with confidence and without falling into conflict

To do this, we:
•
•

Raise awareness of ineffective behaviours
Provide memorable models and techniques that support useful behaviours

In this context, a conversation may span multiple sessions and these could use a mix of styles – face-to-face,
video conferencing and email, for example. The resolution of a difficult conversation may be achieved in a few
minutes or it could take hours, days or months.
1
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The troll confrontation represents the Difficult Exchange
We asked ourselves not only, “what is a Difficult Conversation?”, but also, “how is a Difficult
Conversation structured?”. Then, by focusing on what we call the Difficult Exchange within a
Difficult Conversation, we gained clarity and reduced our subject to just the essentials. This
made training both faster and more impactful2.
In our model, the Difficult Exchange is the tough part of the conversation. It’s the confrontation
with the troll. He represents the confusion of unpleasant emotions that prevent everyone from
thinking straight and communicating effectively.
The rest is what you might call a “normal conversation”: a dialog resulting in a useful outcome.
This dialog might take the form of a negotiation, a brainstorm, an explanation, a reprimand, an
apology, an exchange of feedback or many other types of conversation that we routinely engage
in. The objectives and outcomes of such conversations are varied of course: agreements, action
lists, even hugs and kisses.
In contrast …

A Difficult Exchange has only one objective and two possible outcomes
My objective is to reconcile the Difficult Exchange – to return to dialog.
The possible outcomes are either that this is achieved or that we abort the conversation.
Typical actions after aborting would be to escalate an issue to higher management or to
disengage from the other party, a decision that could range in severity from ceasing to
communicate with someone to quitting a job, for example. These are “fight or flight” outcomes
and it is obviously preferable to achieve our objective of returning to dialog (which, in this
context, means a non-conflictual conversation, as already explained).

Leading Difficult Conversations
Difficult Conversations are those where feelings are running high for one or all parties. They
are generally linked to situations where opinions are strongly held and where there is something
important at stake. For example, a series of meetings with a collaborator to deal with a
performance issue, a confrontation with an angry, confused customer, or perhaps a clash with
my boss, who is unfairly refusing a salary increase. We brainstormed and came up with many
examples, then received even more from trainees.
We chose the term Leading Difficult Conversations for the program because we believe that
finding a way out of them requires a leadership stance. Our assumption is that a person trained
to deal with Difficult Conversations will invariably find themselves in contact people who have
not. We therefore aim to give them the tools, skills and confidence to resolve Difficult
Conversations, whether they have a manager-leader organisational role or not and independent
of their position in the hierarchy.

2

The audience is 1000+ professionals and to accommodate their demanding schedules the course had to teach a
new process remotely in about 10 hours. We set out with the idea of using Non-Violent Communication (NVC)
as a foundation. However, a basic course in NVC takes about one week and is usually done face-to-face.
Furthermore, we soon realised that NVC alone didn’t cover everything we needed. It was like trying to pour 2
litres of milk into a 1 litre bottle then finding that, in fact, 3 litres would have to go in! Eventually, we found a
solution by taking a huge step back … and it was then that we noticed the troll.
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We based our initial work on NonViolent Communication (NVC) then found several other
sources of inspiration, particularly Crucial Conversations (Patterson et al.) and Difficult
Conversations (Douglas Stone et al.). We found it possible to break down a Difficult Exchange
into four steps and then to associate one, two or three specific skills with each of these steps.
Each skill is captured in an image and has associated exercises.
To bring all this together, we use a special type of role-play: film scene improvisation. We
defined a handful of characters and a general scenario at the start of the training program then
imagined film scenes which showed different types of Difficult Exchange. Note that we
did not attempt to role play Difficult Conversations right through to the end. We focused on
the Difficult Exchange part of the conversation (taming the troll), since this was where the most
valuable lessons could be learnt.
The trainer took on the role of the film director and lead actor and was therefore in a position
to drive the scene improvisation in a certain direction and to cut and retake wherever this would
help reinforce a learning objective.

Some bridges are known for trolls, but occasionally they just jump up
In professional conversations, we often have to deal with trolls. Often, we know before we start
the conversation that it is going to be difficult. Sometimes trolls jump up unexpectedly. Either
way, there are techniques for dealing with them and we’ll describe a Troll-Taming Loop for
reconciling a Difficult Exchange in the next chapter ◼︎
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2. A Troll-Taming Loop for Reconciling a Difficult Exchange

« Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way » (Leo Tolstoy,
Anna Karenina, 1878).
We posit that a key attribute of happy families, and effective people in general, is that they can
bring Difficult Conversations to a satisfactory conclusion. Such conversations are all alike –
they finish with a calm discussion about what to do next.
If a Difficult Conversation cannot be resolved, however, the results are varied and often
disastrous. For evidence, just look in the newspapers!
So how do happy families and effective people do it?
Here’s the scoop: they use a loop.
Rather than independently analysing a problem in order to find and then advocate solutions,
protagonists repeatedly exchange viewpoints until there is sufficient mutual understanding for
a calm discussion.
They have learnt how to find solutions together and are not afraid to try.

Difficult Conversations, Bridges and Trolls
In chapter 1, we likened a Difficult Conversation to a troll bridge where the troll represents the
highly charged, emotional aspect of the conversation – the Difficult Exchange. Once this is
reconciled and calm has been restored then the conversation may proceed in what we might
call a normal way 3. It may still be challenging and require good negotiation skills, for example,
but it’s no longer difficult in the sense that emotions are dominant4.

3

In this context, a conversation may span multiple sessions and these could use a mix of styles – face-to-face,
video conferencing and email, for example. The resolution of a difficult conversation may be achieved in a few
minutes or it could take hours, days or months.
4

This eBook is not only about how to deal with trolls, it is also about how to teach troll taming skills quickly
and remotely. The flow that we will describe came out of an experimental training program on Leading Difficult
8

Our first suggestion with regards to Difficult Conversations is therefore to concentrate on the
troll. To have confidence that, once the Difficult Exchange is reconciled and the troll is tamed,
you and the other party will be able to find a solution together.
This raises the question, how can I reconcile a Difficult Exchange?
We hope that you find the Troll-Taming Loop described here to be so obvious that, once you’ve
read about it, you’ll wonder why it’s needed!
I can enter the loop at almost any point, go round multiple times and exit in one of two ways,
as illustrated in the main diagram and described below.
Let’s look at the loop, bearing in mind that the key steps are expanded in later chapters …

Pause
You might have thought that pausing would come naturally to anyone meeting a troll.
However, most of us plough straight into Difficult Exchanges, relying on habit and instinct to
get us through.
However, a lot of what has been learnt over the years about dealing with Difficult Exchanges
is counterintuitive, and so habit and instinct cannot be relied upon. This is why the Pause step
is so important. It is necessary to bring our feelings under control, gather our thoughts and
then consciously decide what to do. In particular, we strongly recommend thinking about two
things …
1. What is the difficulty exactly?
2. In addressing this difficulty, what is my fundamental intention?
The difficulty may seem obvious (based on instinct), but sometimes the obvious is misleading.
For example, instead of tackling a team member about their lateness for a meeting (“Chris, this
meeting started at 10am and it is now 10h15, …”) I might realise that the real problem is that
they are invariably late and that I fear they have no respect for me and their colleagues. The
latter is a tougher problem, and I might easily avoid it (probably sub-consciously) if I do not
pause to think. Dealing promptly with such difficulties helps avoid a build-up of issues that
pollute relationships, both at work and home.
Unfortunately, I often avoid the toughest problems, preferring to deal with slightly easier ones
instead. This is understandable, especially if I don’t have the right techniques.
Having identified the real difficulty to be addressed, I must adjust my
intention towards the other party. By doing this, I put myself in a
position to deal with the unexpected and to recover from any mistakes
made
when
communicating.
If I
neglect
to
do
this then my communication, however technically correct, is unlikely to
lead the result that I’m hoping for.
In this context, I must not confuse my intention with regards to the Difficult Exchange with
any objectives I might have for the conversation as a whole. My intention should be something
simple – after all, the Pause step is a matter of a few seconds. I don’t have time to think of
Conversations in a high-tech multinational. To accommodate participants’ demanding schedules, the course had
to teach people a new process remotely, in record time. These constraints led us to considerably simplify
accepted theory and the methods used to teach it.
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anything complicated. Something like “reassure”, “understand” or “clarify” would be just fine,
for example. In contrast, my objective for the conversation (should Iever get that far) could be
something much more elaborate, such as, “agree on who is responsible for organising the
Technical Review Meeting with Acme Ltd”.
Plenty of other silent actions can be imagined for the Pause step. Taking a few seconds to
calm down or, at least, to prevent emotions from overcoming reason is clearly important.
Much has been written about this subject. However, we put special emphasis on the issues of
identifying the real difficulty and adjusting intentions because our work has shown that their
neglect leads to very disappointing results. If we don’t know the port to which we are sailing,
then no wind is favourable!

Say

The next step is to Say how we see the situation, how we feel and what we need.
Our guidance here is inspired by the Non-Violent Communication (NVC – Marshall
Rosenberg) principles on Observations, Feelings and Needs. In a nutshell (to be cracked open
in later chapters), the key to effective expression of these three is accuracy: describing
the precise situation, my real feelings and my genuine needs (see chapters 4, 5 and 6
respectively).
At the same time, brutal honesty can be dangerous, since the other party may have sensitivities
of which we are not aware. I am trying to tame the troll, not beat it do death. The point is not
to be right, but to find words that allow us to establish or restore a trusting relationship and
hence to communicate effectively. I therefore strive to avoid triggering reactions such as
defensiveness, resistance, argumentativeness or withdrawal. Therefore, while accuracy
remains key, I have to both anticipate and monitor the effect that our words have on the other
party, combining honesty with empathy and benevolence (see Levine, Roberts and Cohenb on
Navigating the Tension between Honesty and Benevolence).

Invite and Listen
Having said what we see, feel and need, the next step is to simply invite the other party to give
their point of view. This can be done in a few words or just with a look. All that matters is that
the other person understands our invitation.
Then I listen attentively to how the other party sees things, trying to understand also how they
feel about them and what they fundamentally need5.
In certain cases, especially when the other person is angry or irritated, almost all my trolltaming efforts are concentrated in the Listen step, at the expense of Say! That is, when faced

5

Our guidance for the inviting and listening steps is primarily drawn from NVC. However, those familiar with
NVC may have noticed that I have only referred to the Observations, Feelings and Needs aspects of the
discipline, but not “Requests”. This is because our focus on the Difficult Exchange part of the conversation
allows us to considerably simplify this aspect of NVC which, in our flow, has become the “Invite” step,
encouraging the other party to express their point of view.
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with someone in this state, attentive listening is just about the only thing I can do. Almost
anything I say will make matters worse.

Loop again or exit
After active listening, I make a three-way decision: to continue with the Difficult Exchange; to
return to a “normal” conversation; or to abort.
This last possibility is necessary since it’s not always possible to resolve a difficulty in one
exchange, and sometimes I may conclude that I cannot succeed, at least not in the present
circumstances or in the time available.
There are many reasons why this can happen. Perhaps time really is in short supply?
Maybe safety is an issue and it’s better to take an executive decision rather than waiting to
achieve consensus? Or perhaps, having endeavoured to use the Troll-Taming Loop (TTL) to
get aligned with the other party, I decide that they do not wish to play win-win and that I should
protect myself – fight or flee6.
Acknowledging the possibility of failure has real value. For one thing, it reduces the stress
inherent in tackling a Difficult Exchange, since I no longer feel obliged to ‘solve’ the difficulty
(and certainly not with just one attempt).
It follows from this that taming the troll may require multiple attempts.

Suppose I’ve just supplied another group in my company with a software application and they
send me an email full of complaints about it. I am furious. I find the comments in the email to
be misguided and unfair. I reply as politely as I can, following the principles captured in the
TTL, but the email exchange does not go well. Finally, we agree to a video call.
During this call, I follow the TTL once more, but both sides remain convinced that the other is
being unreasonable. It’s an important subject for both of us – my pride is at stake, not to
mention the result of my upcoming annual review, and the software is key to the other group’s
productivity. The call ends in a stalemate with both parties deciding to go away and think about
what can be done next.
Having worried all night, I arrange to visit the other group (who’s office is a couple of hours
away). This gesture seems to be helpful in itself and this time each of us does a better job of
expressing our points of view, our feelings about the situation and our needs/interests. The
atmosphere relaxes and we are able to discuss alternative solutions without defensiveness or

6

In a professional setting, “fight” might mean escalating an issue to a higher authority, for example, and
“flight” might mean avoiding the other party from now on, or even resigning from a position.
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aggression. This exchange, which looked very difficult to start with, is reconciled and we are
back to a normal, professional conversation.
This example illustrates that a Difficult Conversation may take a while to resolve, that it can
contain several Difficult Exchanges and that not all of them will be reconciled.

Deliberate practice makes perfect
Of course, I need to practice in order to improve my skill in handling Difficult Exchanges, and
I need to practice deliberately. I won’t become a great orator just by talking a lot nor will I
become a great human being by simply breathing in and out! The key is deliberate practice –
consciously repeating simple steps, building them into a sophisticated repertoire.
That’s how Usain Bolt became a great track athlete and Mark Knopfler a brilliant guitarist.
Ideas to help you with your deliberate practise for Difficult Conversations are described in the
following chapters, to answer questions such as:
•
•
•
•
•

How should I adjust my intentions when approaching a Difficult Exchange?
How can I use factual observations to get a Difficult Exchange on track?
Is it a good idea to express my feelings and, if I do, how best to do it?
How can I accurately convey what I fundamentally need?
How do I close the loop, inviting and listening?

This series itself came out of work to create short, remote training courses. The need for brevity
drove a number of innovations of which, we believe, the most important are:
1. A focus on the Difficult Exchange part of the conversation
2. Key things to do while pausing to take stock
3. A particularly simple way to use Non-Violent Communication in this context.
The Troll-Taming Loop” pulls all of the above together, and we hope that you enjoy trying it
out! ◼︎
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3. Adjusting Intentions when Leading a Difficult Conversation

My customer brings up supply chain issues again, just as they did last meeting and the one
before, and for as long as I can remember now. As usual, this is done just when I’m getting to
topics that are important to me and the question is accompanied by an agonized, apocalypseis-nigh expression.
Having been in this position before, I have relevant data and arguments to hand and my
instinctive reaction is be to bring these out, prefixed with an inflammatory, “As I have
explained several times already …”.
However, as we’ve discussed in previous chapters, a lot of what has been learnt over the years
about dealing with Difficult Exchanges is counterintuitive. Habit and instinct cannot be relied
upon and so I know not to say the first thing that comes to into my head.
I have the presence of mind to pause for a few seconds. I’m doing well, my emotions are more
or less under control, now how do I structure my thoughts?

Adjust intentions according to the real difficulty
At this point, when trying to reconcile a Difficult Exchange like this one, we believe it’s crucial
to adjust intentionswith regards to the real difficulty that has arisen.
In this example, the real difficulty is not the issue of the supply chain. It’s the use of this
issue by my client to divert attention from topics that I would prefer to discuss. They seem to
be using the supply chain issue to manipulate the agenda.
Furthermore, my intention is not the original set of objectives that I had for the client meeting.
Rather, it is how I intend to address the difficulty that has arisen in order to bring the
conversation back on track. In other words, how am I going to get back to a normal
conversation where both sides trust each other and there is no manipulation or other game being
played.
In brief, I should pause and clarify:
1. The real difficulty, as opposed to a less important side issue
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2. My intention for dealing with the difficulty, rather than my objectives for the
conversation as a whole
As the old saying goes,“if I don’t know the port I’m sailing to, then no wind is favourable”.
Just as the weather is unpredictable, so are Difficult Exchanges. In our example, a useful
intention might be to stop the client’s game and understand what’s behind it. If I keep this in
mind then, even if I am interrupted, challenged, questioned and so on, I can adapt my responses
according to this intention. Just as a sailor might adjust his sail according to changes in wind
direction in order to finally arrive at his intended port.

Aim for trust
In addition and according to the philosophy underpinning the Troll-Taming Loop (chapter 2),
my intentions must be benevolent. They must also include (re-)establishing trust by the end of
the Difficult Exchange. If this can be achieved, then I can be confident of making progress
towards my objectives for the conversation as a whole. It may not be easy – intelligence,
knowledge and skill will be necessary – but once trust has been established, such progress
becomes possible.
This guidance and some additional ideas that we’ll outline below are derived from experiences
in training programs for large, commercial organisations. The improvisation of difficult
conversation scenes has inspired many advances, for example. They have been particularly
valuable because:
1. The audiences have had considerable experience of difficult conversations and have
been hungry for new, effective approaches
2. The time allowed for training and the remote delivery mechanism has made it essential
to focus on the bare essentials
3. By having trainees both script and role-play Difficult Exchange scenes (as though they
were on a film set, with a director who cut and reran each scene until it was right) we
were able to identify common errors and experiment with ways to overcome them
From this work, we discovered three counterproductive intentions that people often adopt
when approaching Difficult Exchanges:
•
•
•

Get: continue to focus on objectives for the larger conversation rather than taking the
time to first deal with the Difficult Exchange
Manipulate: attempt to have the other party do something or perhaps promise
something through the use of a technique of some kind (an artifice)
Harm: aim to “win” the Difficult Exchange at the expense of the other party – to
prove a point, to carry the argument, etc.

Don’t try to get anything just yet
The “Get” pitfall is caused by a confusion between the needs of the Difficult
Exchange and my objectives for the overall conversation which, as we have
already discussed, are quite distinct. Until the Difficult Exchange is
reconciled, conditions are not right for discussion of the conversation
objectives.
The consequence is usually misunderstanding and bad feeling.
Imagine, for example, that I have an annual review with a team member and my objectives for
the conversation are, first, to let them know the poor grades that I am giving then, second,
discuss the reasons and start to work on an improvement plan with them.
14

We might expect that a Difficult Exchange will develop as soon as the grades are discussed. If
this happens – suppose that the team member gets angry, seeing this as unfair and anticipating
consequences for their salary, for example – then it would be a mistake to pursue the other
objectives straight away. Even trying to discuss the reasons for the grades would probably lead
to an argument. The first thing to do is calm the troll – the emotion, resistance,
argumentativeness etc. that has come up.
An appropriate intention for this Difficult Exchange would be to reassure my team member
that they are valued and that I am doing my best to treat them fairly.

Avoid manipulation
The “Manipulate” pitfall is associated with a strong need for control over the
other party: my customer, boss, team member… Driven by this need, I try to
influence others to do or say things that they might not if they were aware of
what I was trying to do.
This manipulative approach is counterproductive either in the short-term or the long-term,
depending on when it’s detected. Of course, nobody likes being tricked into doing something
that’s against their interests and when they realize that they have been manipulated, the
relationship suffers.
An example, inspired by real events: my department has delivered a software product to
another department but we’ve just discovered some expensive-to-fix bugs in the product. I’m
extremely nervous about an upcoming meeting with the other department. Urgent new feature
requests are to be discussed, we are already behind on the schedule and finding these bugs puts
me in a very difficult position.
Rather than admit to this embarrassing state of affairs, I decide to simultaneously calm the
worries about schedule and the urgent feature needs by agreeing to nearly all the other
department’s requests … on condition that they increase the project’s budget. Unknown to
them, I will use this extra money to get my bugs fixed.
We believe that a better adjusted intention would be to create an atmosphere where all the
issues and requirements – including the bugs – can be discussed openly and constructively.

Do no harm7
The “Harm” pitfall is motivated by the need for revenge, perhaps triggered
by anger or fear. Of course, such an intention is inconsistent with a win-win
approach. It’s counterproductive because it is likely to cause an escalation
of fear and anger.
When stated explicitly, as in the preceding paragraph, it might seem unlikely that a responsible
professional would ever approach a Difficult Exchange with an intention to harm. However, a
little reflection should convince us that this is not the case. The need to show who’s right is
very strong in many of us. When my colleague expounds the merits of the Windows operating
system, for example, my blood boils and the myriad reasons why Linux, MacOS or, goddamit,

7

« First, do no harm » is a basic principle taught in healthcare-providing classes. The point is
that, in certain cases, it may be better to do nothing rather than intervening and potentially
causing more harm than good.
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almost anything would be better come straight to mind and, before I know it, I am trying to
win an argument. And if I succeed, the other person loses.
The troll in this case is the surge of emotion that resulted from my colleague’s comments and,
in anticipation, similar feelings that might be stirred if I were to contradict them. We suggest
that this Difficult Exchange would be better approached with the intention of agreeing on a
way to deal with this sensitive topic, rather than entering straight into a debate on the topic
itself.

When difficulties arise, pause
We’ve seen that, having understood the difficulty I’m facing, I must adjust my intentions in
order to deal with the Difficult Exchange, temporarily putting aside my objectives for the
complete conversation. I focus on taming the troll, knowing that this will then allow me to
cross the bridge.
So, when the supply chain comes up again and certain unpleasant feelings warn me that I’m
going into a Difficult Exchange, I pause.
Do I want to get the customer’s agreement for higher prices in return for earlier supply? Do I
intend to trick them into thinking that they are the front of the queue? Am I intent on making
them pay for the times when supply was easy and they used it to push prices down?
Maybe, but maybe not. Perhaps the first thing I want to do is understand what’s behind their
insistence and the timing of their comments. They’ll be plenty of time for everything else once
the troll has calmed down ◼︎
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4. Starting a Difficult Exchange Safely by being Brief and Factual

My colleague, Suraj Ethirajan, and I broadcast a podcast on Difficult Conversations a few days
ago and we asked participants for ideas on best practices. “Focus on the problem” was
suggested and the person who’d suggested this explained: when confronting someone , talk
about the issue and avoid any criticism, however indirect or discreet, of the person.
In our view, this nicely captures one of the most important principles of dealing with difficult
conversations. There’s only one slight problem: how do we avoid being critical?

Start with brief, factual observations
A fundamental principle of reconciling Difficult Exchanges is that we talk to the troll without
provoking defensiveness or aggression. The troll, you may recall from earlier chapters,
represents the confusion of emotions disrupting our communication. When I approach him,
my best bet is to start with brief, factual observations.

Isn’t there a funny smell in here?
Let’s say I’m talking to a close colleague – in the sense that we occupy the same, small office
– about his cycle into work. Particularly about the uphill aspect, it’s perspirational
consequences and the resulting odor. In other words, I’m trying to tell him that he smells.
Suppose I say, “Alfred, you’re probably not aware of this, and I’m sure you can’t help it after
all the cycling uphill and stuff, but there’s a funny, sweaty smell hanging around here. As you
know, with clients visiting and all, we’ve got to be careful that …”. This may seem reasonable
– after all, I have been thinking about how to say this for days. Unfortunately, this preparation
is the first problem.

Don’t prepare for verbosity
Self-restraint is crucial when tackling Difficult Exchanges. I need to understand how the other
party reacts to my attempts at communication as quickly as possible and a simple way to do
this is to invite them to speak before saying too much.
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By ruminating on a problem and rehearsing to myself what I am going to say, I set myself up
for being verbose. I am then inclined to
get all my best arguments together and blurt them all out at once8.

Don’t fuel an argument
The second problem is that, in this example, I’ve provided several triggers for an argument :
•
•
•

“you’re probably not aware of this” is a supposition
“funny, sweaty smell” contains a judgment
“we’ve got to be careful that …” is a rule

If Alfred is in a bad mood or feeling sensitive, he might respond with, for example:
•
•
•

“Are you calling me stupid? Of course I’m aware of it …”
“What do you mean ‘funny’?? It’s just normal, clean sweat! If you got off your butt
occasionally you might know more about it …”
“Don’t you tell me about how to look after visitors. I’ve been doing this job for 20 years
and …”

It’s not that there’s anything intrinsically wrong with suppositions, judgements and rules, it’s
that I should not present them as though they were facts. If I were to say, “I suppose that you’re
not aware of this …”, “I’m disturbed by a smell in this office” and “I believe that we should be
careful …”, then we would be in the clear.
However, disguised judgements, implied rules and hidden suppositions are dangerous,
particularly in circumstances where the other party might feel vulnerable and is likely to
become defensive or aggressive. Unless I avoid these second-order interpretations and stick to
first-order, factual observations, I greatly increase the risk of a heated reaction. An
interpretation is, by definition, subjective, unprovable and incendiary. This is because:
•
•
•

Disguised judgments imply and impose my values
Implied rules (also known as generalizations) impose my beliefs
Hidden suppositions imply things which aren’t necessarily true

In contrast, a factual observation can be checked and corrected if necessary. If someone says
that our last meeting was on 23rd and it was really on the 24th, then this error can be quickly
fixed. If, on the other hand, they say that we haven’t had a meeting for ages, then they are
stating an arguable point as though it were a fact.

8

We see this countless times when people prepare for interviews, either as the person leading the interview or
as a candidate. A manager informing a team member about poor performance may think of many justifications
for the ratings they have awarded and the recovery action they envisage then, challenged by the lack of reaction
to their initial announcement, they just keep talking. A job candidate, knowing that they will be asked to talk
about their background, prepares a comprehensive summary and then, when given the chance, delivers the
whole thing in one go.
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Other ideas on how to end up in a fight

Let’s look at judgements, rules and suppositions in more detail, starting with a variety of new
examples:
•

•
•

Example 1: “It’s important to make the release this week”, contains two things: (1 )
information on when a release is expected or needed and (2 ) a judgment, “it’s
important”. We find hidden judgments in all kinds of text and speech – take a look at
any newspaper!
Example 2: “The release should be made this week”. In addition to the same
information as in the previous example, we have what’s called a rule: “it should be done
this week”. Who says so!?
Example 3: “If the release isn’t made this week, the customer’s going to be upset”.
Again, it’s the same information, but hidden in the phrase is a projection about the
customer’s state of mind. However, I can’t know this unless I’ve checked with the
customer. If I have, then it would be less provocative to say so explicitly.

Depending on their current mental state – on how tired, vulnerable, irritable, etc they are feeling
– the other party might object to any one of the above:
•
•
•

In the first case, they may respond with, “But XYZ is much more important”. The
conversation has become an argument opposing one set of values with another.
For the second example: “Who says it should be done this week? It’s a public holiday
on Thursday and I deserve a break. The management should be more careful with its
planning!”. We now have one set of beliefs up against another.
And last but not least: “I don’t think so. Fred is pretty cool if he gets the release by next
Wednesday. He won’t be at all bothered”. This is a contradictory view on something
that can’t be properly resolved here and now.

In all three cases, with feelings running high, conflict is likely.
Notice that the three examples given sound innocuous at first. That’s because we say these sort
of things all the time. These ways of expressing ourselves are short, convenient and a part of
our cultural heritage. The alternative is more verbose and less intuitive but, in the context of a
Difficult Exchange, far less likely to provoke conflict.

How to avoid a conflict
The image shown above reminds us of the three main pitfalls to avoid when attempting to “stay
factual” and reminds us of what high-quality observations should contain: facts and
experiences, typically in the forms of numbers, descriptions and verifiable data. Using this
guideline, the preceding examples could be rewritten as follows:
•
•

“The regression had 3,273 failing tests last night and I don’t think we will be able to
make a release this week. However, that’s what I promised the customer at our meeting
last Wednesday”.
“We agreed with our customer that we would release the software this week I think that
Fred would be upset if we didn’t do this”.
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If we wish to embellish these statements, then we need to express feelings and needs also – the
subject of chapters 5 and 6. However, to avoid frustration, here are a couple of ways in which
this could be done accurately:
•
•
•

“It’s important to me that we meet this deadline”.
“I would be disappointed if we didn’t manage this”.
“I fear that we won’t manage this and that our credibility with Fred will suffer as a
result”.

Now, back to my smelly cubicle cohabitant …
Perhaps I could start with, “ Alfred, you’ve been cycling into work now for about 6 weeks
every day unless it rains, right? ”.
Then it’s over to Alfred – I’m not delivering a prepared speech but simply starting a discussion.
Alfred can either confirm or correct my data (perhaps it’s seven weeks?) or he could even guess
where I’m going with this. He may have started to wonder about his sweat glands already, and
so it’s not impossible that his response would be, “you’re going to tell me that I smell, right?
”. At this point, the difficult exchange is over and we’re back to a normal conversation. Job
done.
However, if he simply confirms my observation, then I need to go further. “Well, I notice on
the days that you cycle, that you’ve been sweating. Have you noticed this yourself?”
Again, I stay factual and concise. It’s crucial not to go too far without giving the other person
a chance to react. Their reaction – if I listen and watch – will guide what I say next. Once again,
the hard work could even be over at this point, if the message becomes clear to Alfred.
However, if it doesn’t and Alfred simply replies, “no”, I must continue. “OK, I can understand
how you could miss this. On the other hand, three of our colleagues commented that our box
smelt sweaty last week . Given that I’ve noticed this and others have too, what do you think
?”.
At this point, Alfred may acknowledge that there is an issue and we discuss what can be done
(we’d be back to a normal discussion ). If not, and assuming that I don’t have any fancy
measuring equipment to hand with which to prove my case, then I have a decision to make. Do
I consider that Alfred has really not understood, or do I now believe that refuses to discuss the
issue? In the first case, I will continue to carefully explain the problem that I perceive, perhaps
moving the conversation on to the difficulties that this situation is causing me (we’ll discuss
how this might be done in the next two chapters) else I might decide to stop here.
It’s important to remember that I have the option to abort the conversation. It is not always
possible to reconcile a Difficult Exchange and it’s important to recognize when our best efforts
have failed. If we don’t, then the likely consequences are:
•
•

We become progressively more frustrated, both with ourselves and the other person,
and this makes the situation worse, increasing the chances of damaging the relationship
We miss the opportunity to take alternative, timely action.

“Alternative, timely action” is a nice way of saying, “fight or flight”9. In a professional context,
“fight” often means escalating an issue to management and flight means withdrawal – avoiding

9

This “Listen & Decide” step is described in chapter 2.

20

or working around a problem, rather than solving it. In this example, I could move offices, for
example.

Summing up
The example above uses the Troll-Taming Loop for the reconciliation of difficult exchanges
(see chapter 2).
It can be seen that, although the idea of approaching difficult exchanges from a factual
standpoint is a simple concept, it’s tricky to do. Concealed judgements, rules and suppositions
slip easily into our speech. Furthermore, it’s extremely important not to make a speech! I must
keep it brief and give the other person a chance to speak, allowing their responses guide my
next comments.
Of course, even though factual observations are unlikely to provoke the troll they may not calm
him completely. In the next couple of chapters, we’ll therefore look at the (equally tricky)
business of expressing feelings and needs ◼︎
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5. Explaining Feelings Accurately and Sensitively in a Difficult Exchange

Imagine the following Difficult Conversations:
•
•

I’ve messed up my calendar and have to explain to my partner that, instead of going
out with them this evening, I must work late
I’ve messed up my roadmap and have to explain to my boss that, instead of being able
to supply a vaccine just in time to save the world from a pandemic, we have to go back
to the drawing board while our competitors make a fortune

As for any Difficult Conversation, emotions will be involved and we have been representing
them (see earlier chapters) as a troll on a bridge10. In both the above cases, we can imagine
emotions raging in both myself and in my partner/boss. We’ve got a big troll to tame!
So what do I say to my partner/boss in order to help them keep calm and, secondly, what do I
say to myself in order to manage my own emotions?
Furthermore, should I actually talk about emotions and, if so, how?
We suggest that it’s imperative to communicate accurately and benevolently about emotions
in these circumstances, both to others and to ourselves.

Feelings insist on being heard
If I ignore the hurt, the rage or the fear of the person I am talking to, then they will invariably
keep signalling hurt or rage or fear until I acknowledge their feelings somehow. They may look
more and more miserable, talk louder and louder or maybe just leave the room/cut the call.
The same goes for my internal self. Several psychological models use the idea of multiple
voices within a person, our internal dialog being a conversation between these voices. If the

10

The number of possible emotions is relatively small – between 4 and 7, depending on interpretations. Joy,
anger, fear and sadness are widely accepted. Surprise, disgust and guilt appear in some lists. Feelings are
combinations of emotions and so they are many – in the range of 50 to 100.
See https://www.cnvc.org/training/resource/feelings-inventory, for example.
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voice that’s screaming “I hurt!”, “I’m mad” or “Get me out of here!” is ignored, then it will
keep screaming. In fact, it will scream so loudly that I won’t be able to think.
The troll therefore represents two sets of emotional commotion: my own and that of the other
party. To reconcile a Difficult Exchange, I have to calm the troll completely, so that he’ll let
me past and a normal conversation may continue. This means not only choosing the right words
to say out loud but also paying attention to my internal dialog.

My internal dialog strongly affects my feelings
As we’ve already discussed, any interpretations hidden in my observations may irritate the
other party. At the same time, the story I tell myself determines my emotional state and the
more accurately I tell this story, the calmer I will tend to be. Hence, when I pause to consider
a situation, our guidelines concerning concealed judgements, rules and suppositions still apply.
For these guidelines to be effective, I must develop the habit of pausing. This has to become
instinctive in order to have a chance of overcoming the instinctive nature of certain judgements,
rules and suppositions.
For example, suppose I get copied on an email to my boss (N+1) from my team member (N1). It contains a suggestion for something that is my direct responsibility. My immediate
reactions are:
•
•
•

What a lack of respect! (a judgement)
A team member should never communicate with their N+2 on this topic without first
contacting their team leader (a rule)
They did this because they want to look good! (a projection and an assumption)

Pause. I know that I am getting upset and so I examine my internal dialog. What story am I
telling myself?
The story is the one summarised by the three bullet points above. Simply realising this calms
me a little and, though still annoyed, I decide to call my team member and find out why they
sent the mail (intention to understand). “I just received a copy of your email to X. What was
the reason for it?” (fact + invitation).
It turns out that they had met my boss by chance and had been asked to send this mail without
delay. They had called me twice, got no reply, waited a bit and then sent it, with me on copy.
I still disagree with their decision to send the mail, but the story I am telling myself has been
completely rewritten. I am now calm and engaged in a normal conversation with my team
member.
Over the years, all sorts of judgements, rules and suppositions have become instincts – they
kick in immediately something happens or is said. I conceal them in my speech because they
have become invisible to me, and I do this both when I talk out loud and in my internal dialog.
We therefore see that making and transmitting observations and identifying, managing and
expressing feelings are intricately connected topics. I observe and relate facts about a situation,
this affects the feelings of others and of myself also. I observe these feelings and may comment
on them and this, in turn, affects the general emotional situation.
To teach people to deal with this level of complexity, we have simplified our guidelines as far
as we are able while, at the same time, maintaining the effectiveness of approaches such
as NonViolent Communication. As just mentioned, pausing to calm oneself and decide on
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intentions is a key first step. Then, we suggest that deciding what to actually say becomes
simpler if I focus on accuracy of expression11.

Focus on accuracy – it makes things simpler
It’s relatively easy to understand the importance of accuracy when describing the facts of a
situation. However, “accuracy” is not a word that’s commonly associated with feeling (or
needs, though this topic is for chapter 6).
Yet, to communicate facts and feelings well, we must follow the same path. In the previous
chapter, we looked at how to communicate our observations about a situation in the least
provocative way possible, and we argued that hidden interpretations fuel conflict. One way to
explain this is to examine the role of precision in communication.
For example, “It is important to release the software this week” conceals a judgment. The
sentence is subjective but expressed as an absolute fact. It is therefore imprecise and likely to
provoke a response of “Nonsense! It’s not nearly as important as XYZ…”.
Similarly, the inaccurate expression of feelings can inflame a difficult conversation. If I say,
for example, “You made me sad,” the other party might, with some justification, respond,
“Don’t dump the responsibility for your feelings on me! I simply told you the truth. It’s up to
you to do what you want with it!”.
This brings us to three particular sources of inaccuracy to watch for when expressing emotions:
accusations, confusions and rackets.

Accusations
Accusations are real feelings, but their origin is misunderstood.
For example, when someone says, “You made me sad”, they
really mean, “Having thought about what you said, I am sad”.
Note that the latter statement is undeniable. I am the only
person with direct access to my thoughts and emotions and so when I use the first person
singular, I, to say what’s going on inside me, others can’t reasonably argue.
On the other hand, “You made me sad”, is an accusation! Consider a few other accusations that
we find in casual speech:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

It makes me furious!
They disgust me!
He’s driving me mad!
This reorganisation is stressing me out!
They scare me to death!
You’re annoying me!
It makes me depressed!
This software drives me nuts!

The common factor in these examples is that the speaker is transferring responsibility for their
feelings to someone or something else. They are saying that X caused a particular set of

11

Accuracy of an expression is how close or far off it is from the true meaning, while the precision of an
expression is a measure of its distinctiveness from another expression.
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emotions within them though, as we have seen, the real cause is the story they told themselves
about X. Hence, the above statements are inaccurate and may fuel an argument.
I will avoid this pitfall if I aim to describe my feelings accurately (even though complete
accuracy is an elusive goal) and, in doing so, I am bound to use the first person singular. I will
use “I”.

Confusions
Confusions are not feelings, they are something else – a need, a request,
an observation, an opinion, …
When someone expresses, for example, an opinion as though it were a
feeling, then they are talking inaccurately. When they say, “I feel that
you’ve made a mistake”, for example, they could mean, “in my opinion, you’ve made a
mistake”, or perhaps, “you idiot, look what you just did!”. Either way, someone else making a
mistake is not a feeling!
Here are a few other familiar confusions:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

“I feel it’s your responsibility to <do X>…”(request?)
“I feel they don’t like us…” (projection?)
“I feel that’s expensive…” (opinion?)
“I feel that <X> is important…” (value?)
“I’m sorry you did that…” (accusation?)
“I’m afraid you’ll have to…”(direction?)
“I’m afraid I’ll have to…”(an excuse for what I’m about to do?)
“I regret to tell you that…”(I’m telling you!)

All of the examples start with “feeling words”, but they are not expressing emotions – at least,
not clearly and directly. For this reason, we consider the speech to be inaccurate, even if “I” is
used throughout.
To understand why this can be problematic, we invite you to replace each phrase with
something more accurate and hence less provocative. For example instead of, “I feel it’s your
responsibility <do X>…”, perhaps we could use, “I believe you are responsible for Y, so please
could you <do X>”?

Rackets
Rackets 12 are real feelings, mislabelled.
The person says they are feeling one thing, but deep down they are
feeling another. For example, they say they are angry but, in fact, they
are afraid.
When one feeling is expressed as being another, this is the sign of an
old scar. Of programming early in life. For example, a lot of men will express fear as though it
were anger and many women will express anger as sadness, because of their social
programming. These are generalisations, of course, used to illustrate the point.
Given the deep seated nature of racket emotions, there is no quick fix. We don’t have a formula
for dealing with them. In practice, some people become conscious of their racket emotions
12

https://www.behavenet.com/racket-feeling
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independently, then deliberately work to reduce their hold. Others get external help – a
therapist, a coach or a friend, for example.
However, there is a short term benefit from being aware of racquet emotions: it can help us to
better understand the emotions involved in a Difficult Exchange. The emotions we see, ours
and the other party’s, are not always what they seem to be. When we see anger, the authentic
emotion may be fear. When we see sadness, perhaps there’s something else going on?
We’ve represented this emotional cocktail as a troll and we now see that trolls, like people, are
complicated
.

Beware of brutal honesty
We have asserted that aiming for accuracy can simplify decisions on what to say during
Difficult Exchanges and , so far, we have deliberately avoided a discussion about honesty.
Someone who is honest strives to be accurate, but expressing oneself accurately is not
sufficient to achieve honesty. I can inform a colleague that they have been put forward for a
job – an accurate statement – without mentioning that someone else is certain to get the
position. The colleague was put forward only to satisfy certain bureaucratic requirements. This
is hardly honest – I am guilty of omission.
This example notwithstanding, everybody has to decide what is and isn’t honest for themselves
and being honest is a personal choice. In our view, striving for accuracy takes us in the
direction of honesty and being as honest as possible is a tremendous help in reconciling a
Difficult Exchange. After all, how could anyone reasonably object to what I say if I’m honest?
But brutal honesty can be as bad as none at all.
As Levine et al explain 13, the harsh truth can be too much for some people sometimes and I
therefore have to temper accuracy and honesty with benevolence. That is, I must pay careful
attention to the other party, using intelligence and empathy in order to judge their ability to
process my message.
This is particularly important when expressing feelings since doing so is likely to make the
other party feel obliged to reciprocate. However, if they are uncomfortable doing so, I should
notice this and take it into account, perhaps saying less than I planned.

‘Tis terribly tricky taming trolls
The examples that we opened with – admitting an error to a partner and to my boss – illustrate
several of the fundamentals for dealing with Difficult Exchanges (taming the troll). We must
focus initially on getting back to a normal conversation, free from heated emotions. Achieving
this requires careful management of our external and internal communication, else our
agitation will prevent clear thinking. This communication must be as accurate as possible,
whether we are talking about facts or feelings. Anything else is likely to further provoke the
troll!
In chapter 4, we looked at how interpretations – judgements, rules and suppositions – can
pollute factual observations, and we’ve seen how this is relevant to understanding and

13

Difficult Conversations: Navigating the Tension between Honesty and Benevolence; Emma E. Levine,
Annabelle R. Roberts, & Taya R. Cohen
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expressing feelings also. We have now added accusations, confusions and rackets to the
checklist.
In the next chapter, we’ll see the key things to look out for when expressing needs ◼︎
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6. Understanding and Expressing Needs in a Difficult Exchange

A few weeks ago, in a parallel universe, a customer called and said, “Andy, we’ve been trying
to use the software you sold us and have run into difficulties. In fact, we missed a critical
delivery last week and management is telling me that failure this week is not an option. I’m
very nervous, as well as frustrated and fed up. I need to feel secure in my job and confident of
my own ability to manage this project. I also want to have real partnerships with our suppliers.
However, working with your support guys last week didn’t work out well. Can you help?”
What could I say? I could see the pain that they were in, I didn’t feel attacked and I threw
myself into finding a solution for them.
After things had been sorted out, I started wondering why I had felt so committed to helping
this customer. They had not told me exactly what to do, but what had they said? And what had
they not said?

Express needs that others can relate to
We believe that a crucial skill in difficult conversations, exemplified by the customer in the
parallel universe, is expressing needs at a level other parties can relate to.
The situation just described has all the necessary ingredients for a difficult conversation: the
stakes are high and emotions could easily run high too. However, the customer was such a
good troll tamer that the troll didn’t even wake up!
In the real universe, the customer called my boss and threatened to bring the sky down if we
didn’t send an expert to sort out the problem immediately, on site somewhere or other. My boss
then called me, I defended myself and my team and then, extremely annoyed, started working
out how to appease the &%**#$ customer.
In the parallel universe, however, the customer started factually then expressed their feelings
in a responsible way and did the same for their needs. I found these needs easy to relate to since
I too need job security and when I have projects to manage, I also like to feel confident doing
so. Since they expressed their needs at a level that I could relate to, I found myself more
inclined to listen and to help.
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Getting the level right
Needs can be imagined as being organized in layers with fundamental needs at the bottom –
security, connection, rest, etc. – and progressively more complex and specific needs higher up
– physiotherapy, internet access, cannabis, etc.
Everyone has the same fundamental needs to some degree, whereas some high level needs are
shared by very few people – the need to lay on a bed of nails, for example. Hence, the better I
am able to express my needs at a low level, the more likely it is that the other party will
understand.
For example, if I say that I need job security, most people will be able to relate to that. If instead
I say that I need my software problems sorted out by the end of next week, then the other person
is left to guess that my fundamental is for job security. That’s asking a lot!
However, it’s not always necessary to descend to the level of fundamental needs in order to get
understood. This depends on how much I have in common with the other party. If I say, “Boy,
do I need a pizza” to a friend who understands that “pizza” means stopping work and having a
relaxing beer, then I don’t need to spell out my fundamental need. They know full well that I
am not threatened by starvation – this is not a physical security need!
Pizza talk aside, we tend to express needs at a level other people do not understand, obliging
them to guess at what is motivating us. Since they react to what we say, rather than to the
fundamental need behind what we said, there is a good chance of misunderstanding and that
we won’t be satisfied by their response. For example:
•
•
•
•

“I want to quit this job” may be the result of a more basic need, “I need a new
challenge/more excitement”
“I would like a salary increase” may be hiding, “I need to feel valued” or perhaps, “I
need to feel secure”
“I want to leave [the party] now” may be motivated by the need for calm and rest.
“I want you to clear up your room” could have been preceded by , “I need to keep us
all organised, clean and safe”

To make things worse, needs are often expressed even more obscurely/violently. The preceding
examples are quite likely to look like this:
•
•
•
•

“I quit!”
“I deserve a raise!”
“Let’s go!”
“Clear up your room!”

We say these sorts of things out of habit and also because it’s quicker and easier than thinking
about what we really need and expressing ourselves accurately, in a way that the other party
can readily understand.
However, before I am express my needs at any level, let alone the right one, it is necessary to
understand what they are. Given that lists of generic needs typically contain 60-90 items14, this
can be a rather formidable task. We’d therefore like to suggest a way to simplify it.

14

Needs and types of needs have been enumerated by, for example, Maslow and the NonViolent
Communication community. There are many lists of needs, too long to remember but interesting to consult and
play with. For example: https://www.cnvc.org/training/resource/needsinventory and https://communicationbienveillante.eu/cnvbesoin/
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Consider the type of need
Our suggestion is to consider needs in four quadrants. In
our diagram, the two quadrant to the right concern the self,
while the two on the left relate to the outside world. The
two lower quadrants concern survival, and the upper
two development15.
These concepts allow us to divide needs into four easilyremembered types:
1. External security needs
• Protection I need from the outside world
• eg. sufficient food, physical protection, financial assurance
2. Internal security needs
• Personal needs for psychological wellbeing
• eg. sense of meaning, centeredness, confidence
3. Connection needs
• Needs in relation to society and other people
• eg. love, belonging, appreciation
4. Renewal needs
• Restorative protection I must give myself
• eg. play, calm, rest
In a given situation, it is usually straightforward to assess which of these four types are
concerned and, having done this, I consider the sub-types within them. By organising my
thought in this way, I find that I can more quickly home in on a useful result.
To experiment with this, we’ve produced a simple practice tool. It consists of a list of 50 subtypes in a spreadsheet table. You are invited to explore the list, deciding which of the four types
each sub-type belongs to. A reference set of choices is provided and the sheet automatically
indicates if your choice agrees with the reference.
We hope that experimenting with this tool will help you bring your needs vocabulary more
readily to the fore. Furthermore, when a need comes to mind, we invite you to consider the
following question …

Is it is a real need?
Perhaps because pinpointing my exact need is a demanding business, I slip easily into other
forms of expression, even when I start a sentence explicitly with, “I need …”.
For example:
•
•
•

“I need clearer reports” is a complaint
“I need you to move to another room” is a request
“I need a new computer” is a solution to a problem

15

Survival and development needs are reminiscent of the lower two and the upper three levels of Maslow’s
hierarchy of needs respectively.
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We assert that these three types of expression are inaccurate. The verb does not match the
object of the sentence. I might as well say, “I see an imagination” or “I hear a voyage” – putting
these words together makes no sense!
As discussed in chapters 4 and 5, such inaccuracies fuel misunderstanding and argument. They
provide an excuse for a defensive reaction. In a Difficult Exchange where such a reaction is
easy to trigger, almost imperceptible errors of this kind can cause things to go off of the rails.
Complaints, requests and solutions are wolves in sheep’s clothing – the sheep is the real need,
and it has strayed from the flock!

Complaints
Complaints imply needs, but they are not needs in themselves. Of
course, a complaint implies that some need is not satisfied, but it
is left to the other party to guess what that need might be.
In the best case, the other party is clairvoyant and guesses
correctly that, when I say that I need clearer reports, what I really need is to better understand
the subject in question (which will require much more than clearer reports, by the way).
Or they could be confused, and we could enter into a long, useless conversation about what
constitutes a clearer reporter.
Or perhaps they are obliging, in which case they might waste hours polishing the document.
Of, as discussed, they could get defensive: “But my report is perfectly clear!!”. In this case, we
have antagonised the troll and our Difficult Exchange has become even more difficult.
On the other hand, even though it might take a bit more thought and a few extra words, I could
try something like: “I’m really having trouble understanding what you’re working on and when
I read this report, it’s no clearer to me. To be able to manage the project properly, I need to get
to grips with this subject. However, my schedule is crazy, and so I also need to be extremely
efficient in doing so. Let’s discuss what can be done.”

Requests
A request also implies that some need is not satisfied,
without specifying it. In this case however, the requestor
specifies the action that someone else should take, leaving
the latter to guess the need that motivates this request.
For example, “I need you to move to another room” can be interpreted in several ways, and if
the other party is in a bad mood, finds the room reservation system particularly irritating or
simply doesn’t like me, this ill-expressed need can cause problems.
Do I mean that this room is critical to some important work and that if I don’t get it now,
something bad will happen? Or is it that I have gone through the procedure for reserving the
room and I consider that it’s my right to have it now? Or have the builders just arrived and the
walls are about to be torn down?
Whatever the answer, we hope it’s clear that the construct, “I need <someone> to <do
something>” should be banned from our list of stock phrases. The fix is simple: I must just say
what I mean. “I want you to …” or “I would like you to …” are more straightforward and
accurate, avoiding confusion both for me and the other party.
And, “I need <what I really need> and so I would like you to …” could be even better!
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Solutions
By stating a solution as though it were a need, I imply that need
by citing something that might satisfy it.
For example, a new computer could be a solution for all sorts of
problems and needs, and statements such as, “I can’t get on the
web again; I need a new computer” are wide open to counter arguments. A cooperative person
might respond by trying to understand the problem and needs in more detail before suggesting
one or two solutions but, in the context of a difficult conversation, a retort such as this is more
likely, “There you go again! If you would only learn to configure your network connection
properly, you wouldn’t get these problems!”.
Why irritate the troll like this? Why not explain, “I can’t get on the web again and when I think
about the number of times I get stuck like this, I get down. I don’t like technology and I haven’t
the patience to learn how web connections work. I need a simple solution that lets me get my
work done without having to bother other people.” Clearly, this type of response is less likely
to result in irritation and resistance. Also, it opens up multiple solutions.

Needs open up multiple solutions

Let’s take a step back and look at why we’ve been recommending that, to develop skill at
reconciling
Difficult
Exchanges,
we
should
work
on
the
expression
of observations, feelings and needs. We’ve seeing that their accurate expression will tend to
calm the emotional troll that we’re facing on the bridge of conversation. However, there’s even
more to it than that.
Once emotions have settled down and the conversation is returning to normal, I must start
looking for a solution with the other party. Something that we can agree on.
If we see the situation in the same way (since we have exchanged observations and made
necessary adjustments), if we have both expressed our feelings and if we’ve explained to each
other what we need in order to feel better, then all that’s left is a puzzle to be solved. Which
solution best satisfies all these needs?
The alternative, much trodden path, is to start a conversation by rapidly summarising the
situation and jumping to a solution … and this is often done through complaints, requests and
solution statements, as described above. We call this approach a “short-circuit” and it’s main
characteristic is that it takes us straight to one solution, ignoring all the other possibilities and
preventing the other party from discussing them.
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Hence, expressing needs accurately – talking about real needs, not making complaints, requests
or pushing solutions – is key not only to reconciling the Difficult Exchange within the
conversation, it is opens the way to finding a solution to the matter in hand. That is, to a
successful outcome of the Difficult Conversation itself ◼︎
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7. Closing the Loop on a Difficult Exchange

If you’re hurtling downhill, over rocks and tree roots, on a cross-country bike, what do you
concentrate on?
If you’re driving on a crowded motorway, with cars criss-crossing in front of you, what do you
concentrate on?
If you’re in a meeting, with clever arguments coming at you from left and right, what do you
concentrate on?
Now, spot the wrong answer:
•
•
•

The rocks and the roots
The other cars
What I’m going to say next

Of course, I should be listening, not composing my next contribution. What I end up saying
may be important too and I must be prepared, of course, to say the right thing once I’ve listened
and understood those around me. But I can’t know (and certainly mustn’t rehearse) what I’ll
say before then.
Listening, like dodging rocks, roots and cars, is the secret to survival.
However, in order for me to be able to listen, the other party must be allowed to say something.
Perhaps it will even be necessary to invite them to do so …

Invite
In chapters 4, 5 and 6, we looked at how factual observations, feelings and needs might be
expressed during a Difficult Exchange, likening such an exchange to meeting a troll on a
bridge. The bridge represents the conversation while the troll is the turmoil of emotions that
have to be sorted out before a normal, professional conversation can resume. The troll can be
tamed using a looping flow (see chapter 2). Now that the main elements of this flow have been
presented, we come to the question of how to close the loop.
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We’ve seen that, if I do a good job of expressing my observations, feelings and needs, then the
other party will probably respond in kind, stating their view of the situation and how it affects
them. Indeed, we drew attention to the danger that the other person might feel obliged to
respond in kind, and this could take them dangerously outside their comfort zone. We therefore
reiterate the need to combine honesty with benevolence during a Difficult Exchange.
Assuming that this danger has been avoided, it’s often unnecessary to explicitly invite the other
party to talk, since they may spontaneously respond in kind. If an invitation seems necessary
however, then I keep it as simple and clear as possible, accepting the possibility that the other
person may decline to respond. Simple sentences are in order such as, “What do you think?”,
“How do you see this?” or, “Could you tell me what you’ve understood from what I just said?”.
When doing so, I’m careful not to substitute a request for an invitation. I can easily fall into
this trap though my impatience to reach goals which, as discussed, should be put on hold until
the Difficult Exchange has been dealt with.
For example, if my team member is still fuming, unable to accept my constructive feedback,
then I must not say something like, “Of course, I am interested to know what you think, so
please can you complete the review form and send it back to me by tomorrow lunchtime”. It
would be far better if the request, “please can you complete the review form…” were delayed
until the troll had been tamed – i.e. emotions were no longer dominating the conversation 16.
One of the most effective ways to tame a troll is to …

Listen
Listening is paying attention. Concentrating on what others are saying, on how they are saying
it, on their reactions to what is being said and on my reactions too.
Listening is an internal quietness, but it is not being quiet.
It is Ok and necessary to interrupt if I am unable listen any more and need a moment to absorb
what has been said, for example. Or to ask for clarification of a certain point 17.
It’s not Ok to interrupt in order to “make it about me” – to show how clever I am or to recount
an anecdote that has just come to mind. Someone striving to communicate their problems and
needs doesn’t want to hear my war stories!
Quality listening is close to meditation. Indeed, meditation is a form of listening, letting go of
interfering thoughts in order to hear what’s going on inside, and it’s a good way to practise
more general listening skills.
These skills allow me to harvest and understand two types of information: facts and feelings.
The harvesting is done through listening while understanding requires analysis and empathy,
for facts and feelings respectively:
•

To harvest data, listen

16

One could argue that, practically speaking, this kind of request has to be made in the interests of completing
the feedback process on time. We would agree with this if the feedback process were simply a bureaucratic
procedure that nobody paid any attention to. On the other hand, if its real purpose is to reinforce the relationship
with the team member and create an environment where they perform better, then the procedural deadline may
have to be sacrificed this once.
17

Even these constructive interruptions may be ill advised when the other person is angry or irritated. When
faced with someone in this state, attentive listening is usually the best way to restore calm. Almost anything I
say will trigger more anger or irritation.
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•
•

To understand the factual aspect, analyse
To understand the emotional content (feelings 18), empathise

Strictly speaking, understanding is a matter for the Pause step (see the Troll-Taming Loop in
chapter 2). Furthermore, the need for analysis and empathy brings us back to guidelines given
on expressing observations and feelings, since expression and understanding are two sides of
the same coin. Just as it helps to follow a certain discipline when explaining facts and feelings
to others, it is equally helpful to avoid interpretation and distortion when assessing a situation
for myself.
However, we have already gone too far. Let’s return to listening itself.
Although we’re doing our best here to explain what listening is, it’s hard to
explain how to listen without discussing what not to do. We recommend looking out for three
types of distraction: interpretation, ideation and composition.

Interpretation
Judgements, rules and suppositions: these three horses of the
apocalypse surge over the horizon once again. They are
described in chapter 2 and they are just as damaging to quality
listening as they are to factual observation. Once my mind
starts thinking in these terms, I am no longer listening.
For example, a customer (internal or external) is explaining their issues with a report that I’ve
written. They say, “… and I’m afraid that the cost analysis section isn’t clear enough …”. It’s
a Difficult Conversation because I’ve worked hard on the report, I’m proud of it and I find
criticism hard to take. On the customer’s side, they urgently certain information and they’ve
been requesting it for some time. Everyone is on edge.
If I make a genuine attempt to understand my customer’s problem – to see why the report isn’t
clear enough to them – then they will probably feel reassured and will cooperate with me,
allowing us to fix the issues together.
However, if I tell myself, for example, “they’re stupid” (judgement) or, “you can’t expect a
report like this to be clear first time – you’ve got to work through the figures”
(rule/generalisation) or, “they think writing this sort of thing is easy!” (supposition/projection),
then I start a negative train of thought and I cease to listen.

Ideation
While it’s great to have ideas, it’s not such a great idea to have them when
I should be listening. This often happens when the other party starts to
describe a problem, triggering an idea for a solution in my mind. I start
to think about this instead of paying attention to the dialog following the
trigger.

18

Feelings are combinations of emotions. The number of possible emotions is relatively small – between 4 and
7, depending on interpretations. Joy, anger, fear and sadness are widely accepted. Surprise, disgust and guilt
appear in some lists. Since feelings are combinations of emotions, they are many – in the range of 50 to 100. See
https://www.cnvc.org/training/resource/feelings-inventory, for example.
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More generally, because of the way that our brains are built, new ideas can be triggered in
unpredictable ways by the stream of information that I’m listening to. Before I know it, I find
myself daydreaming.
To continue with the example of a customer who’s says, “… and I’m afraid that the cost
analysis section isn’t clear enough …”, perhaps they are screen-sharing a page of the report
and, when they say “clear enough”, this triggers a flood of ideas about possible improvements
to the report’s colour scheme. My brain rejoices in this opportunity to imagine possible
improvements that I could make to the report’s appearance – and perhaps to all of the
documents I produce, perhaps even to department policy. I stop listening in order to follow
these distracting ideas through my excited neural pathways…

Composition
But our favourite sin is to think about what to say next, while waiting
for my customer to finish. Composing my masterpiece reply takes up
most of my attention, leaving little for listening.
I recall, for example, the reason for my choice of axes on the graph that we are currently
reviewing, thinking about how I can impress upon my customer the wisdom of this choice and
why it’s so much better than traditional approaches. Perhaps I should start my reply with
something like, “I really appreciate your comments. Not many people take the time to go into
so much detail …”?
These thoughts about what I am going to say next are both unnecessary and damaging.
They are unnecessary if I have the presence and patience to pause after listening (as
recommended in our Troll-Taming Loop, chapter 2). It’s in this pause, once I have heard what
the other person has to say, that I should compose my reply.
They can damage the relationship with the other person when they realise that I have not been
listening. The speed with which I respond to what they’ve said gives me away. If I’d paused
before giving a thoughtful reply, then it would have shown that I’d been listening. But when,
in the microsecond that the other person stops talking, I respond with a self-serving comment
or question, then it’s obvious that I haven’t heard a word of what they just said!

When testing the limits, I must listen with all my senses
Everyone interprets, ideates and composes when they should be listening. It’s automatic! The
trick is to recognise these distractions and to put them aside as quickly as possible in order to
return to listening.
Taking notes may help – scribbling a couple of words that capture a distracting idea allows me
to concentrate on the other person again, for example. I can come back to the idea later.
I may also ask for assistance: “I’m sorry, I got distracted for a second – could you repeat that?”.
This mini-interruption is a genuine sign that I am trying to listen!
When in a difficult conversation, I’m constantly testing the limits of my relationship with
another person, going as far as I can without falling into conflict. They are in the same position.
We have to work this out together.
It’s the very stuff of management, leadership, coaching, customer-facing work and many other
challenging activities. Invigorating stuff. It’s like skiing fast downhill, avoiding the obstacles
and pitfalls, on the edge but intent on not going beyond that edge and taking a spectacular fall.
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The descent cannot go on forever, of course, and just as I want to return to a normal
conversation, I am relieved when the slope finally reduces to something that I can handle easily.
Sometimes, however, quite the opposite happens. I find myself going ever faster downwards,
skidding over hard ice, perhaps careering towards the edge of a cliff. Difficult conversations
can go this way too, in which case I must recognize the danger and know how to stop.
The skiing metaphor also says something about how we should approach difficult
conversations: boldly, expecting to have an exhilarating experience. Those who come to most
grief on the slopes are those who most fear a fall. It’s the same with difficult conversations fear is my worst enemy and there’s no need for it, especially if I’ve worked on my skills.
In particular, I must learn to listen constantly with all my senses!

Stay safe and work hard
We started this chapter on a cross-country bike then went onto a motorway before ending up
in a difficult meeting. And we’re finishing with downhill skiing! Whichever metaphor you
prefer for Difficult Conversations, including troll taming, they all combine danger with
excitement!
We’d therefore like to end this eBook by inviting you to take care. Remember that the flow we
have been describing includes the possibility to end the conversation, either temporarily or
permanently, if things go badly. At the same time, our experience shows that Difficult
Conversations go better and better with practice – deliberate practice – and we encourage you
to leverage the ideas and tools we’ve discussed in order to help this process.
Good luck. Bon courage! ◼︎
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8. My Difficult Conversations Notebook

This notebook provides a quick overview of this series and a starting point for your own
notebook, as a support for practicing Difficult Conversation skills.
The notebook can be download in multiple formats, including Excel.
Enjoy !
Comments, suggestions and enquires: contact@icondasolutions.com
◼︎

39

About ICONDA
ICONDA Solutions is a consultancy based near Grenoble in France. Our mission is to help
companies and individuals maximize the impact of their expertise through the development of
excellent communication skills.
We have worked all over the world, for the good and the great, on site and remote.
Does your activity involve the development and deployment of complex ideas and products?
Do your colleagues, clients and customers understand everything you would like them to?
If you answered ‘yes’ then ‘no’ and would like to discuss how this situation could be improved,
then I invite you to get in touch.
I will be pleased to hear from you,
Sincerely,

Andrew Betts
andrew.betts@icondasolutions.com
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