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Coaching for Leaders: How to Engage in Difficult Conversations with Grace and Clarity 
 
Most of us dread 'difficult conversations' and we will do just about anything to avoid them.  If we are 
not prepared or caught off guard, they can be pretty uncomfortable.  Even if we are prepared they can 
be uncomfortable.   
 
But these conversations need to happen.  If they don't, resentments may build, we may condone 
unacceptable behaviour, we may miss opportunities to help others grow.  These conversations can 
feel much more achievable when you generate the courage to make them happen and learn some 
simple steps which will help them to unfold more gracefully. 
 
Susan Scott (Fierce Conversations, p.11), recommends that you, "Begin to overhear yourself avoiding 
the topic, changing the subject, holding back, telling little lies (and big ones), being imprecise in your 
language, being uninteresting even to yourself." 
 
A Typical Story 
 
I was once asked to coach an employee because of her difficulty in getting along with her team 
members.  Although I was assured that the employee had been counselled on her behaviour prior to 
coaching, when I met her, she was stunned when told that management was considering letting her 
go due to her difficulties in working with others.   
 
What went wrong? 
 
I truly believe that the manager thought that he had had a clear conversation with this employee.  
And maybe he did.  Sometimes people don't want, or are not ready, to hear the truth.   
 
What frequently happens, however, is that when we don't know how to engage in difficult 
conversations with empathy and clarity, we can couch our message with information designed to 
soften the message to the point that our message is lost in the background information. 
 
What Works 
 
Fortunately, there are effective ways to have difficult conversations in ways that deepen the 
connection with the recipient and lead to better ways of interacting together.   
 
The Steps 
 
Following are 8 simple steps to engage someone in a difficult conversation. 
 
1. Create the Conditions for Success:  Choose an appropriate time and setting for the 
conversation and let the recipient know in advance what you want to talk about.  The conversation 
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should take place one-on-one and in a private setting to create safety.  In addition, it should be at a 
time when the recipient is free of distractions and has the time and energy to focus on the 
conversation. 
 
2. Start by focusing on the person, not the topic: Take a moment to connect with the recipient 
before launching into the feedback, request or declaration.  Nothing is more important than the 
relationship. 
 
3. Declare your commitment to the future: Acknowledge what is already working well and 
what you are both working towards.  Difficult conversations are only productive when there is 
commitment to some future outcome. 
 
4. Present your topic for discussion and ask if the recipient is ready to have this conversation 
now.  It is possible that they need time to think and prepare.  Once permission is given, state your 
point of view clearly, how the topic is affecting you and/or your company and make a clear request.  
Don't overstate your case.  The intention is to introduce the topic for further discussion, not to blame 
or create defensiveness.  Always use relevant and recent examples to illustrate your point.  Be clear 
and judgment free. 
 
5. Outcomes: With positive language identify the gaps (new resources, skills or behaviours that 
will be required to attain the new outcome).   Be clear on why this new outcome or result is desired 
and how it will help you, the recipient and the organization. 
 
Ask learning questions to explore how to implement the new resources, skills or behaviours in a way 
that is meaningful to you and the recipient. 
 
7.  Next steps: Co-create the next steps that will help to acquire or implement the new resources, 
skills or behaviours. 
 
8. Summarize: Before closing, ask the recipient what her understanding is of the decisions made 
or the action steps that will follow the meeting.  Write them down and decide on when the action 
steps will take place. 
 
Recommended reading: Susan Scott, Fierce Conversations 
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If you would like to learn more about how to engage in difficult conversations with grace and clarity, 
contact the author, Barb Pierce at barb@coachingnavigator.com 
 
 
 
 


