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Try not to get drawn into emotional issues, either yours or theirs. This doesn't mean avoiding emotions but it does mean managing them and using them effectively in the conversation. One way of doing this is to label how you are feeling, for example it's much better to say "I'm feeling very frustrated about x" than lose your temper.
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Jan Rabbetts and Pam Jones explain why they matter
We all face difficult conversations and often our approach is to put them off, hoping the problem will go away. But this is not usually a good tactic as, like the grains of sand felling through an hourglass, the issue will build up into something much bigger and more difficult to solve. Good practice is to tackle issues early - treat the grains of sand as they fell.
The benefits of taking the plunge, and holding the conversation in a timely manner, are many. It can help to move the issue on, and change things for the better. It can build credibility and team morale when people see that things are being dealt with and it can reduce the stress and tension that builds up around these situations.
The reality, though, is that managers are often afraid of the consequences of, and feel poorly equipped to deal with, such conversations. As one manager pointed out, "often our organisation just parachutes managers in - but no one gives us any help to deal with difficult conversations".
This article is based on a series of focus groups we held with managers. It looks at the issues that make conversations difficult and provides some ideas to help turn difficult conversations into productive and meaningful ones, which can ultimately add value and build performance in the workplace.
What is a difficult conversation?
There are three aspects to any conversation: the issue, the context in which you are both working, and the relationship between the people having the conversation.
Identify the issue Talk to any group of managers about the difficult conversations they experience at work and invariably they will mention topics that you might expect to hear about - prioritising work and meeting deadlines, performance issues such as telling someone they are not contributing as much as they should to their team, disciplinary matters or, sometimes, it's the really tough issues such as redundancy. But there also are many other areas including:
* competing with colleagues for scarce resources
* strategy discussions or workshops about ways to change the business
* having to promote a business decision with which you may not agree
* finding ways to challenge (as well as influence) colleagues in large organisations
* negotiating with a boss (or someone else more senior) for promotion
* keeping people motivated when you can't provide any financial reward.
Even offering help to others was seen as a problem, as one manager explains: "I'm in a global arena working with managers who have a good deal of responsibility. My job is to coach them but as I'm not their boss - though I too report to the same boss -1 find that they are reluctant to accept my help and this creates a lot of problems for me. How often can I offer my help? When does it seem as if I'm insisting too much and might create a bad relationship? How can I get beyond these initial barriers? It's exhausting trying to maintain enough energy to get over these hurdles and be more successful with my role. "
Understand the context Difficult conversations can cover a broad spread of issues. The issue itself is only one aspect of a difficult conversation. We also need to consider the context surrounding the issue, for example working in a virtual team environment can add complications to any communication. Often issues get amplified with distance, and something that could get sorted over a cup of coffee becomes more serious.
Cultural 'norms' as well as language difference can also create misunderstandings. The organisation culture and structure will also affect how conversations are handled. Working in matrix organisations as opposed to a more hierarchical organisation can create different challenges. In addition, in times of change or uncertainty, people may react very differently. All these contextual issues need to be taken into account when considering how to manage a conversation.
As one manager explained: *Most of my team is in Paris but one person works in another country, and this is the one I have difficult conversations with. It's hard to know if the person really understands my message. I have made a point of setting up a face-toface meeting next month as I think this will help. "
Another manager advised: "Change the place where you would normally meet and move to a new space - not your office or theirs. It's sometimes helpful to go off-site, away from the work environment, as I've found that this makes it a bit more neutral. "
As these examples illustrate, understanding and even trying to change the context and environment can help in making conversations more productive.
Develop the relationship The final element that contributes to the quality of any conversation is the relationship you have with the other person. It's always important to reflect on what is going on for them. What issues might they be facing? What else might be contributing to the issue? You will also need to think about their personal style: are they more logical or emotional in the way they deal with issues?
You also need to focus on your own behaviour and personality. What is your usual style and do you need to change and adapt it? What is it that makes this a difficult conversation? What support, -> if any, do you need from others to manage the conversation? We often think that we should treat people as we like to be treated ourselves but it is worth thinking about what will work for the other person as they may be very different from you. As one manager said, "VA not what you say, its how it lands with the other person .
Prepare for the conversation Preparation is one of the most important aspects of turning a difficult conversation into a more positive and productive one. By really considering the issues and planning your approach and behaviour, you will have a greater chance of reaching a positive outcome. One manager said: "Anticipate how the other person will react and what they might say -you also need to be flexible about what might happen once the meeting begins. "
The table below can be used to help you prepare and reflect on your approach:
Skills and approaches for managing difficult conversations
Below are eight skills and approaches that will help turn a difficult conversation into a productive one.
* be clear about your intention and the outcome are of the conversation If you know where you heading, you are much more likely to get there. This also means being clear and acting with integrity. "You must treat everyone fairly and not make special exceptions. A manager must be consistent and treat everyone in the same way"
* listen and build empathy One of the most important things you can do is listen. Listen not just to the words people are saying but to their body language and tone of voice. This will give you an insight into what is really important to them. Effective listening also helps to create greater understanding and empathy, which in turn helps to change a potentially difficult situation into a more open conversation
* use the power of silence Try to avoid jumping in with another comment or statement. Just staying silent gives the other person a chance to reflect and come back with new ideas and information. From an influencing perspective, the more you learn about the situation and the other person, the easier it is to influence
* use open questions The use of inquiry and asking open questions such as "why do you think this happened?","what might be the consequence for the team?","how do you think the meeting went?" etc serves to open the conversation up and prevent it from going into defend/attack mode
* focus on the issue Make sure you keep a clear focus on the issue at hand and avoid focusing on personality issues. Also keep the conversation focused on business needs rather than any personal agenda. It's important that you are open and honest and don't fall into the trap of'sugar coating the issue' or making false promises. "Ifyou turn someone down for promotion, it can be tempting to say ioh well you will be more successful next time', but only say this if you think it is true"
* manage your emotions Try not to get drawn into emotional issues, either yours or theirs. This doesn't mean avoiding emotions but it does mean managing them and using them effectively in the conversation. One way of doing this is to label how you are feeling, for example it's much better to say "I'm feeling very frustrated about x" than lose your temper. Equally, if you are picking something up from the other person, it can help to reflect it back to them: "You seem very concerned about x; could you tell me more?"
* keep a future focus Always have the end goal and objective in mind and keep bringing the conversation back to what needs to happen to achieve this. This will help to prevent the conversation being side-tracked. A future focus is also more positive as it's about moving on and forward. In addition, it can help you move away from the baggage of past behaviours and the assumptions that you may be holding. Helping the individual focus on the future in a positive way can also help to build motivation. "It's important in our business to think aboutfuture options to keep people motivated. - there is not enough promotion for everyone who wants it but, if I turn someone down, I still want to keep them motivated"
* next steps You may need to summarise at various stages during the conversation but definitely always at the end. You both need to agree the necessary actions - next steps - and a time to follow up and review progress.
Conclusions
Some managers expend considerable amounts of energy avoiding difficult conversations or referring them to HR. However, an effective manager must be able to tackle, rather than avoid, such conversations and there are many practical, useful ways to help managers improve their skills. It's important to be flexible, open-minded and have a willingness to understand the other person's point of view. Some of the managers we spoke to understand this type of emotional intelligence. Making it less of a batde and more of a diplomatic intervention and negotiation can make a big difference.
Some managers are more likely to recognise when they've reached an impasse and are willing to change - as shown in the following example. It costs so little to change (whether it's an attitude or the format of how a meeting is organised) and it's key to success even though it may be hard to publicly acknowledge the need for it.
T tried to run a group of over 20 managers in the same way I'dpreviously used with an earlier successful meeting of a small team ofseven senior colleagues. The purpose of the meeting was to drive £.2m costs out of the business; so it was crucial and was planned as a two-day event. However, it was soon clear that it was not working well and I suddenly realised at the end of the first day that the group was too big... but maybe ifI used the idea of the Chelsea football squad, where there's a big group but also lots of smaller different groups operating independently of the first team, this could work. It did, and we were so successful that the ideas generated f¿9m of savings!"
[bookmark: _GoBack]Training professionals have an important role to help managers develop these softer skills, so that they can feel more confident and effective in holding productive conversations with their people. This support can be in terms of training, coaching or mentoring and also building competences and behaviours into the overall performance management system. This will help managers recognise that there is something in it for them, their team and the overall organisation, creating a climate in which productive conversations are usual rather than exceptional events!
