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Win-Win Conversations with POISE NOW  

 
Eight steps to navigating difficult conversations 
with greater confidence, clarity and ease 

 
Thank you for downloading this complimentary guide.  

All of us have certain situations and conversations that we dislike and prefer to 
avoid. Perhaps we have to give someone a negative message, raise a sensitive issue, 
discuss a project that has gone wrong. We see only two options – we have to 
either go in heavy and push our agenda or water down our message and try and 
keep things smoothed over.  
 
But there is a third way.   
You can be upfront and supportive, you can be clear and empathic, you can 
acknowledge and give a straight message.  
 
The 8 steps of POISE NOW™ are designed to help you prepare in advance of a 
potentially contentious conversation.  
Each stage flags a key aspect of a ’difficult conversation’ to reflect on and prepare 
for.  
As well as being an acronym of each stage, the word ‘poise’ means with grace and 
balance – which tends to be a helpful way of approaching these kinds of situations 
and interactions.   
  
There is an Infographic on page 4 that gives you an overview of all the stages. Then 
each stage is explained in detail with suggested action points that you can make 
notes on in the blank template on pages 31 and 32.  

Introduction  
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You can follow the sequence of the stages as given but you may find you have to 
go back again to ‘Purpose’ and ‘Share’ after you have completed ‘Emotions’ and 
‘Needs’ stages.  
 
At the end, you will have a clear, actionable plan that you can use to guide you in 
ensuring win-win outcomes for both you and the other person in the situation.   
 
Finally before you get into the conversation itself, check out the tips for ensuring 
you keep a calm and clear frame of mind throughout – p. 33-35 (Before You Start) 
 
 
If you’d like to learn more, register for our One Day Workshop and Coaching 
Programme or contact us about bespoke coaching and training for you or your 
team.  
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What are you trying to achieve?  
 
‘If you don’t know where you are going you will probably end up somewhere else’  
 
The first rule of any journey or task you undertake is to be clear at the outset what 
our destination is.  
 
When it comes to conversations like these, a common trap is to focus on only your 
end of the stick. You’re thinking about the changes you want the other person to 
make. You’re clear about what should they stop doing.  If needs be, you can even 
supply them with a long list of justifications and arguments that show you are right.  
 
Right?  
 
No. The hard truth is that having a half-thought through and one-sided purpose for 
these kinds of conversations just won’t work 
 
Why not?  
 
You’ll end up saying either too much and they get defensive and dig their heels in. Or 
you’ll fudge it and the message will go completely over their heads.   
 
Neither bodes well for a helpful dialogue.  
 
Start by getting crystal clear about your purpose in this conversation. If you answer 
‘yes’ to any of these, you might need to think again before you get into the 
conversation  
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1. Purpose   
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� Are you looking to ‘fix’ them or ‘make them’ change their behaviour or attitudes?  
� Do you want to ‘hit and run’ – a quick dig to vent frustration or irritation?  
� Are you too annoyed and fed up to care about them and hear their side of the 

story?  
� Are you trying to win or prove that you are right?  
 
Conversations tend to be more effective when we focus on purposes such as  
solving problems and making things better for both you and them.   
Conversations also work better if we have positive intentions towards the other 
person, if we care about or at least respect their goals or needs.   
 
What if you don’t really care about them?  
 
But what if you don’t care much (anymore) about the other person.  
They drive you mad.  
 
You’re at the end of your tether with them. They’ve burnt all their bridges.  
 
Where can you start when your blood boils at the thought of having to ‘be nice’ 
them?  
 
The first step is to have a conversation with yourself.  
Get into a calm, quiet frame of mind.  
 
Take a few deep breaths. Then consider these 3 questions:  
 
� What do you really want for yourself in this situation?  
� What do you want for this other person?  
� What do you want for this working relationship?   
Ask yourself also:  
� What do I not want for this working relationship/situation?  
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You can’t like or be friends with everyone you work with.  
That’s not living in the real world.  
 
But you should push yourself to find in your heart and mind a place that respects 
them – as a person, another human being.  
 
Can you find a way to think about them in a respectful way and speak to them from 
this place?  
 
Can you stop dwelling on the negative for a minute and see if there is some 
common ground between you both?  
 
The truth is that they will be more likely to listen to you and take your views on 
board if you can show an openness to hearing about them and what’s important to 
them.    
 
How can you rethink your purpose so it makes room for some of their side? 
 
Action 
 
� Reflect on your purpose for this conversation and make some notes in the blank 

template.  
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‘Tus maith, leath na hoibre’ – ‘A good start is half the job done’ – old Irish 
proverb  
 
Is it a choice between sink or stay dry?  
 

You are clear on your purpose, what you want to achieve.  

You have set positive intentions – for you and for them: You want this to be a 
learning conversation for both of you.  

But you never get a second chance to make a first impression.  

How you start is crucial.  

Done badly, it can derail things very quickly.  

 

Think back to when you were a child at the swimming pool.  

Were you one of those who scrambled out of your clothes and ran as fast as you 
could to the deep end and jumped in?  

Bet you ended up with your togs half off, choking and spluttering, frantically flailing to 
get to the surface.  

Or maybe you were a timid child. Undressing was a painful activity in the cold, tiled 
dressing room. You stand at the pool edge dipping your toes in for ages and gingerly 
eased in up to your waist.  

It took you years to learn to swim a basic stroke.  

Conversations where the stakes are high can feel like this. You think you have to 
jump in at the deep end load on the hard facts or skirt endlessly around the edges. 
You can end up almost drowning or never getting in at all.  
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Have an Open Frame 

Jean-François Manzoni (2002) writes about the dangers of narrow versus open 
‘framing’ when delivering a negative message.  

Narrow or binary framing sets the discussion up as a win/lose discussion where each 
can end up backed into a corner.  

‘Your negative attitude’ or ‘You need to delegate more’ are narrow frames.  

A more open frame describes the situation in a way that 

� Let’s the person know there is an issue to be sorted  
� Has room for each person’s view point  
� Doesn’t trigger a defensive response  

 
Rather than opening with ‘We need to talk about your attitude’ you might try  
‘I wanted to talk to you about what happened in the meeting yesterday, I was upset/

frustrated by something you said. I wanted to explain this to you and also to hear 
your take on things..’  

 
Mediators do this all the time.  They help people see the situation from a more 

neutral and objective stance. Rather than ‘right versus wrong’ they see a situation 
as “different viewpoints” or “ a gap between what happened and what expected” .  

You can be a mediator too.  

Find a neutral, non-judgemental way to describe the concerns you have.  

Draw the person into a joint problem-solving process rather than you  telling them 
they have to... or else.  

Have an even, friendly, even tone. You want to start a two-way dialogue. Not throw 
down a gauntlet  
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Allay their fears  

No matter how you phrase it, broaching difficult subjects as in ‘I’d like to talk to you 
about…’   is likely to spark some anxiety for the other person. You can minimize 
this by  

� Reassuring them around any anxieties that could arise for them   

� Being explicit about the positive intentions you have in mind  

Something like:  ‘I am not trying to have a go at you or make you feel defensive. I just 
want to understand where you were coming from, let you know where I was at with 
it.’  

 

Action 

� In the template, write down a few bullet points about how you could open the 
conversation   
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TRY THIS AVOID THIS 

Set the context clearly and simply Sugar-coating or beating around the bush 

Neutral, non-judgmental friendly tone Blaming phrases such as ‘You are very…
your behaviour is…’ 

Open-minded 

Open body language 

Open ears 

Forgone conclusions ‘…you’re obviously 
not motivated or interested in this job’ 
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It’s tempting at this point to want to move quickly to laying out the key arguments 
and messages that you want to get across. However, if our purpose in the dialogue is 
to influence another person in some way, we will have more success if we give them 
an opportunity to give their side of the story first.  

According to former FBI hostage negotiator Chris Voss (Barker, 2013)  

 “If your first objective in the negotiation, instead of making your argument, is to 
hear the other side out, that’s the only way you can quiet the voice in the other 
guy’s mind. But most people don’t do that. They don’t walk into a negotiation 
wanting to hear what the other side has to say. They walk into a negotiation 
wanting to make an argument. They don’t pay attention to emotions and they 
don’t listen” 

 Voss outlines the FBI Behavioural Stairway Model—five steps getting someone else 
to see our point of view and change what they’re doing. Most people err by 
skipping the first three stages.  
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Start by Listening  
 
If you start by listening, you get an opportunity to learn more about what’s at the 
heart of the issue for the other person. Problems are more likely to be resolved 
when we understand and talk about the root causes.  
 
 Use open questions to draw out their viewpoint, in a friendly, professional tone:  

‘What’s your viewpoint of what happened that day…?’  

‘What was it about that meeting that you found so difficult?’  

Ask them to give concrete examples to explain their reasoning .  

Then paraphrase back to them what they have said. Use a neutral, matter-of-fact 
tone.  

Doing this shows you have been listening and also helps you check if you have 
understood their viewpoint accurately.  

Most importantly, it lets them know that it’s safe for them to be open and candid.  

You might say:  

‘So am I right that you were a bit irritated at that meeting… you feel that I 
was trying to dictate things and that there was no room for discussion… you 
are concerned that if we go ahead with this change, it will impact on the rest 
of the project?’  

 
Make it safe for them to say something they fear you might not want to 
hear  

What if they still, despite your open questions, they seem hesitant to say what’s at 
stake for them? Patterson et. al, authors of Crucial Conversations (2002) suggest you 
try ‘priming.  

This means making a guess at what they might be thinking or feeling but reluctant to 
express.  

‘Are you concerned that I don’t want to hear what you have to say in 
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meetings and that you feel a bit dismissed or put you down?’  

Be careful with this as it risks sounding pushy or as if you are undermining their own 
voice.   

  
Action 

� Write some open questions that you can use to draw out the other person’s 
point of view  

� Consider what it is they might be reluctant to say and how you might phrase  a 
question to draw this out?  
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Now it’s your turn. You’ve given them the headlines about your concerns.  
They’ve had some space and time to say where they’re coming from.  
 
So now they need to hear your side. But where will you start?  

Do you give them a seven-word summary: ‘you’re not doing your job’?  
Do you lay out a detailed list of their shortcomings?  
Do you deliver it as an unappetizing praise-sandwich?  
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4. Share  
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Farmer Jim looked out his window one fine Spring day.  
‘The field is ripe for ploughing. I’ll ask Tom if he’ll lend me his new plough’. He 
heads down the road to Tom’s farm.   
‘Tom’s plough is a great job, I’ll have that field finished by this evening’.  
The thought spurs him on.  
‘I hope he’s not using it today or he won’t be able to lend it to me’.  
Slowing down a little a slight frown crosses his brow  
‘I bet he won’t want to give it to me at all because he’d be afraid I’d break it.’ His 
pace slackens further.  
‘That fella Tom was always one for minding his machinery. Fancy new plough in-
deed’ 
 
A few steps later the thought strikes him  
‘That’s an awful way to treat your neighbour, to think he’d break a new plough… 
He’s a mean old scrooge, only out for himself’.  
 
Jim arrives at the Tom’s gate, fuming, indignant. He stomps up the path, bangs on 
the front door.  
Tom opens the door with a broad grin ‘Good Morning Jim, what can I do for 
you?’  
Jim pulling himself up to his full height, says with as much scorn as he can muster  
‘You can stuff your old plough, I wouldn’t borrow it off a mean old fellow like 
you anyhow’  



While it’s just a story, it shows the power of our imagination for negative and 
inaccurate conclusions about a situation.  
 

Observations or Conclusions?  

Imagine you saw John wagging his finger and shouting, while looking at you in a team 
meeting last week. You decide to call him aside and say  

‘Your behaviour was inappropriate at the meeting last week’  

But notice: you haven’t told him what you saw.  You’ve told him a conclusion you 
reached about what you saw.  

It’s a common error.   

We confuse what happened—the facts of the matter—with our own perceptions, 
interpretations, feelings and beliefs.  

You are more likely to do this if you are annoyed or frustrated. These emotions 
cloud your logical thinking.  

John wagging his finger and speaking in a louder tone, was the data you observed. 
Your mind then created a story around this. Something like:  

‘John is being argumentative again. He likes to be right and to do this in public. 
He’s trying to undermine me. I’m really irritated. He can’t be allowed to 
continue doing this unchecked or soon everyone will be doing it. I’ll have to 
tell him his behaviour is inappropriate’  
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You may be accurate about John’s motivations.  

You may even be realistic in your fears about the influence of his behaviour on the 
rest of the team. But starting with the end conclusion rather than simply referring to 
what saw, is not likely to be helpful.  

Conclusions tend to sound opinionated and judgmental. They are more likely to put 
someone on the defensive rather than inviting a discussion.  

 

Differentiate between the objective facts and the meaning and interpretation 
that you add to what you heard or saw.  

 

Start with observable specific facts—what you saw, heard. If you are acting on 
concerns expressed by someone else, make sure you have specific concrete 
details not vague opinions such as ‘he’s very unreliable’ 

When you’ve given them the factual version, you can then share the interpretations 
and conclusions you came to. Keep your tone tentative and questioning with these 
e.g.  

‘When I heard you raise your voice, the assumption I made was that you were 
angry and wanted to challenge me in the meeting. Have I picked that up right 
or am I missing something here’ 

Consider sharing the impact of the behaviour on you and the reasons for this. For 
example  

 ‘I felt frustrated because I needed the project finished on time’  

Present your thoughts as ‘from my point of view’, or ‘my perspective’ rather than 
incontrovertible facts and conclusions. Leave room for them to disagree with you 
‘This is how I see it but I may be wrong – do you see it differently?’  

 

 

 

Page17 www.consensusmediation.ie  |   Email: mary@consensusmediation.ie   |  T: 00353-71-9651966   |  M: 00353-086-8252423 

Copyright © Consensus Mediation. All rights reserved. 



� Reiterate your positive intentions (from the Opening stage) to find a way 
forward and get the situation resolved.  

� Use a non-judgmental calm, professional tone with open body language and 

eye contact.  

� Ensure you finish with an invitation for them to share their response to 
what you have said.  

 If you think they are likely to misinterpret the key message then ask them to 
paraphrase back to you ‘Just so as I can check you’ve understood me, can you 
play back to me what you’ve just heard me say’  

 

Action:  

� Write some notes about the key messages you want to communicate to the 
other person on the blank template.  

�  Use the guidelines above to help you phrase and frame what you want to get 
across.  
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The presence of emotions such as anger, fear, hurt etc. are what differentiate a 
difficult conversation from any other discussion where opinions diverge.  

As we saw earlier, our negative emotional responses in conflict situations are linked 
to our own  thinking and perception about the situation or behaviour of the other 
person.  

 

It’s not objective reality that causes our feelings, rather it’s the spin or 
interpretation we put on objective reality that leads us to feel angry, frustrated 

or hurt.   
 

We don’t like and prefer to avoid our own and other’s negative feelings. We fear that 
expressing or discussing them will lead to further upset or vulnerability.  

Yet uncomfortable feelings are at the heart of any difficult conversation so we need 
to ensure they don’t hijack the conversation and get us head-locked in a no-win 
debate.  

 Raising contentious issues with people are likely to trigger negative emotional 
responses in others.  

You need to plan for this—consider what might be at stake for them, how they 
might react and most importantly, how you will deal with this.   
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5. Emotions  
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A simple acronym that you can 
use to avoid getting derailed 
emotionally is  

 P-A-C 

PAUSE 

ACKNOWLEDGE  

CLARIFY CONCERNS 

 

 

PAUSE  

To keep the conversation from 
getting derailed emotionally, you 
need to be vigilant first of all of 
how you can become triggered 
and react emotionally.   

How are you feeling about the issue and situation that you have to raise? Are you in 
a calm and centred frame of mind?  

If you are feeling angry, upset or afraid, take some time to reflect on the thinking that 
is causing you to feel this way. What is at stake for you? What meaning are you 
putting on this situation?   

Try and detach from your strong emotions so you can think more clearly and 
strategically about how best to approach the other person.   

Check pages 17 & 18 for more on how to reach a calm, centred state of mind.   

Before you start, have thought about what the other person might say or do that 
could trip you up or cause you to react.  

 What will you do to avoid reacting to their words or behaviour?  
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ACKNOWLEDGE  

If the other person gets angry, then it’s a signal that the person is experiencing 
strong or overwhelming feelings. The emotional centres of the brain are running the 
show for them.  

They have less access to rational and reasonable thinking in this state. So trying to 
talk about the issue or argue back is a waste of time and energy.  

Instead, we need to find strategies that bring them back into a more rational state 
and de-escalate their mounting emotions first before trying to negotiate or problem-
solve.   

The key needs the person has at this stage are to feel understood and heard. Refrain 
from responding and simply silently listening, letting them ‘vent’  

� Use some simple acknowledging statements to actively demonstrate that you 
are hearing and understanding their feelings. Some examples are:  

‘Look, I appreciate you are frustrated about…’  

‘I know this is upsetting for you…’  

‘I know this isn’t what you had hoped to hear…’  

You need to formulate your own version in language that is authentic to you.  
 

The most important part of this statement isn’t so much the words, but it’s the tone 
and attitude behind it. It can easily tip into being patronising, so use a calm, friendly 
and genuine tone.   

Be clear that in making a statement like this you are not in any way suggesting you 
agree with the person’s viewpoint or condone their behaviour.   
You are just trying to convey that you are interested and concerned and are 
making an effort to understand and help them.  

When you have said this, allow the person to respond. They might continue to vent 
but you will notice that it is a little calmer. Simply nodding, listening further will 
help calm them further.   
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CLARIFY CONCERNS 

 Emotions are a signal that some need or expectation that the other person has is 
not being met. Once you have acknowledged their emotional response, you can 
follow this up with a question that invites them to consider what it is they are feeling 
annoyed/upset about.  

 You might say ‘I can appreciate you are finding this feedback difficult… what is it 
that’s hardest for you to hear?  

‘I know this isn’t at all what you want to hear… would it be helpful if I 
explained…’  

‘What is it that you are most annoyed about…’  

 Then use a closed, reflective statements and questions then to confirm with them 
what it is they are most upset about or what it is they are concerned about.  

Frame this in a neutral and non-blaming way.  

‘So have I got that right that you are annoyed because…. ? And you are concerned 
that your views aren’t being listened to… you think it’s important that…. ‘  

 

Action: 

Make notes in the blank template:  

 � What might the person say or do that will derail you or trip you up in this 
conversation?  

� How will you manage to stay calm and not react? 

� What might you be say or do that will irritate or annoy them? 

� How do you plan to respond if they get annoyed or upset?  
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The ultimate goal in any difficult conversation is to get from positional polarised 
arguing to productive problem-solving.  

“Every criticism, judgment, diagnosis, and expression of anger is the tragic 
expression of an unmet need.” 

Visionary leader and creator of ‘Non-Violent Communication’ Marshall Rosenberg  

  
It’s easy to get caught up in arguments and wanting to be right.  

Instead we need to take time for the crucial step of making each person’s core 
needs, interests or concerns 
explicit.  

You cannot resolve the 
problem until you know what’s 
really at stake for each person 
in the conversation� 

This is important for a 
number of reasons: 

� It’s an effective way of 

calming heated emotions (ours 
or theirs) because we get 
clarity on the core issues at 
stake for either ourselves or 
the other person.   

� It helps us define more 
constructively what exactly 
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THE ICEBERG OF CONFLICT AND NEGOTIATION 



the problem is we need to solve  

� Greater clarity on core needs, means you can be more flexible and creative about 
how the problem gets solved.   

 

Get clear on what’s really at stake for you:  

Let’s say for example we have a concern about punctuality.  

It’s easy to get focused on the problem behaviour—he’s late, he’s missing deadlines, 
he’s unreliable.   When we raise it with the other person, the discussion can easily 
drift into an argument about whether he did come late last week on the Wednesday 
or not. 

But focusing on:  

’What do I need, what’s most important in this situation’ keeps us on a more 
constructive and future-focused track.  

It can be helpful to precede that question with ’what am I most concerned about 
here’.  

 In the example above, the concern could be anything from ’the customers have to 
wait if Tom is late’ to ‘Tom doesn’t seem very committed to the work and I’m 
concerned that the project won’t get completed to standard on time’.  

 

Each of these then translates into different needs that we can express to Tom and 
that throw up that throw up different issues to be explored and resolved.  

For example the first could be a need that customers have no more than 3 minutes 
to wait. The second could be ‘project completed on time to X standard’.  

 A third version could be where we interpret the unpunctual behaviour as a sign of 

disrespect.  

By forcing ourselves to consider ‘what’s my unmet need here’ , we get clear on 
whether it is something concrete e.g. time-keeping on Tom’s part or something more 
subtle such as our need to feel respected by Tom. That can take us right back to the 
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start again—what’s my purpose in this conversation, or should I be having the 
discussion at all.  

 

Get clear on what’s really at stake for the other person:  

For the other person, it’s important to keep their core needs in mind too.  

� What’s at stake for them in this conversation?  

� What needs do they have that we need to draw out and acknowledge?  

If we go back to Tom, perhaps there are concrete needs around lack of resources or 
family matters that are impacting his time-keeping.  

Whether you are actually able to meet these needs and satisfy these concerns or 
not is less relevant at this point. At this stage your focus is to help them get clarity 
on what’s most important to them. It also demonstrates that you are interested in 
them and have concern for their needs.  

In particular, if the other person is reacting emotionally, it is a clear signal that there 
is something at stake for them. Helping identify this will put conversation on a 
calmer and more focused footing.  

Use tentative but probing questions e.g.  

‘What is it that you are most annoyed about?’ 

‘Say more about what’s important to you here…’ 

‘What is it you want me to understand about how you see this situation…’  

Use closed, reflective statements and questions then to confirm with them what it is 
they are most upset about or what it is that they need.  

Frame this in a neutral and non-blaming way.  

Closed questions help you direct and focus the discussion instead of letting the 
person repeat or go off on tangents.  
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Action 

Make notes on the following:  

� What is/are the key need(s) that you are hoping to meet in this conversation?  

� What’s at stake for you here?  

� Does what you’ve noted in ‘Purpose’ and ‘Share’ capture this accurately and 
adequately? 

� What might be the other person’s core needs? 

� What might be at stake for them?  

  



Almost forty years ago, Roger Fisher and William Ury’s seminal textbook ‘Getting to 
Yes’ (1981) outlined a four-point approach to ‘negotiating an agreement without 
giving in’.  

One of these invites us to ‘Invent options for mutual gain’. Rather than it descending 
into a choice between your way or my way, they advocate taking time to identify or 
generate a variety of possibilities that might address each person’s needs (not 
positions!).  

This idea of putting out a number of options on the table and spending time thinking 
these through gets us past the narrow, win/lose thinking that conflict conversations 
can bring up.  

Our natural tendency is to want to get straight to the point and hopefully get them 
to accept our solution or point of view. This approach doesn’t mean abandoning this, 
it’s more about being flexible on the route to get there.  

  

Why this approach works better   

� Research in the field of neuroscience on brain-rewarding experiences 
emphasises our need for status recognition, autonomy of choice as well as 
what feels like fair play. Offering people choices and options reinforces this.  

� Making space to map out and consider options turns a one way 

conversation into a two way collaboration. People will be much more likely 
to carry through on plans and proposals that they themselves have 
participated in designing and shaping.  

� Engaging them in finding workable options to resolve the issues is also a 
way of helping them ‘save face’ by inviting them to come up with ideas to 
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move out of the difficulties that have arisen that may well be of their own 
making.  

� It forces each side to get clearer on their core needs and interests in the 
situation. That means time is more usefully spent on seeking solutions 
rather than trying to win the argument.  

 

Taking an option development approach  

Start by clarifying the common goals and needs that have emerged from the 
discussion  

‘So what we both want here is for our customers to get the best possible service 
and for you to feel comfortable and supported in providing this…’    

Then invite them to share any ideas/suggestions they have that would meet these 
needs and goal(s). ‘Let’s have a think now about some ideas about how this could 
be achieved...what are your thoughts..?’  

 Be clear about what’s not negotiable: ‘Given that the policy cannot be changed, what 
could we look at that might help to achieve….’  

 Where you can be flexible, offer choices and alternatives  

 Where they are not engaging and co-operating at this point, you may need to go 
back to an earlier stage in the process.  

The stages that need further exploration at this point are usually E – if they 
are still angry and upset – go back to actively listening and acknowledging and 
N - using probing and clarifying questions to get to the heart of the issue for 
them.  

‘When you close one door, open another’ William Ury (The Power of a 
Positive No, 2007)  

Where there are things we cannot negotiate on a common error is to miss the 
opportunity to explore what we can say ‘yes’ to and be flexible on. What need 
might they have that we can be open to helping with, while still meeting the non-
negotiable need?  
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 What if they aren’t open to any options? 

Patterson et al. 2013 point out that the driving force behind all behavioural choices 
and change are awareness of the consequences of not changing. The challenge for 
any leader ‘make visible the invisible’, that is to help people become aware of the 
consequences that will motivate or impact them most effectively.  

They can be positive or negative consequences.  

Positive consequences could be: benefits for their   career, level of influence in the 
team, finances, levels of stress.  

Negative consequences could be impact on customers, peers, their promotional 
prospects, reputation or stress levels.  

‘What do you see as the impact if this lateness continues…?’  

‘Look I know it’s important to you that you are seen in a positive light by the 
customers. How might this be affected if we don’t get the project in on time?’  

Watch that you aren’t crossing the line from exploring a consequence to making a 
threat. Again your tone, body language and intentions are so important here.  
Be patient as you might have to try a couple of different consequences to find one 
that motivates that person.  

   

Action 

  

� Write down some questions that you can use to brainstorm suggestions and 
options 

� Where can you be flexible, what are non-negotiables?  

� How might you frame a question around this?  
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 The final step to get clarity on what action will be taken, by whom, when and how 
this will be followed up on.  

Summarise what has been covered and what it is you are both agreeing to. The 
SMART acronym can help when crafting an action plan:   

� Specifics: who exactly, how exactly, what exactly—the devil is in the detail. 
Unmet expectations are the child of unarticulated assumptions at the 
planning stage.  

� Measurables: how we will know when it’s completed, when will it be 

reviewed? Will this be formal or informal, will it be a specific date or linked 
to a specific event?   

� Achievables: ensure that the goals set are realistic and workable.   

� Relevant: pertaining to the requirements  

� Timebound: set deadlines for review and completion  

  

Document if necessary and ensure that you have frankly talked through the type and 
frequency of follow up.  

 Action 

� Write out the questions that you will use to help to draw up a SMART agreement 

regarding the situation e.g.  

‘What specifically are each of us agreeing to do?’ 

‘How will we know we’ve achieved what we set out to do?’ 

‘When would be a realistic time for completion?’  
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Purpose Intentions 
Clarity 
Future-focused 
Mutual 

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

Open & 
Being open 

Open neutrally 
Open-minded 
Open questions 
GAP 

  
  
  
  
  

Inquire & 
Invite 

Engage them 
Actively listen 
Acknowledge 

  
  
  
  
  
  
  

Share Observable facts 
Specific examples 
‘I’ not ‘You’ 
Tentative assumptions 
Impact 
End with a question 

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

Use this template to prepare your difficult 
conversation  



 
 

Emotions Watch for triggers 
Yours 
Theirs 
How you will respond to 
triggers 

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

Needs Core needs – most im-
portant to You 
Core needs - most im-
portant to Them 
‘How can we find a way to 
meet my need for X and 
your need for Y’ 

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

Options Invite suggestions 
Non-negotiables? 
Offer choices and alter-
natives 
Reality-testing if still not 
agreeing 
Consequences 
  
  

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

Way  
Forward 

What? 
Who? 
When? 
How do we know we 
got there? 
When and how will we 
check? 
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Cool, Calm, Centred State of Mind 
  
Recall the instructions from airline stewards before take-off:  

‘Please place the oxygen mask on yourself first before assisting others’?  

In an angry or escalated encounter, the other person is no longer in a position to 
rationalise or even control their own thinking and behaviour.  

Bringing the situation to a ’safe landing’ therefore requires you to be in a centred 
and stable state of mind.  

  
Physically:  
  
� Learn to recognize the physical signals of early arousal:   
 Become aware of the subtle changes that take place in your physiological state, body 

language and tone of voice.  
Does your stomach clench, does your neck heat up or tighten?  
Do you become more animated, raise your voice or are you more likely to 
become quiet, close down?  

Being able to notice the early signs of getting irked and irritated will make it easier 
to inhibit and manage this response.   
  
� Take 3 or 4 slow, deliberate deep breaths:  

 It sounds clichéd but deep breathing counteracts angst-inducing stress hormones. 
Focused, mindful breathing stimulates the parasympathetic nervous system and the 
relaxation response.  
Find a way to take either a physical or mental ‘time out’:  
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Going into listening mode can be a way of ‘buying time’ for you to regroup mentally. 
Perhaps ask a question, ask them to repeat something. While they are talking, do 
your deep breathing.  
If the situation permits, find a way to take a short time-out: ‘Can I just have a think 
about this for a couple of minutes and come back to you?’  
  
� Count to ten:   
Counting to ten works in two ways. It slows us down, we are less impulsive. It also 
distracts us – as long as we are focused on our counting 1 – 2 – 3 … and not on 
what’s bugging us.  
Combine it with deep breathing, it’s a simple but powerful way to instantly soothe 
simmering feelings.  
 
 Mentally:  
  
� Adapt a fly-on-the-wall perspective:  

Imagine you are an observer looking from a distance at the situation.  
Our tendency is to become immersed in our feelings, even afterwards, getting stuck 

in rumination which further feeds our anger.  
A ‘self-distancing’ approach can minimise and dissipate angry feelings in the heat of 

the moment.  
  
� Reframe or reappraise how you are viewing the situation:  
 It’s been said that in a ‘difficult conversation’, the most important conversation is the 
one you have with yourself – before, during and afterwards.  
Research shows that we can influence our emotional response by reframing or 
reappraising a situation or event.  
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Practice statements or ‘self-talk’ that you can reach for when you are feeling 
triggered.  

 ‘I am calm and in control’ or ‘This isn’t about me, it’s their issue’ – these 
work for me.  

But it’s an individual thing, you need to find some sentence that works for you.  
A useful reframe might be to see the angry behaviour as ‘bait’ that the person is 
‘dangling’ in order to provoke you to react. Remind yourself that you won’t be 
fooled into ‘taking the bait’ and responding in an angry or defensive way 
  
� Know your own hot buttons:  
 If you know the kinds of words or behaviours likely to trip your switch you will 
have a better chance of not reacting.  
 Know why these hot buttons are ‘hot’ for you – what are they about, what is it 

that’s so important to you that feels undermined or threatened by this action or 
behaviour by another person?  
 What sort of assumptions and projections might you be making that is causing you 
to ‘take this personally’?  
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� Difficult Conversations. How to discuss what matters most 

Douglas Stone, Bruce Hatton, Sheila Heen,  

1999, Penguin 

� Crucial Conversations: Tools for talking when stakes are high 

Patterson, Grenny, McMillan, Switzer 

McGraw Hill 2002  

� Crucial Accountability: Tools for Resolving Violated Expectiations, Broken Commitments and 
Bad Behaviour  

Patterson, Grenny, McMillan, Switzer 

McGraw Hill 2013 

� Becoming a Conflict Competent Leader, 

Craig Runde, Tim Flanagan,  

2013, Jossey Bass  

� Getting to Yes 

Roger Fisher & William Ury 
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� Everyone can Win 
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� The Power of a Positive No 

 William Ury 

 Mobius 2007  

� Building Agreement: Using Emotions as You Negotiate 

 Roger Fisher 

 2007 Random House Books  

  

� The Magic of Conflict  

Thomas F. Crumm,  

1987, Touchstone 

� Coaching with the Brain in Mind,  

David Rock, Linda Page,  

2009, Wiley  

 

� Models of Practice. Teaching Conflict Resolution Skills in a Workshop. 

Raider, Ellen, Susan Coleman, and Janet Gerson. The Handbook of Conflict Resolution: 
Theory and Practice.  

San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2000. N. pag. Print.  

� A Better Way to Deliver Bad News,  

Jean Francois Manzoni,  

Harvard Business Review, September 2002 

� Non-violent Communication.  

Rosenberg, Marshall B.., and Arun Gandhi.  

Encinitas, CA: PuddleDancer, 2005.  
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Do certain people at work really 
frustrate you? 

Do you find yourself walking on eggshells around 
them? 
Feel beaten down by their constant negativity? 

Perhaps you’d like to give them a piece of your 
mind. Get through to them. Make them listen. But it feels like an impossible task. 
These kind of behaviours drain your energy, take your time and attention away from 
more important work. 

Whether you are grappling with office politics or trying to engage an unco-
operative employee, I help you navigate a workable path through the fog of 

unreasonableness. 

Would you like to: 

� Turn difficult conversations into positive experiences? 
� Nurture supportive relationships at work? 
� Confront office politics and undermining behaviour? 
� Not take stuff personally 

As a coach and mediator I believe we have a choice in how we deal with difficult 
people in the workplace. 

We can either let it stress us out and take all our power away and be its victim. Or 
we can choose to be tenacious and figure out how to make things work. 

We can push ourselves out of our comfort zone. 
Have our thinking challenged, and take a hard look at ourselves. 
Are you open to change?  
Are you willing to adopt an optimistic mindset? 
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I help you become a confident and skilled communicator.  
I help you enrich your working relationships. 

Contact me at mary@consensusmediation.ie or check out my website 
www.consensusmediation.ie  

P.S. 
I haven’t lived in an ivory tower and I don’t think this ‘conflict’ stuff is a walk in the 
park. 
I’ve worked at the coalface of child protection social work. I’ve had many difficult 
conversations with unhappy and angry parents. 
So, I’ve ‘been there and done that’ when it comes to dealing with aggression, 
animosity and lack of co-operation. 
 
P.P.S.  
In my free time, I practise Taoist Tai Chi, cycle the scenic roads of Co Leitrim or hang 
out with my family – two teenage daughters (great practice in difficult 
conversations!) and husband. 
 

CLIENT FEEDBACK 
 
‘After 35 years, I thought I’d got all the courses; this one has had a huge impact on me. As a 
Senior Business Partner in HR after being a line manager for 35 years, my inherited 
tendency was to “solutionise”. This course with Mary Rafferty showed us how to get to get 
to heart of problems by using the mediation process. Others have noticed and so have I –
  subtle but necessary changes. I would recommend this programme to any manager – in 
the line or not. It will arm you with tools where staff will see your targets as theirs and it will 
extend the range of your success. 
 
Ray Aherne, Senior Business Partner, Human Resources ESB Networks 
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‘Mary’s style of delivery was intelligent, professional with a lovely dash of humour, I would 
recommend this course wholeheartedly. All was excellent, informative and thoroughly 
enjoyable’ 
Ruth FitzGerald, Mindspark – Personal & Professional Development 
 
‘The patience displayed and encouragement continually offered throughout was most 
welcome as was clearly the course content so well delivered. It will be of huge value to me 
in my legal work. Many thanks again-a really informative, beneficial and interesting 6 days’. 
 
Gerry Lambe, Solicitor 
 
‘Mary has successfully resolved many difficult interpersonal situations, found compromise 
and restored harmony in fractured teams. Her experience in training HR and line managers 
to recognise early warning signs, understand legislation, and duty of care and provide one to 
one coaching support for senior managers wary of dealing with conflict has underpinned 
many preventative strategies. Mary is professional and charming in her approach and is 
very popular with our customer base’ 
 
Katrina Hinfey, Director Carecall 
 
“The scenarios on the Conflict Management for Leaders training day were very realistic and 
ones that related directly to my role.   
The content was clear and kept your attention for the entire duration. It was a small group 
of 6 so felt much more personal than some other courses I have been on, you get more 
attention from Mary than other course leaders and she explains situations / scenarios very 
clearly. 
I would recommend this course to all mangers and leaders, no matter what experience they 
have.  I promise you will find it useful and use the skills you learn.” 
 
Dean Roberts, Energia Sales Support Supervisor 
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‘Mary was a fantastic trainer with a huge knowledge and a wealth of hands on experience I 
would highly recommend this course, I gained valuable skills that I can use in both my 
professional and personal life.’ 
 
Lynn Mac Manus, Regional HR Manager, Musgrave Operating Partners 
Ireland 
 
‘I found the Conflict Management Coaching Course an extremely enjoyable, worthwhile 4 
days. I  developed skills that can be used in the workplace and life. Mary was extremely 
credible and I felt could learn nuggets from every conversation with her.’ 
 
Janet Doherty, Human Resources Manager, HSE  
 
‘It’s not just the gentleness of her tone, her skill or her groundedness, Mary performs some 
kind of alchemy where my fixed, justified position suddenly made no sense. At first it is 
irritating, as having someone to blame makes life so simple but Mary enabled me to 
measure what I would actually achieve and what it would cost me. More importantly, it 
transformed my experience from helpless victim into active participant and highlighted 
what I needed to do differently. I am back at work interested, enthusiastic, open and it is 
going far better than I could ever have imagined., I am eternally grateful to Mary’ 
 
Niamh Morrin 
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