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Tips for Tricky Conversations   
During this current crisis many employers are preparing to have potentially tricky conversations 

around restructuring, returning to work, new work arrangements and perhaps even redundancies. 

Many managers feel concerned about having a tricky conversation and are worried about where it 

might go. It can be an immense source of stress, particularly if they keep putting off the conversation. 

If that sounds like your situation, here are some effective ways to prepare and boost your confidence. 

Prepare, Prepare, Prepare  
Having a tricky conversation is like building an extension on your house. 

If the foundations aren’t good enough the cracks soon start to appear 

and the whole structure is in danger of collapse. 

It’s more important than ever to take time to listen to your employees 

early in the conversation and to build rapport and understanding of their 

personal situation. 

Where and how?  

If you’re still working remotely then we’d advise video rather than telephone as you’ll gather more 

clues about what the other person is feeling and their response to what you’re saying. If you’re back 

in the office what sort of atmosphere will best support your objectives – coffee shop or austere 

office? How easy is it to find a private space? The right space sets the right tone for the 

conversation. 

When? 
However tempting it is to work around your timetable this is when you need to step into the shoes 

of the other person. Perhaps they’re looking after young children whilst working from home and 

8.30 is not a good time for them. If you think they might be very upset, or surprised, can you ensure 

they don’t have to dash off to another meeting afterwards? Perhaps you can plan to hold your 

conversation at the end of the day, mid-week, or when they can take a lunch break afterwards. 

When will allow you spare time in case the meeting overruns and so you can write up any notes? 

Who needs to be involved - directly or indirectly? 
Who else would make the conversation a better one, whilst avoiding 

the employee feeling totally outnumbered? Who do you need to talk 

to before to help you gather evidence or to talk it through with and 

rehearse? There’s nothing quite like speaking your opening 

statement out loud to check how it might land with the other 

person. 

Relevant facts, policies and procedures.   
Is your conversation  evidence-based? Where can you find the evidence and supporting documents? 

Are you aware of recent government guidelines if they’re relevant to the conversation 

“By failing to 

prepare, you are 

preparing to 

fail.” 
Benjamin Franklin 
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Your goals - desirable and essential 
Are you clear about your bottom line rather than what would be nice to achieve? If not, it’s easy to 

become distracted by a side issue rather than focusing on the main issue. 

The other person’s goals 
What might be their objectives? Being able to show you can see the situation from their perspective, 

without necessarily agreeing with it, will help you to build rapport, have an open conversation and 

build their commitment to change. 

Opening statement and questions  
After you’ve done all this preparation, now prepare your opening statement and question. To help 

you structure this we suggest you think carefully about: 

·    your reason for the conversation 

·    what’s in it for the other person 

·    acknowledge their potential objections or concerns 

Write out your opening statement and test it on a trusted colleague. Prepare an open question to 

follow, for example, “Tell me, what do you think?” 

 

Work Horizons 
At Work Horizons we are highly experienced in HR strategy, helping organisations to address profound 

challenges and make the shift to a more purposeful, productive working culture. If you would like to 

discuss any of these ideas, we would be delighted to hear from you. 

Please visit workhorizons.com or call 0121 663 1710. 

Alternatively, please email Diane Rance, diane.rance@workhorizons 
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