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			Praise for Difficult Conversations

			“A user-friendly guide to mastering the talks we dread…a keeper.”

			— Fast Company

			“Emotional intelligence applied to life’s toughest moments.”

			— Daniel Goleman, bestselling author of Working with Emotional Intelligence

			“The only people who shouldn’t read Difficult Conversations are those who never work with people, anywhere.”

			— Peter M. Senge, bestselling author of The Fifth Discipline

			“[Difficult Conversations] will be appreciated by readers who wish to improve oral communication in all aspects of their daily lives.”

			— Library Journal

			“Stone, Patton, and Heen illustrate their points with anecdotes, scripted conversations and familiar examples in a clear, easy-to-browse format.”

			— Publishers Weekly

			“The central insights of Difficult Conversations so resonate with common sense that it is easy to overlook just how remarkable of a book it is…a must-read.”

			— Harvard Negotiation Law Review

			“Examples more clear-headed and advice more precise than we’ve seen before.”

			— Dallas Morning News

			“Stone, Patton, and Heen have written an extremely clear and unpretentious exposition of how to develop effective communication skills and a guide to achieving openness and constructive outcomes in dialogue…this book is, and probably for some time to come will be, definitive.”

			— Southern Communication Journal
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			Preface to the Third Edition

			Twenty-five years have passed since the initial publication of Difficult Conversations, and to our delight, people continue to find the insights and advice helpful.

			Much has changed in the world since then. Social media presents many new societal and interpersonal challenges, political polarization is rampant, the value of democracy itself is no longer a given for many in the world, awareness of historical injustices and their legacy is woven more deeply into public discourse, and the earth itself is heating up. The world seems both a smaller and more fragile place.

			The need for productive learning conversations is greater than ever.

			In this edition we have updated and added examples, extended some discussions, and reorganized a few to address more of the challenging contexts, dilemmas, and questions relevant to readers today. Supplementing our own ongoing research, our readers, colleagues, students, and clients have been an invaluable source of ideas, advice, and critique. While the basic framework remains, we hope these edits and additions help readers to apply the ideas to the diverse challenges in their own lives.

			To keep the book as accessible and short as possible, we also continue to eschew most footnotes and references, other than key debts noted in the Acknowledgments. The underlying research base has greatly expanded in recent decades with results that continue to enrich our understanding of the underpinnings of the framework. We recognize that knowing more about this research would be helpful to many readers. We think the best way to meet this need is with an online resource that can be updated more frequently than the text. So, new with this edition, readers can find an annotated resource and references listing at http://pon.harvard.edu/hnp [inactive].

			A brief word about the language in the examples. A number of readers have observed, “Nobody talks like the people in your examples. It doesn’t sound natural!” Fair enough. To some extent this is because learning conversations on hot topics remain more the exception than the rule, so role models aren’t that common. But also, when we model a dialogue in this book, we use the terminology of the three-conversations framework to be as clear as possible about what the concepts mean and how you might use them. Once you become familiar with a concept, you can and should use language that feels natural to you and others in your family, organization, or culture. You don’t need to say, “Some things you’ve said have been surprising,” if you know that saying, “Dang! I had no idea!” will communicate the same message more naturally.

			Whatever words we use, our difficult conversations are always impacted by who we are and how we are seen by others. Each of us has different stories and perceptions of personal, familial, and social history, different hopes for and assumptions about the future. Our perceptions and experiences also shape our sense of psychological safety, of what it means for something to feel fair, and of the extent to which we feel efficacious, heard, and seen. We’ve tried to take account of such differences, but we are limited by space, the broad subject matter, and by the inherent constraints of our own perspectives, as different as they are from one another. While we have worked with and learned from many people whose experiences and challenges are different from our own (and continue to do so), the three of us are nevertheless, among other things, White, American, able-bodied, privileged, and from the generations that came of age in the 1970s and 1980s. And these aspects of our identities and experience have no doubt shaped us, if not always in ways a given stereotype might predict. Where readers have questions, we hope they will seek out additional resources and advice on topics of interest or concern.

			We’ll end on a personal note. It’s fair to wonder where we stand on the idea that while nothing makes hard conversations easy, certain skills really help. Have we gotten twenty-five years better at having difficult conversations? In many ways, yes.

			But each of the authors, in our own way, has learned that every phase of life brings its own set of new difficult conversations, its own unforeseen burdens, tests, and twists. Even after countless experiences and much learning, our own difficult conversations still sometimes feel — well — difficult. We continue to lean on the skills here; they remain essential for getting us through our own challenges. The goal isn’t to get your 10,000 hours in so that you become an expert and “graduate” out of the difficulty (that hasn’t happened for us, in any event). The goal is to be a little better tomorrow, or at least to try to be — and if you aren’t, to be a little better the day after that.

			If you struggle with difficult conversations, join the club; we’ll be there to greet you. You may think it’s a club you’d rather avoid, but we think you should reconsider. It’s only in this club of beautifully flawed humans that you’ll find meaningful consolation, compassion, assistance, and sometimes forgiveness. You’ve already been invited to join; to accept, you need only acknowledge your own frailty — and, as we say in the Introduction, your own resilience. We imagine that in these last twenty-five years, you, like us, have experienced your share of both.

			Thank you again to our students, clients, and colleagues, and the many readers who write to share their experiences and questions. We learn from each of you and hope you continue to be in touch.

			Doug, Bruce, and Sheila
Cambridge, Massachusetts
APRIL 2023

		

	
		
			
				Preface to the Second Edition

				When we completed Difficult Conversations ten years ago, we hoped it would catch on with businesses and help people in personal relationships. Happily, it’s done both.

				We regularly receive email sharing stories of life-changing conversations, as well as email of the “my wife gave me this book and it wasn’t terrible” variety. We hear stories of rocky marriages righted and sibling relationships recovered, of conversations with a child about night terrors and with a dying friend about death, love, and those left behind. Parents use the book to work through differences in parenting strategies and to reach out to their teenagers, while neighbors use it to figure out what is or isn’t “too loud.” We’re enormously grateful to those who have taken the time to tell us their stories.

				The reception in the business community has been overwhelming. Our little book on talking has been embraced as a guide to taking on some of the hardest challenges — from how stakeholders with divergent interests can make tough but smart decisions, to giving difficult performance feedback, to making dysfunctional functions function, and good teams great. From new hires to CEOs, the book has helped people to break down silos and build up morale, showing the way past a culture of nice to a culture of efficiency, openness, and respect.

				Most surprising has been Difficult Conversations’ reach. A dance instructor uses it to teach Argentinean tango. Palestinian educators built communication programs around the Arabic edition; Israeli mediators used the Hebrew edition to help with external and internal conflicts. Postwar Hutu and Tutsi leaders in Burundi came together to develop a conflict resolution program for their youth, using the French edition. Global organizations are using it to manage the challenges of working within and across cultures. At twenty-five languages and counting, it has even been downloaded, we’re told, onto the International Space Station (where tight quarters can breed conflict).

				The book has been used to train oil-rig operators in the North Sea, Iñupiat negotiators in the oil-rich North Slope of Alaska, and business leaders at Saudi Aramco. It’s been used at the Boston Area Rape Crisis Center and the headquarters and field offices of UN-AIDS. Doctors, nurses, and administrators in hospitals across the United States have used it to deliver better patient care and develop more humane workplaces. Within the U.S. government, it’s distributed at the Department of Justice, the IRS, the Federal Reserve, and the Postal Service. During one administration, the White House made it required reading for its top sixteen hundred political appointees. Law schools, business schools, and colleges assign it, as do high school teachers, life coaches, therapists, and ministers.

				How to explain it all? Just this: we are all human beings who want to love and be loved, see and be seen. We have perceptions and thoughts and feelings, and we work and play with other human beings who have their own perceptions, thoughts, and feelings:

				
						
						Your organization is flat, aligned, and right-sized, but you still can’t stand your boss.

					

						
						You fly three thousand miles and drive two hours to visit your elderly widowed father, and the first words out of his mouth are “You’re late!”

					

						
						You’ve got four email addresses, two cell phones, and sit only feet away from your five closest colleagues, but not one of them has found a way to talk to you about what they apparently call your “confrontational style.”

					

						
						No matter how hard you try, you can’t seem to get your sales, manufacturing, and product development teams to see themselves as members of the same organization.

					

				

				People are people. It is true today, it was true ten years ago, and it was probably not much different ten thousand years before that: “After all I did to put this hunt together and make it a success, this is my share of the kill? You call that fair?!”

				We don’t outgrow difficult conversations or get promoted past them. The best workplaces and most effective organizations have them. The family down the street that everyone thinks is perfect has them. Loving couples and lifelong friends have them. In fact, we can make a reasonable argument that engaging (well) in difficult conversations is a sign of health in a relationship. Relationships that deal productively with the inevitable stresses of life are more durable; people who are willing and able to “stick through the hard parts” emerge with a stronger sense of trust in each other and the relationship, because now they have a track record of having worked through something hard and seen that the relationship survived.

				So one explanation for the interest in this book is simply the delight of individuals happy to find a way through difficult relationship dilemmas, whether at home or at work. But we think there may be a broader organizational need driving interest in the business community: a recognition that the long-term success and even survival of many organizations may depend on their ability to master difficult conversations.

				Why? Because the ability to handle difficult conversations well is a prerequisite to organizational change and adaptation. And because the combination of globalized competition and technological development, alongside increased awareness of environmental and societal impacts, have made rapid change and adaptation a necessity for organizational survival.

				Of course, people in the business world have a certain cynicism when it comes to the “next big change initiative.” We hear about a new commitment to learning organizations, total quality management, reengineering, or some other novel idea, and our eyes start to roll. Consultants show up with studies showing the huge potential value to be gained with the innovative approach, and enormous effort is expended, but at the end of the day the endeavor fades away with only a small fraction of its promised value achieved.

				In our view, this is not because the studies were wrong or overhyped; the value is there to be captured. Nor is it because the individuals involved are lazy or don’t care. A lot of us care passionately and put loads of effort into these projects.

				We believe a major reason change efforts so often fail is that successful implementation eventually requires people to have difficult conversations — and they are not prepared to manage them skillfully. People inevitably have different views on priorities, levels of investment, measures of success, and exactly what correct implementation should entail.

				With everyone taking for granted that their own view is right, and readily assuming that others’ opposition is self-interested, progress quickly grinds to a halt. Decisions are delayed, and when finally made they are often imposed without buy-in from those who have to implement them. Relationships sour. Eventually people give up in frustration, and those driving the effort get distracted by new challenges or the next next big thing.

				The ability to manage difficult conversations effectively is foundational, then, to achieving almost any significant change.

				And in addition to supporting major change initiatives, these skills are increasingly needed simply to sustain business as usual. The relentless press of competition has forced most businesses to grow in scale to achieve efficiencies and competitive clout. Many industries are now global in reach. At the same time, the need to be responsive to the market — nimble, flexible, adaptive — has driven many organizations to be less hierarchical and to operate in a matrix that introduces more complexity to decision-making and the ability to get things done.

				This is a recipe for more conflict — and for more difficult conversations.

				Think about it: Do the people in your organization deal with conflicts directly, routinely, and well? Or do the email and watercooler chats continue to focus on all the ways the organization is dysfunctional, even as important conversations are avoided? Having worked with countless businesses, we are tempted to say that the only reason some of them survive is because their competition is equally lousy at confronting the things that matter most.

				And the pressures to work more effectively and efficiently are only going to increase. Businesses have spent the last twenty years focusing on process and technology improvements, and on cost cutting, and by now there’s not much left to cut. For the next ten (or fifty) years, breakthrough performance is going to depend instead on people learning to deal with conflict more effectively and, indeed, leveraging it for competitive advantage and increased sustainability. Ideally, conflict and differing perspectives, handled well and efficiently, should become a competitive asset — an engine for rapid learning and innovation.

				And that’s the upside: companies that nurture these communication skills as a core competence for leaders will leave their competition in the dust.

				

				•   •   •

				In this second edition we have chosen to leave the main text of the original intact. We have, however, drawn from what we’ve learned from those who are using the book, and from our own experiences in coaching and consulting, and we included some additional commentary on a variety of critical topics. We present these in the form of answers to “Ten Questions People Ask about Difficult Conversations.” We hope this new material helps deepen and broaden your understanding and your ability to manage potentially difficult conversations, and we look forward to the new questions it stimulates.

				We close this preface to the second edition with the story of one of the many correspondences with readers that have touched us over the last few years. We try to respond to every letter we receive, and in some cases get engaged in quite a conversation, as you’ll see in the account below.[*]

				In early 2002 Sheila received an email from Ali, who wondered how to handle a challenging situation with his eleven-year-old son. His son, he believed, was taking money from him, and when confronted, the boy denied it. What to do? “I understand from your book,” he wrote, “that the blame game is not the correct approach. I agree, but there are times when father and son need to understand the truth.”

				Sheila was at first tempted to respond with the simple reassurance that yes, at times a parent must confront and/or discipline a child, particularly if a child is stealing and lying about it. And she did offer this, but added a couple further suggestions: that Ali continue to inquire about his son’s feelings and perceptions, and that he remain open to the possibility that he, Ali, doesn’t yet know the whole story.

				Several days later, Sheila received this email:

				
					Hi Sheila,

					I greatly appreciate the time you had taken for the response….

					With great difficulty I initiated a conversation with my son and was able to find the cause of what happened. It appears that after…September 11, he was being bullied in school and to keep from being beaten up he was made to pay.

					He felt fearful to tell us, for two reasons: first, since my wife and I have maintained regular contacts and friendship with our American friends, my son felt that we wouldn’t understand. Second, he was just terrified by the bullies and felt they would take severe actions against him if he reported them.

					After September 11th, we had really tried to explain the situation to him and get his feelings but he always brushed it aside by saying everything was fine. Unfortunately I took him at his word and didn’t try to dig deeper….

					The initial hesitation on my part was because I know he has always been a very affectionate, caring and honest kid, and even after a few incidents it just didn’t seem right that he would be the culprit. We have had a long conversation and are trying to instill in him the confidence that he can approach us no matter how difficult the situation.

					We thank you sincerely for your help.

					With best regards,

					Ali

				

				Thank you, Ali, for sharing with us this beautiful conversation with your son. We dedicate this second edition to you and to all those who shared their courage and stories with us.

				Douglas Stone
Bruce Patton
Sheila Heen

			

			
				Skip Notes

				
					* We have received permission from Ali to share his story; his correspondence has been edited slightly for concision.

				

			

		

	
		
			Foreword

			The Harvard Negotiation Project is best known for a book on negotiation and problem-solving called Getting to YES that has sold more than fifteen million copies. Since its publication in 1981, readers all over the world have been persuaded that negotiators are more effective when they move away from adversarial posturing and instead work jointly to satisfy the interests of both sides.

			The “Harvard Method,” as it is sometimes called, emphasizes the importance of easy two-way communication. Yet in both negotiations and daily life, for good reasons or bad, we often don’t talk to each other, and don’t want to. And sometimes when we do talk, things only get worse. Feelings — anger, guilt, hurt — escalate. We become more and more sure that we are right, and so do those with whom we disagree.

			This is the realm of Difficult Conversations, and why it is such a powerful and urgently needed book. It explores what it is that makes conversations difficult, why we avoid them, and why we often handle them badly. Although the inquiry grew initially from a desire to help negotiators, the subject has far deeper implications. Difficult Conversations addresses a critical aspect of human interaction. It applies to how we deal with children, parents, landlords, tenants, suppliers, customers, bankers, brokers, neighbors, team members, patients, employees, and colleagues of any kind.

			In this book my colleagues Doug, Bruce, and Sheila take us by the hand and show us how to open the door to greater fulfillment in any relationship. They provide the stance of mind and heart and the skills of expression needed to achieve effective communication across the gulf of real differences in experiences, beliefs, and feelings, whether in personal relations, business dealings, or international affairs.

			These are the skills needed to take a serious disagreement within a business organization and transform it from a drag on competitiveness into an engine for innovation. These are the skills we all can use to make a marriage more enjoyable and durable and to make relations between parents and teenagers something far better than a war zone. These skills can heal the wounds that keep so many of us apart. They offer each of us a better future.

			Returning from several years in the U.S. Army Air Force during World War II, I discovered that my roommate, two of my closest friends, and dozens of classmates had been killed in that war. Ever since, I have worked to improve the skills with which we deal with our differences; to improve the prospects for our children’s future; and to enlist others in that cause. This brilliant and compelling book by my younger colleagues at the Harvard Negotiation Project leaves me feeling optimistic that progress is being made on all three counts.

			Roger Fisher
Cambridge, Massachusetts

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Asking for a raise. Ending a relationship. Giving a critical performance review. Saying no to someone in need. Confronting disrespectful or hurtful behavior. Disagreeing with the majority in a group. Apologizing.

			At work, at home, and across the backyard fence, difficult conversations are attempted or avoided every day.

			A Difficult Conversation Is Anything You Find Hard to Talk About

			Race, sexuality, gender, politics, and religion come quickly to mind as difficult topics to discuss, and for many of us they are. But discomfort and awkwardness are not limited to topics on the editorial page or debates blowing up on social media. Any time we feel vulnerable or our self-esteem is implicated, when the issues at stake are important and the outcome uncertain, when we care deeply about what is being discussed or about the people with whom we are discussing it, there is potential for us to experience the conversation as difficult.

			We all have conversations that we dread and find unpleasant, that we avoid or face up to like bad medicine:

			
				One of the senior engineers at your company, an old friend, has become a liability. Management has picked you to fire him.

				You overheard your mother-in-law telling a neighbor that your sons are spoiled and undisciplined. As you prepare to spend the holidays at her house, you’re not sure the two of you can get through the week without a confrontation.

				The project you are working on took twice as long as you told the client it would. You can’t afford not to bill for the extra time, but you dread informing the client.

				You want to tell your father how much you love him, but fear that the intimacy might make both of you feel awkward.

				There have been tensions in your precinct among White, Black, and Hispanic police officers. As a new transfer to the precinct, you have tried to play the role of peacemaker, but it has resulted in all sides accusing you of being on the wrong side.

			

			And, of course, there’s the stuff of everyday life, conversations that feel more ordinary but cause anxiety nonetheless: returning merchandise without a receipt, asking your assistant to do some photocopying, asking the painters not to smoke in the house. These are the interactions we put off when we can and stumble through when we must. The ones we practice over and over in our head, trying to figure out in advance what to say and wondering afterward what we should have said.

			What makes these situations so hard to face? It’s our fear of the consequences — whether we raise the issue or try to avoid it.

			The Dilemma: Avoid or Confront, It Seems There Is No Good Path

			We all know this dilemma. We go round and round on the same questions — Should I raise this? Or should I keep it to myself?

			Perhaps the neighbors’ dog keeps you up at night. “Should I talk to them?” you wonder. At first you decide not to: “Maybe the barking will stop. Maybe I’ll get used to it.” But then the dog barks again, and you resolve that tomorrow you are going to talk to the neighbors once and for all.

			Now you lie awake for a different reason. The thought of getting into a fight with the neighbors about their dog makes you nervous. You want the neighbors to like you; maybe you’re overreacting. Eventually, you come back to thinking it’s better to say nothing, and this calms your nerves. But just as you drop off to sleep, that darn dog howls again, and your cycle of indecision starts anew.

			There doesn’t seem to be any choice that will allow you to sleep.

			Why is it so difficult to decide whether to avoid or to confront? Because at some level we know the truth: if we try to avoid the problem, we’ll feel taken advantage of, our feelings will fester, we’ll wonder why we don’t stick up for ourselves, and we’ll rob the other person of the opportunity to improve things. But if we confront the problem, things might get even worse. We may be rejected, attacked, or misunderstood. We might hurt the other person in ways we didn’t intend, and the relationship might suffer.

			There Is No Such Thing as a Diplomatic Hand Grenade

			Desperate for a way out of the dilemma, we wonder if it is possible to be so tactful, so overwhelmingly pleasant, that everything ends up fine.

			Tact is good, but it’s not the answer to difficult conversations. Tact won’t make conversations with your father more intimate or take away your client’s anger over the increased bill. Nor is there a simple diplomatic way to fire your friend, to let your mother-in-law know that she drives you crazy, or to confront your colleagues’ hurtful judgments.

			Delivering a difficult message is like throwing a hand grenade. Coated with sugar, thrown hard or soft, a hand grenade is still going to do damage. Try as you may, there’s no way to throw a hand grenade with tact or to outrun the consequences. And keeping it to yourself is no better. Choosing not to deliver a difficult message is like holding on to a hand grenade once you’ve pulled the pin.

			So we feel stuck. We need advice that is more powerful than “Be diplomatic” or “Try to stay positive.” The problems run deeper than that; so must the answers.

			This Book Can Help

			There is hope. Working at the Harvard Negotiation Project with thousands of people on all kinds of difficult conversations, we have found a way to make these conversations less stressful and more productive. A way to deal creatively with tough problems while treating people with decency and integrity. An approach that is helpful to your peace of mind, whether or not others join in.

			We are going to help you get out of the hand grenade business altogether, by getting you out of the business of delivering (and receiving) messages. We will show you how to turn the damaging battle of warring messages into the more constructive approach we call a learning conversation.

			The Rewards Are Worth the Effort

			Of course, changing how you deal with difficult conversations takes work. Like changing your golf swing, adapting to driving on the other side of the road, or learning a new language, the change can feel awkward at first. And it can feel threatening: breaking out of your comfort zone is rarely easy and is never risk-free. It requires you to look hard at yourself, and sometimes to change and grow. But better the ache of muscles growing from an unaccustomed workout than the sting of wounds from an unnecessary fight.

			And the potential rewards are rich. If you follow the steps presented in this book, you will find difficult conversations becoming easier and causing less anxiety. You will be more effective and happier with the results. And as your anxiety goes down and your satisfaction goes up, you will find that you are choosing to engage more often in conversations that you should have been having all along.

			In fact, the people we’ve worked with, who have learned new approaches to dealing with their most challenging conversations, report less anxiety and greater effectiveness in all of their conversations. They find they are less afraid of what others might say. They have a heightened sense of freedom of action in tough situations, more self-confidence, and a stronger sense of integrity and self-respect. They also learn that dealing constructively with tough topics and awkward situations can strengthen a relationship or a team and can help individuals pull together to address systemic challenges and bring change. And that’s an opportunity too good to pass up.

			Skeptical? A Few Thoughts

			If you’re skeptical, that’s understandable. You may have been struggling with these issues for weeks, months, or years. The problems are complex, and the people involved are not easy to deal with. How can reading a book make a difference?

			There are limits to how much you can learn about human interactions from a book. We don’t know the specifics of your situation, what is at stake for you, or where your particular weaknesses and strengths lie. But we have discovered that, regardless of context, the things that make difficult conversations difficult, and the errors in thinking and acting that compound those difficulties, are the same. We all share the same fears and fall into the same few traps. No matter what you are facing, or whom, there is something in this book that can help.

			It is true that some situations are unlikely to improve regardless of how skilled you become. The people involved may be so emotionally troubled, the stakes so high, the conflict so intense, or the organization or system so broken that a book — or even professional intervention — is unlikely to help. However, for every case that is truly hopeless, there are a thousand that appear hopeless but are not. People often come to us saying, “I want some advice, but I have to warn you, this situation is beyond fixing.” And they are wrong. Together we are able to find some avenue of change that ends up having a significant positive impact on the conversation.

			Of course, you may not be ready or able to engage or reengage fully in a difficult situation or relationship. You may be grieving, licking your wounds, or just needing time away. You may be lost in anger or confused about what you want. But even if you are not yet ready to take on an actual conversation (or make a considered choice not to), this book can help you sort through your feelings and assist you as you find your way to a healthier place.

			We Need to Look in New Places

			What can we suggest that you haven’t already thought of? Probably quite a bit. Because the question isn’t whether you’ve been looking hard enough for the “answer” to difficult conversations, it’s whether you’ve been looking in the right places. At heart, the problem isn’t in your actions, it’s in your thinking. So long as you focus only on what to do differently in difficult conversations, you will fail to break new ground.

			This book offers plenty of advice on how to conduct a difficult conversation. But first and more important, it will help you understand better what you’re up against and why it makes sense to shift from a “message delivery stance” to a “learning stance.” Only then will you be able to understand and implement the steps of a learning conversation.

			Difficult Conversations Are a Normal Part of Life

			No matter how good you get, difficult conversations will always challenge you. The authors know this from experiences in our own lives. We know what it feels like to be deeply afraid of hurting someone or of getting hurt. We know what it means to be consumed by guilt for how our actions have affected others, or for how we have let ourselves down. We know that even with the best of intentions, human relationships can corrode or become tangled, and, if we are honest, we also know that we don’t always have the best of intentions. We know just how fragile are the heart and the soul.

			So it is best to keep your goals realistic. Eliminating fear and anxiety is an unrealistic goal. Reducing fear and anxiety and learning how to manage that which remains are more obtainable. Achieving perfect results with no risk will not happen. Getting better results in the face of tolerable odds might.

			And that, for most of us, is good enough. For if we are fragile, we are also remarkably resilient.

		

	
		
			
				The Problem

			

		

	
		
			
				1

				Sort Out the Three Conversations

			
			Jack is about to have a difficult conversation.

			He explains: “Late one afternoon I got a call from Michael, a good friend and occasional client. ‘I’m in a tight spot,’ he told me. ‘I need a prospectus laid out and printed for potential investors by tomorrow afternoon.’ He said his regular designer was out and that he was under a lot of pressure.

			“I was in the middle of another project, but Michael was a friend, so I dropped everything and worked late into the night on his project.

			“Early the next morning Michael reviewed the proof and gave the go-ahead to have it printed. I called in a favor to rush the print job, and had finished documents delivered to Michael’s office by noon. I was exhausted, but glad I’d been able to help him out.

			“Then a couple of hours later I received a text from Michael:

			
				
					Well, you really screwed this one up! Look, Jack, I know you were under time pressure on this, but the earnings chart just isn’t presented right. It’s only slightly off, but it’s a disaster. I assume you’ll fix it right away. Give me a call as soon as you get in.

				

			

			“Well, you can imagine how I felt about that message. The chart was off, but microscopically. I called Michael right away.”

			The conversation went like this:

			
				Jack: Hi, Michael, I got your message —

				Michael: Yeah, look, Jack, this thing has to be done over.

				Jack: Well, wait a second. I agree that a bar on the chart is slightly misaligned, but it’s clearly labeled. No one’s going to misunderstand. No one’s even going to notice —

				Michael: C’mon, Jack. You know as well as I do that we can’t have the earnings chart off while we’re talking with potential investors. It’s the earnings chart. We’re already losing credibility by having to give them a corrected version.

				Jack: Well, I think that —

				Michael: There’s really nothing to argue about here. Look, we all screw up. Just fix it and let’s move on.

				Jack: Why didn’t you say something about this when you looked at it this morning?

				Michael: I’m not the one who’s supposed to be proofreading. Jack, I’m under tremendous pressure to get this done and to get it done right. Either you’re on the team or you’re not. I need a yes or a no. Are you going to reprint it?

				Jack: [pause] Alright, alright. I’ll do it.

			

			This exchange has all the hallmarks of a difficult conversation going off the rails. Months later, Jack still feels lousy about this conversation and his relationship with Michael remains strained. He wonders what he could have done differently, and what he should do about it now.

			But before we get to that, let’s look at what Jack and Michael’s conversation can teach us about how difficult conversations work.

			Decoding the Structure of Difficult Conversations

			Surprisingly, despite what appear to be infinite variations, all difficult conversations share a common structure. When you’re caught up in the details and anxiety of a particular difficult conversation, this structure is hard to see. But understanding that structure is essential to improving how you handle your most challenging conversations.

			There’s More Here Than Meets the Ear

			In the conversation between Jack and Michael recounted above, the words reveal only the surface of what is really going on. To make the structure of a difficult conversation visible, we need to understand not only what is said, but also what is not said. We need to understand what the people involved are thinking and feeling but not saying to each other. In a difficult conversation, this is usually where the real action is.

			Look at what Jack is thinking and feeling (left), but not saying, as this conversation proceeds:

			
				What Jack Thought and Felt But Didn’t Say

				How could he leave a message like that?! After I drop everything, break a dinner plan with my daughter, and stay up all night, that’s the thanks I get?!

				What Jack and Michael Actually Said

				Jack: Hi, Michael, I got your message —

				Michael: Yeah, look, Jack, this thing has to be done over.

				A total overreaction. Not even a CPA would be able to tell that the chart is off. At the same time, I’m upset with myself for not catching such a stupid mistake.

				Jack: Well, wait a second. I agree that a bar on the chart is slightly misaligned, but it’s clearly labeled. No one’s going to misunderstand. No one’s even going to notice —

				Michael: C’mon, Jack, you know as well as I do that we can’t have the earnings chart off while we’re talking with potential investors. It’s the earnings chart. We’re already losing credibility by having to give them a corrected version.

				Michael tries to intimidate colleagues into getting his way. But he shouldn’t treat me that way. I’m a friend! I want to stand up for myself, but I don’t want to get into a big fight about this. I can’t afford to lose Michael as a client or as a friend. I feel stuck.

				Jack: Well, I think that —

				Michael: There’s really nothing to argue about here. Look, we all screw up. Just fix it and let’s move on.

				Screw up?! This isn’t my fault. You approved it, remember?

				Jack: Why didn’t you say something about this when you looked at it this morning?

				Michael: I’m not the one who’s supposed to be proofreading. Jack, I’m under tremendous pressure to get this done and to get it done right. Either you’re on the team or you’re not. I need a yes or a no. Are you going to reprint it?

				Is that how you see me? As a proofreader?

				I’m sick of this whole thing. I’m going to be bigger than whatever pettiness is driving him. The best way out is for me just to be generous and redo it.

				Jack: [pause] Alright, alright. I’ll do it.

			

			
			Meanwhile, there’s plenty that Michael is thinking and feeling but not saying. Michael is wondering whether he should have hired Jack in the first place. He hasn’t been all that happy with Jack’s work in the past, but he decided to go out on a limb with his partners to give his friend another chance. Michael is now frustrated with Jack and confused about whether hiring Jack was a good decision — personally or professionally.

			The first insight, then, is a simple one: there’s an awful lot going on between Jack and Michael that is not being spoken.

			That’s typical. In fact, the gap between what you’re really thinking and what you’re saying is part of what makes a conversation difficult. You’re distracted by all that’s going on inside. You’re uncertain about what’s okay to share, and what’s better left unsaid. And you know that just saying what you’re thinking would probably not make the conversation any easier.

			Each Difficult Conversation Is Really Three Conversations

			In studying hundreds of conversations of every kind we have discovered that there is an underlying structure to what’s going on, and understanding this structure, in itself, is a powerful first step in improving how we deal with these conversations. It turns out that no matter what the subject, our thoughts and feelings fall into the same three categories, or “conversations.” And in each of these conversations we make predictable errors that distort our thoughts and feelings, and get us into trouble.

			Everything problematic that Michael and Jack say, think, and feel falls into one of these three “conversations.” And everything in your difficult conversations does too.

			
				1. The “What Happened?” Conversation. Most difficult conversations involve disagreement about what has happened or what should happen. Who said what and who did what? Who’s right, who meant what, and who’s to blame? Jack and Michael tussle over these issues, both out loud and internally. Does the chart need to be redone? Is Michael trying to intimidate Jack? Who should have caught the error?

				2. The Feelings Conversation. Every difficult conversation also asks and answers questions about feelings. Are my feelings valid? Appropriate? Should I acknowledge or deny them, put them on the table or check them at the door? What do I do about the other person’s feelings? What if they are angry or hurt? Jack’s and Michael’s thoughts are littered with feelings. For example, “This is the thanks I get?!” signals hurt and anger, and when Michael says, “I’m under tremendous pressure,” it reveals anxiety. These feelings are not named directly in the conversation, but they leak in anyway.

				3. The Identity Conversation. This is the conversation we each have with ourselves about what this situation means to us. We conduct an internal debate over whether this means we are competent or incompetent, a good person or bad, worthy of love or unlovable. What impact might it have on our self-image and self-esteem, our future and our well-being? Our answers to these questions determine in large part whether we feel “balanced” during the conversation, or whether we feel off-center and anxious. In the conversation between Jack and Michael, Jack is struggling with the sense that he has been incompetent, which makes him feel less balanced. And Michael is wondering whether he acted foolishly in hiring Jack.

			

			Every difficult conversation involves grappling with these Three Conversations, so engaging successfully requires learning to operate effectively in each of the three realms. Managing all three simultaneously can be a challenge, but it’s easier than facing the consequences of a conversation gone wrong.

			What We Can’t Change, and What We Can

			No matter how skilled we become, there are certain challenges in each of the Three Conversations that we can’t change. We will still run into situations where untangling “what happened” is more complicated than we initially suspect. We will each have information the other person is unaware of, and raising each other’s awareness is not easy. And we will still face emotionally charged situations that feel threatening because they put important aspects of our identity at risk.

			What we can change is the way we respond to each of these challenges. Typically, instead of exploring what information the other person might have that we don’t, we assume we know all we need to know to understand and explain things. Instead of working to manage our feelings constructively, we either try to hide them or let loose in ways that we later regret. Instead of exploring the identity issues that may be deeply at stake for us (or them), we proceed with the conversation as if it says nothing about us — and never come to grips with what is at the heart of our anxiety.

			By understanding these errors and the havoc they wreak, we can begin to craft better approaches. Let’s explore each conversation in more depth.

			The “What Happened?” Conversation: What’s the Story Here?

			The “What Happened?” Conversation is where we spend much of our time in difficult conversations as we struggle with our different stories about who’s right, what’s motivating each of us, and who’s to blame. On each of these three fronts — truth, intentions, and blame — we make a common but debilitating assumption. Straightening out each of these assumptions is essential to improving our ability to handle difficult conversations well.

			The Truth Assumption

			As we argue vociferously for our view, we often fail to question one crucial assumption upon which our whole stance in the conversation is built: I am right, and you are wrong. This simple assumption causes endless grief.

			What am I right about? I am right that you drive too fast. I am right that you are unable to mentor younger colleagues. I am right that my comments at the reunion were not inappropriate. I am right that the patient should have received more medication after such a painful operation. I am right that the contractor overcharged me. I am right that I deserve a raise. I am right that the earnings chart is fine as it is. The number of things I am right about would fill a book.

			There’s only one hitch: I am not right.

			How could this be so? It seems impossible. Surely I must be right sometimes!

			Well, not exactly. As we’ll see, it’s more complicated than “being right” or “being wrong,” and in any event, arguing about it doesn’t get us very far. That’s because difficult conversations at their core are almost never about getting the facts right. They are about conflicting perceptions, interpretations, and values. They are not about what a contract states, they are about what a contract means. They are not about which child-rearing book is most popular, they are about which child-rearing book we should follow.

			They are not about what is true, they are about what is important.

			Let’s come back to Jack and Michael. There is no dispute about whether the chart is accurate or not. They both agree it is not. The dispute is over whether the error is noticeable and worth worrying about and, if so, how to handle it. These are not questions of right and wrong, but questions of interpretation and judgment. Interpretations and judgments are important to explore. In contrast, the quest to determine who is right and who is wrong is a dead end.

			In the “What Happened?” Conversation, moving away from the truth assumption frees us to shift our purpose from proving we are right to understanding the perceptions, interpretations, and values of both sides. It allows us to move away from delivering messages and toward asking questions, exploring how each person is making sense of the world. And to offer our views as perceptions, interpretations, and values — not as “the truth.”

			The Intention Invention

			The second argument in the “What Happened?” Conversation is over intentions — yours and mine. Did you yell at me to intimidate me or merely to emphasize your point? Did you throw my cigarettes out because you’re trying to control my behavior or because you want to help me live up to my commitment to quit? What I think about your intentions will affect how I think about you and, ultimately, how our conversation goes.

			The errors we make in the realm of intentions are simple but profound. First, we assume we know the intentions of others when we don’t (and when we are unsure about someone’s intentions, we too often decide they are bad). But intentions are invisible. We assume them from other people’s behavior. In other words, we make them up, we invent them.

			But our invented stories about other people’s intentions are accurate much less often than we think. Why? Because people’s intentions, like so much else in difficult conversations, are complex. Sometimes people act with mixed intentions. Sometimes they act with no intention, or at least none related to us. And sometimes they act on good intentions, but nonetheless hurt us.

			A second mistake relates not to the other person’s intentions, but to our own. When we are accused of hurting someone or something, we assume that once we explain our good intentions, the problem will vanish. It rarely does. The other person may be relieved to learn that you didn’t punch them in the face on purpose, but that does nothing for their black eye.

			Both of these mistakes around intentions can make an already hard conversation needlessly harder.

			The Blame Frame

			The third error we make in the “What Happened?” Conversation has to do with blame. Most difficult conversations focus significant attention on who’s to blame for the mess we’re in. When the company loses its biggest client, we know that there will shortly ensue a ruthless game of blame roulette. We don’t care where the ball lands, as long as it doesn’t land on us. Personal relationships are no different. Your relationship with your stepmother is strained? It’s her fault. She should stop bugging you about your screen time and the kids you hang out with.

			In the conflict between Jack and Michael, Jack believes the problem is Michael’s fault: the time to declare your hypersensitivity to formatting is before the document gets printed, not after. And, of course, Michael believes the problem is Jack’s fault: Jack did the layout, so mistakes are his responsibility.

			But talking about fault is similar to talking about truth — it produces disagreement, denial, and little learning. It evokes fears of punishment and insists on an either-or answer. Nobody wants to be blamed, especially unfairly, so our energy goes into defending ourselves.

			Parents of small children know this well. When the twins act up in the back seat of the car, we know that trying to affix blame will always yield an outcry: “But she hit me first!” or “I hit her because she called me a baby.” Each child denies blame not just to avoid losing dessert, but also from a sense of justice. Neither feels like the problem is solely her fault, because it isn’t.

			From the front seat looking back, it is easy to see how each child has contributed to the fight. It’s much more difficult to see how we’ve contributed to the problems in which we ourselves are involved. But in situations that give rise to difficult conversations, it is often (though certainly not always) the case that what happened is the result of things both people did — or failed to do. And punishment is often unproductive. When competent, sensible people make a mistake or do something stupid, the most useful move is to try to figure out, first, what kept them from seeing it coming and, second, how to prevent the problem from happening again.

			Talking about blame distracts us from exploring why things went wrong and how we might correct them going forward. Focusing instead on understanding what we call the “joint contribution system” allows us to learn about all the various inputs to the problem, and to work on correcting them. The distinction between blame and contribution may seem subtle. But it is a distinction worth working to understand, because it will make a significant difference in your ability to handle difficult conversations.

			The Feelings Conversation: What Should We Do with Our Emotions?

			Difficult conversations are not just about what happened; they also involve emotion. The question is not whether strong feelings will arise, but how to handle them when they do. Should you tell your boss how you really feel about his management style, or about the colleague who stole your idea? Should you share with your sister how hurt you feel that she stayed friends with your ex? And what should you do with the anger you are likely to experience if you decide to talk with that vendor about his sexist remarks?

			In the presence of strong feelings, many of us work hard to stay rational. Getting too deep into feelings is messy, clouds good judgment, and in some contexts — for example, at work — can seem just plain inappropriate. Bringing up feelings can also be scary or uncomfortable, and can make us feel vulnerable. After all, what if the other person dismisses our feelings or responds without real understanding? Or labels us as oversensitive or angry? Or takes our feelings to heart in a way that wounds them or irrevocably damages the relationship? And once we’ve gotten our feelings off our chest, it’s their turn. Are we up to hearing all about their anger and pain?

			This line of reasoning suggests that we stay out of the Feelings Conversation altogether — that Jack is better off not sharing his feelings of anger and hurt, or Michael his sense of disappointment. Better to stick to questions about the earnings chart. Better to stick to “business.”

			Or is it?

			An Opera Without Music

			The problem with this reasoning is that it fails to take account of one simple fact: difficult conversations do not just involve feelings, they are at their very core about feelings. Feelings are not some noisy byproduct of engaging in difficult talk, they are an integral part of the conflict. Engaging in a difficult conversation without talking about feelings is like staging an opera without the music. You’ll get the plot but miss the point. In the conversation between Jack and Michael, for example, Jack never explicitly says that he feels mistreated or underappreciated, yet months later Jack can still summon his anger and resentment toward Michael.

			Consider some of your own difficult conversations. What feelings are involved? Hurt or anger? Disappointment, shame, confusion? Do you feel treated unfairly or without respect? For some of us, even saying “I love you” or “I’m proud
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