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Introduction

How do you deal professionally with a colleague whose work is seriously below standard? A supplier who is always late? Saying ‘no’ graciously? Giving someone bad news?

Many of us have been on the receiving end of business conversations that have been badly handled, poorly timed or scarcely prepared for by the person we’re talking to. We may say, ‘How could they have treated me like this after all I have done for them?’ Many colleagues feel undervalued at the way their bosses deal with them. This practical book offers help to new and aspiring managers in a variety of business situations, such as delivering bad news in an appraisal, and how to work with a range of colleagues who may be lazy, negative or incompetent.

In this book we’ll explore the following:

Sunday: Why are some conversations difficult? We may tend to avoid difficult conversations: how else can you deal with them?

Monday: Manage your emotions Distinguish the facts of an incident and how colleagues feel about it and their sense of identity.

Tuesday: Prepare well The venue, atmosphere and timing of a difficult conversation are all important. It is essential that you prepare well, especially your opening words and the direction that you want the conversation to go in, including alternative ways to resolve the issue.

Wednesday: Listen carefully As you listen, you discover more about your colleague’s background and motivation. You also need to learn how to ask incisive questions that get to the root of an issue.

Thursday: Treat colleagues with respect In a difficult conversation, you need to affirm your colleague and continue to listen until they feel heard. You will explain your point of view politely, yet firmly, being neither passive nor aggressive in tone.

Friday: Seek change Involve colleagues in a conversation; learn how to deal with certain kinds of colleagues, for example, those who are lazy, aggressive or shy.

Saturday: Build trusting relationships Work hard to develop strong working relationships, so that when you have to have a difficult conversation, you will be better placed to do so because you will know the person better.

Each day of the week covers a different area and the material is structured by beginning with an introduction to show what the day is about. Then comes the main material which explains the key lessons by clarifying important principles that are backed up by tips, case studies, etc. Each day concludes with a summary, follow-up and multiple-choice questions, to reinforce the learning points.

The principles I outline here are the fruit of over 30 years in business, particularly in the area of communications, and over ten years in leading courses on business communications. As I have reflected on participants’ responses to the workshops I have led, two comments keep recurring: ‘You gave me more confidence’ and ‘The workshop was a refresher course.’ My hope therefore is that as you read and act on what I have written, it will be a refresher course that will give you fresh confidence to tackle difficult conversations at work.
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Today, we plunge straight into the issue of difficult conversations with a story about dealing with a colleague whose work has become unsatisfactory. The story raises a range of different points:

•  the tendency to avoid dealing with a difficult issue

•  the need to explore options in a positive and constructive way rather than negatively and destructively

•  the need to manage emotions, listen well and treat people with respect.

These matters form the foundation for topics that we will consider throughout the rest of the week.

We will also look at:

•  why we tend to avoid difficult conversations

•  other ways in which we deal with difficult conversations

•  different kinds of sensitive issues that we encounter at work

•  self-awareness and how a model can be applied to develop better working relationships

•  the need to focus on the goal in pursuing a difficult conversation.



Why do we avoid tackling sensitive issues?

Gary was a competent and well-meaning salesman, but he had been in that role for too long. He had become complacent with his customers and too dependent on his support team. He preferred to be in the office being disruptive rather than generating sales. Gary’s manager, John, spent some time wondering what to do, but he delayed taking action as he didn’t like confrontation.

Recognizing Gary’s skills, John eventually managed to identify another sales job in the organization where his expertise would be valued, but in an unfamiliar environment that would challenge him and give him a fresh start. So, with the agreement of the Sales Manager of the new role, John called Gary in for a meeting.

At first the conversation did not go well. As anticipated, Gary became defensive, sensing a personal attack and some hidden agenda to replace him. John quickly realized there was no point focusing on the negatives, and so instead invited Gary to outline the parts of his role that he enjoyed, and then those he found tedious. John and Gary were eventually even able to agree on some aspects of his work that were difficult and probably could be done better.

Building on this discussion, John was then able to focus on the areas Gary did enjoy and was successful in, and began to highlight parallels with the needs within other parts of the organization.

Gary liked intrigue, and so John let slip that he had heard that another team was looking for an experienced salesman, He went on to say that he thought Gary would be a great fit for the role. John wondered aloud whether Gary would be interested in him finding out more and putting feelers out on his behalf.

After some thought and minor push-back about the risk of change, Gary agreed that actually this could be an exciting possibility.

That conversation was eight years ago and Gary is now Regional Sales Manager for Europe and Far East, having had a successful and enjoyable career in the new team.

John often considered whether he had pushed the limits of honesty, or just acted as a good manager. On balance, he decided that by understanding Gary’s motivations, the needs of the company and by looking constructively for active solutions to the problem, he was able to turn a confrontational situation into one of mentoring and career development, which certainly helped him and supported the company.

This story touches on several themes that we will discuss as we move through this week. Let’s look first at why we tend to avoid tackling sensitive issues. Here are several reasons why we avoid such matters:

•  You deny there is a difficulty at all.

•  You don’t know what to say or where to begin.

•  You don’t want to hurt the other person’s feelings, so you say nothing.

•  You want people to like you and raising an issue with them might disturb that relationship.

•  You know that such a conversation will be stressful for you and that it may place more demands on you than you can bear, so it is simpler just to leave it.

•  You don’t know how the other person will react. Might they lose their temper and suddenly express their feelings strongly and forcefully? How would you react if they burst into tears? What would you do if your comments met with silence? Rather than face an uncertain response, you decide to do nothing.

•  You think that your well-intentioned actions might be perceived as bullying, treating them with contempt, so you follow the proverb ‘it is better safe than sorry’ and do not take any risks at all.

•  You think that tackling one issue might open up even more complex, and possibly awkward and unpleasant, matters, so you decide that it is better to leave well alone.

•  You have raised such issues with other colleagues before and discussions have gone badly: your intentions were misinterpreted and your motives questioned. The whole matter was so unpleasant that you decided never to try to deal with such delicate matters again.

•  You do not have a good trusting relationship with the person concerned.
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However, if you avoid an issue and do not deal with it, it will probably only get worse. Both the other person’s behaviour and your feelings may take deeper root and become increasingly firmly established. Your frustration and emotional stress may become so intense as you keep your feelings in that you might express your anger forcefully at the smallest thing the other person does. It’s like toothache that does not get better but becomes more painful, or like a rattle in your car that does not disappear but becomes louder. Sooner or later, you have to deal with it.
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If you avoid an issue and don’t deal with it, it will probably get worse.
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Other ways of dealing with a difficult conversation

Here are some other ways of dealing with a difficult conversation:

•  competing, where one side firmly imposes their will, often in a domineering way, not being concerned with others’ feelings

•  accommodating, where the main aim is to maintain the relationship at all costs, and please and satisfy the wishes of others

•  compromising, where you agree a solution that is halfway between what each side wants, with each side giving up something. The different sides negotiate and agree that one side ‘wins’ on some matters while the other side ‘wins’ on others

•  collaborating, where the different sides take time to work effectively together to develop solutions that satisfy both sides.

Note that in certain situations, each of these styles might be appropriate. For example, a competing style could be appropriate if you are asking for a refund when you return faulty goods to a shop. You are not concerned with the shop assistant’s feelings: you are in the right to seek a refund. An accommodating style might be appropriate when the relationship is far more important than the relatively unimportant issue being considered. A compromising style might be appropriate when dealing with a relatively minor matter when there is little time to sit down and agree a well-thought-out solution.

In this book, we will pursue the collaborating approach, taking time to listen to and respect the other person and creatively seek a solution.

What are the different kinds of sensitive issues?

What kinds of sensitive issues are we discussing? Here are some examples:

•  a colleague’s work is unsatisfactory and as manager you need to discuss that in an appraisal

•  matters concerning pay and conditions. For example, after
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