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Navigating Difficult Conversations

By Keshia Allen Horner, Founder and Principal, Mariposa Analytics

Let’s face it - no one really enjoys having tough conversations. But as a
leader, they’re part of the job. The good news? With the right approach, you can ,
turn these challenging moments into opportunities for growth and stronger
relationships. Let’s dive into some strategies that can help you navigate these MINDSET SHIFT

tricky waters. o
Reframe “difficult

conversations” as
“growth opportunities.”
This mental switch can
help reduce anxiety and
foster a more positive
approach.

Preparation is key. Think of preparation as your secret weapon.
Before you dive into that difficult chat, take some time to:

« Jot down your main points
- Consider how the other person might react

- Practice with a trusted colleague

This groundwork helps you stay focused and confident when the conversation gets tough.

Creating the right atmosphere. How you start sets the tone for the entire conversation. Try opening with
something like, “I'd like to discuss something important for both of us.” This approach shows you’re here to
collaborate, not to point fingers.
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Frame the issue. Instead of saying “You always...”, try “I'm concerned about...”. This subtle shift keeps the focus

on the issue, not the person. It’s about solving a problem together, not placing blame.

It’s more than just hearing. Here’s where many leaders stumble. Real listening means:

« Asking open-ended questions
- Showing you’re paying attention (nod, make eye contact)

- Reflecting back what you’ve heard

Try saying, “It sounds like you’re saying...” This shows you’re really trying to
understand their perspective.

Keeping your cool. Emotions can run high in these conversations. If things get
heated, it's okay to suggest a short break. A simple “Let’s take five minutes to
cool down” can work wonders.

Finding common ground. Look for areas where you agree. Even small points
of agreement can be stepping stones to a solution. Show you’re open to

SEEK COMMON
GROUND

Always start by finding
points of agreement, no
matter how small. These

become your stepping

stones to resolution.

changing your mind if new information comes to light.

Teamwork makes the dream work. Once you’ve both shared your
perspectives, it’s time to find solutions together. Ask, “What do you think could work for both of us?” This
collaborative approach often leads to better, more sustainable solutions.

Follow through. Actions speak louder than words. After the conversation, send a quick email summarizing what
you discussed and the next steps. This shows you took the conversation seriously and are committed to moving

forward.

V)

ACTIVE
LISTENING TIP

Try the “Echo
Technique”: Reflect back
what you’ve heard by

saying, “It sounds like
you’re saying...”
This shows you’re truly
listening and helps
clarify any
misunderstandings.

Build trust. Remember, it’'s a marathon, not a sprint. Trust isn’t built in a day.
Regular check-ins and following through on your commitments go a long way
in creating an environment where tough conversations become easier over
time.

The goal isn’t to “win” the conversation. It's about addressing the issue while
strengthening your relationship. With practice and patience, you’ll find these
difficult conversations becoming less daunting and more productive. The next
time you’re facing a tough talk, take a deep breath, remember these tips, and
dive in.

You’ve got this!
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