
T H E  A D U L T I N G  V A U L T

Difficult 
Conversations
How to Say the Thing You Have Been Avoiding

Everything They Forgot to Tell You

The conversation you are dreading is almost never as bad as the six weeks you 

spend not having it. Avoidance does not preserve the relationship — it lets a small, 

addressable problem become a large one with resentment attached. This guide 

covers what to do before you open your mouth, a structure that holds up under 

pressure, what to do when the other person gets defensive or upset, and word-for-

word openings for the specific conversations people avoid most.



D I F F I C U L T  C O N V E R S A T I O N S

Part One: Why They Go Wrong

Usually before anyone has said anything.

The delay makes it harder

The standard pattern is to notice something, decide it is not worth raising, notice it 

again, build a case privately, and eventually raise it — by which point you are not 

addressing an incident, you are delivering a verdict on a pattern. The other person, 

who had no idea any of this was accumulating, experiences an ambush.

Raised early, most difficult conversations are small. Raised late, they carry the weight 

of everything that came before.

The story you built

In the gap between noticing and speaking, people construct an explanation for the 

other person's behavior — usually one involving intent. They do not respect me. They 

knew and did it anyway. They do not care.

That story is almost always more hostile than reality, and you will walk into the 

conversation defending it. The most useful preparation is separating what actually 

happened from what you decided it meant.

What specifically happened — only the facts a camera would have caught?

What did I decide it meant? What is a different explanation that also fits?
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D I F F I C U L T  C O N V E R S A T I O N S

Wanting two incompatible things

Most people go into a difficult conversation wanting both to be understood and to 

avoid discomfort. Those pull in opposite directions, and the second usually wins — 

which is how people have the conversation without ever saying the thing.

If this conversation goes well, what is different afterwards? Be concrete.
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D I F F I C U L T  C O N V E R S A T I O N S

Part Two: The Structure

Three parts. It holds up when you are nervous.

O B S E R V A T I O N ,  I M P A C T ,  R E Q U E S T

OBSERVATION — what happened, factually, without interpretation. "The report went 

out before I had reviewed it."

IMPACT — the effect, stated as yours. "I was caught out in the meeting when a client 

asked about a section I had not seen."

REQUEST — what you want going forward, specifically. "Can we agree I get a look at 

it the day before?"

The order matters. Leading with impact sounds like an accusation. Leading with the 

request skips the reason. Observation first gives the other person something they can 

agree with before anything is at stake.

What to strip out

Do not say Because

"You always" / "You never" Invites an argument about the exception rather than the issue.

"You made me feel" Assigns control of your feelings to them and produces defense.

"Everyone thinks" Turns a conversation into an ambush by committee.

"I am not angry, but" Nobody believes it, and it makes the rest sound dishonest.

"Obviously" / "Clearly" Implies they were stupid not to see it.

A list of previous incidents Converts an addressable point into an indictment.

One thing at a time

Raise one issue. If you raise three, you will resolve none of them, because the 

conversation becomes about the volume rather than the content. Pick the one that 

matters most and let the others wait.
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D I F F I C U L T  C O N V E R S A T I O N S

Part Three: Opening

The first two sentences determine most of what follows.

Signal it, briefly

People react badly to being ambushed by a serious conversation while making toast. A 

short heads-up lets them arrive rather than defend.

● "Do you have twenty minutes today? There is something I want to talk through."

● "I want to raise something, and I want to do it properly rather than in passing."

● "Can we talk about what happened on Thursday? I do not think we are seeing it the 

same way."

Do not give more than that in advance. "We need to talk" followed by six hours of 

silence is its own form of cruelty.

Openings that work

Situation Opening

Something is bothering 

you

"Something has been on my mind and I would rather say it than keep sitting on it."

You need to give feedback "I want to give you something that I think will be useful, and it is a bit awkward."

You disagree with a 

decision

"I want to make sure I understand the reasoning, because I see it differently."

You need to apologize "I have been thinking about Thursday and I got it wrong."

You need to decline "I have thought about it and I am not going to be able to."

You need to end 

something

"This is going to be hard to say, and I owe you saying it directly."

Where and when

● Privately. Never in front of others, including children

● Not when either of you is exhausted, drunk, or already upset about something else

● Not late at night — nothing constructive happens after about ten

● Side by side rather than across a table can help. So can walking

● Give it enough time that neither of you is watching the clock
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D I F F I C U L T  C O N V E R S A T I O N S
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D I F F I C U L T  C O N V E R S A T I O N S

Part Four: Listening

The half most people skip, having prepared only their own part.

If you have rehearsed what you will say and not considered what they might say, you 

have prepared a speech rather than a conversation. Speeches do not change anything, 

because the other person spends them constructing a rebuttal.

Three habits

1. Ask, then stop. "What is your read on it?" — and then let the silence sit rather than 

filling it.

2. Reflect before responding. "So from where you sat, it looked like I had signed off 

on it already." Getting this slightly wrong is fine; they will correct you, and being 

corrected is progress.

3. Concede whatever is true. Agreeing with the accurate part of their position does 

not weaken yours — it is what makes the rest of it credible.

T H E  Q U E S T I O N  T H A T  U N S T I C K S  M O S T  C O N V E R S A T I O N S

"What am I missing?"

It is genuinely open, it is hard to answer defensively, and it frequently surfaces the 

thing the whole conversation was actually about.
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D I F F I C U L T  C O N V E R S A T I O N S

Part Five: When It Goes Sideways

It will. This is the part worth rehearsing.

What happens What to do

They get defensive Restate the intent, not the accusation. "I am not trying to say you did this deliberately. I 

am trying to sort out how we handle it next time."

They counter-attack Do not take the bait, and do not defend. "I am happy to talk about that, and I would like 

to finish this first."

They cry Pause. Do not retract what you said. "Take a minute. I am not going anywhere." Distress 

does not mean you were wrong to raise it.

They get angry Lower your volume rather than raising it. If it escalates, stop. "I do not think this is going 

anywhere useful right now. Can we come back to it tomorrow?"

They shut down Do not fill the silence with more argument. "I can see this has landed heavily. Do you 

want to think about it and talk later?"

They agree too quickly This usually means the conversation is being closed rather than resolved. "I want to 

check we mean the same thing — what would that look like in practice?"

Y O U  A R E  A L L O W E D  T O  S T O P

Not every conversation should be finished in one sitting, and pausing is not losing. "I 

want to keep talking about this, and I need a break" is a legitimate move.

If someone becomes abusive rather than upset, ending it is the correct response, not 

a failure of nerve.
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D I F F I C U L T  C O N V E R S A T I O N S

Part Six: Specific Conversations

Giving critical feedback

● Specific behavior, specific effect, specific request. Not character

● Skip the compliment sandwich — people hear the praise, brace, and discard it

● Ask for their view before prescribing a fix

● Say what happens next, so the conversation ends somewhere

Apologizing properly

A real apology has three parts and no fourth. Name the specific thing you did. 

Acknowledge the effect. Say what will be different. Then stop.

● No "but". Everything before it is deleted by everything after it

● No "if you felt". They did feel it; that is why you are apologizing

● No explaining your intentions. Intentions are about you, and this is not about you

● Do not ask to be forgiven in the same breath. That makes the apology a transaction

Declining

State it, offer an alternative if you have one, and stop. Over-explaining invites 

negotiation. See the Boundaries guide for the longer version of this.

Disagreeing with someone more senior

● Ask about the reasoning before stating your objection — you may be missing 

something, and it demonstrates you are not simply resisting

● Frame around shared goals and risk, not preference

● Bring an alternative, not just a problem

● Say it once, clearly, then commit to whatever is decided. Disagree and commit is a 

reputation, not a defeat

Delivering bad news

● Lead with it. Preamble is for you, not for them, and it makes the landing worse

● Be plain. Softened language creates confusion about whether it has actually 

happened

● Stop talking and let them react

● Have the practical details ready for when they want them, and not before
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D I F F I C U L T  C O N V E R S A T I O N S

Ending something

● Be clear that it is a decision, not an opening position

● Do not build a case. You do not need them to agree it was right

● Say it in person where that is safe and practical

● Do not soften it into ambiguity out of guilt. Ambiguity is crueller than clarity
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D I F F I C U L T  C O N V E R S A T I O N S

Part Seven: Afterwards

● Do the thing you agreed to. A conversation that changes nothing teaches people 

that raising things is pointless

● Follow up in writing where specifics matter, particularly at work — brief and 

neutral

● Allow a cooling period. People frequently come around after a day that they could 

not in the moment

● Say something warm afterwards. Acknowledging that it was hard and that you are 

glad you had it does real repair work

● Notice what you avoided saying. That is usually the thing to raise next time, earlier

What did I not say that I meant to?
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D I F F I C U L T  C O N V E R S A T I O N S

Closing

Nearly everything here reduces to raising things earlier, when they are small enough 

to be a request rather than a verdict.

The dread also does not go away with practice. What changes is the evidence — you 

accumulate a set of conversations you were sure would be catastrophic and which 

turned out to be twenty awkward minutes followed by things being better. That 

evidence is what eventually makes it easier.

T H E  S H O R T  V E R S I O N

Separate what happened from what you decided it meant.

One issue, not six.

Observation, impact, request — in that order.

Ask "what am I missing?" and then actually stop talking.

Pausing is allowed. So is ending it if it turns abusive.
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