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LEADERSHIP & MANAGEMENT
Managers Guide to 
Difficult Conversations
This guide is designed for managers at every level who need to have honest, constructive and sometimes challenging conversations with members of their team. It provides a practical framework, worked examples and ready-to-use language to help you approach difficult conversations with confidence, care and clarity.
SECTION 01
Why Difficult Conversations Matter

Most managers rate having difficult conversations as one of the most challenging aspects of their role. And yet the quality of those conversations, or the absence of them, is one of the most powerful determinants of individual performance, team effectiveness and organisational culture.
When managers avoid difficult conversations, the problems they are avoiding do not go away. They can fester, underperformance can become normalised and unhelpful behaviour goes unchallenged. Talented people become frustrated because the lack of openness and honesty. Teams observe that standards are not being applied consistently and draw their own conclusions about what the organisation really values.
Conversely, when managers develop the confidence and skill to have honest, caring and well-structured conversations about performance, behaviour and impact, the results and outcomes are normally much more positive. When employees clearly understand what is expected of them, they normally want to meet or exceed the standard. Most people respond better to honest feedback delivered professionally than to silence, avoidance or hints that something is not right.
Having difficult conversations effectively is not about being too harsh, confrontational or about punishing employees performance. It is about respecting the people you manage enough to be honest with them, giving them the information and support they need to develop and perform to the best of their ability. It is about creating a culture in which honest, constructive feedback is part of how the team works.
This guide is intended primarily for informal management conversations. Formal disciplinary, capability, grievance or redundancy processes should always follow the organisation’s formal procedures and HR guidance. Conversations should be treated confidentially and discussed only with those who have a legitimate business need to know.
The cost of avoidance
Research consistently shows that managers who avoid difficult conversations create significantly higher levels of disengagement, resentment and underperformance within their teams.  The short-term discomfort of a difficult conversation is almost always considerably less than the long-term cost of not having it.


▪ Common reasons managers avoid difficult conversations
-  Fear of damaging the relationship with the team member
-  Uncertainty about how to raise the issue without making it worse
-  Concern about the person's emotional reaction or becoming upset
-  Lack of confidence in their own authority or the organisation's backing
-  A belief that the situation will resolve itself if left alone
-  Previous negative experiences of difficult conversations going badly
-  Discomfort with conflict and a natural preference for harmony
-  Concern about saying the wrong thing and creating a legal or HR risk
All of these concerns are understandable but require intervention.
SECTION 02
What Counts as a Difficult Conversation

Difficult conversations are not just about performance or misconduct. They can be about giving constructive feedback, addressing behaviour or a check in with a disengaged team member. Managers should also remain mindful that changes in behaviour or performance may sometimes relate to wellbeing, mental health or neurodiversity considerations.
▪ Situations that typically require a difficult conversation
	SITUATION TYPE
	WHEN IT ARISES

	Performance concerns
	Output, quality or standards are not meeting expectations and informal support has not resolved it

	Behavioural issues
	Attitude, communication style or conduct is affecting colleagues, clients or team culture

	Attendance and reliability
	Punctuality, absence patterns or missed commitments are becoming a concern

	Conflict between team members
	Tension, disagreement or breakdown in working relationship needs to be addressed

	Capability concerns
	The person is struggling with the demands of the role despite support and development

	Personal circumstances affecting work
	Personal issues are visibly impacting performance or wellbeing and support is needed

	Giving difficult feedback
	Developmental feedback following a specific situation, project or assessment outcome

	Resetting expectations
	A previously informal or relaxed standard needs to be formally re-established

	Redundancy or role change
	A conversation about restructuring, redundancy or significant change to a person's role

	Whistleblowing or sensitive disclosures
	A team member raises a concern or makes a disclosure that requires careful handling


SECTION 03
Preparing for the Conversation

The most common reason that difficult conversations can go wrong is insufficient preparation. When managers walk into a conversation without a clear sense of what they want to achieve, what they are going to say and how they are going to say it, they are more vulnerable to becoming defensive, emotional or unclear. Which is exactly what they are hoping to avoid.
Good preparation does not mean scripting the conversation word for word. It means being clear about the facts, the impact, the outcome you are seeking and the support you are prepared to offer. It means thinking through the likely responses and how you will handle them. And it means choosing the right time, right place and the right frame of mind.
▪ The pre-conversation checklist
☐  I am clear on the specific behaviour, outcome or situation I need to address - not a general impression
☐  I have concrete examples and evidence to illustrate the concern - I am not relying on hearsay or vague feelings
☐  I know what impact the issue is having - on the individual, the team, clients or the organisation
☐  I am clear on the standard or expectation that has not been met - and it has been communicated previously
☐  I know what outcome I am seeking from this conversation - changed behaviour, an improvement plan, a support offer
☐  I have considered the most likely responses and how I will handle them calmly
☐  I have chosen a private, uninterrupted time and location for the conversation
☐  I have given the person appropriate advance notice that a conversation needs to take place
☐  I have informed HR if this may become part of a more formal process or if the issue is particularly sensitive
☐  I am in the right frame of mind - calm, clear and focused on resolution rather than frustration
▪ Framing the conversation
How you frame the conversation at the outset can set the tone for everything that follows. Framing the discussion as a being punitive or accusatory will more likely trigger a higher level of defensiveness. Framing the discussion in a way that is about being open, honest, respectful and looking at ways to improve is more likely to create the conditions for a constructive exchange.
▪ Effective framing should do three key things:
1.  Sets a clear purpose - so the person knows why you are meeting without any ambiguity or surprise.
2.  Signals positive intent - so the person understands this is about improvement and support, not punishment or blame.
3.  Invite their perspective - so the conversation becomes a dialogue and discussion not one-way criticism.
Reflection:  Think about a difficult conversation you have been putting off. 

What specifically are you hoping to achieve from it?


What would a good outcome look like for both you and the other person?




SECTION 04
A Practical Framework for Difficult Conversations

To carry out difficult conversations effectively, they should follow a consistent structure. The framework below gives you a logical sequence to work through. This can be adapted as needed for each specific situation. It is not a script but a structure to keep the conversation focused, clear and fair.
	Open with clarity and care
	Begin by being clear about why you are meeting. Don’t launch straight into the discussion with criticism. Thank the person for their time if appropriate. Signal that the conversation matters and that your intention is for improvement.

· State the purpose of the conversation clearly and calmly.
· Reassure the person that the aim is to resolve the issue constructively.
· Avoid too much preamble that it may create anxiety. Be direct but warm.

	Describe the specific issue

	Describe the specific behaviour, outcome or situation you need to address backed up with actual examples. Focus on observable facts not judgements, assumptions or interpretations.

· Use specific examples with dates, contexts and observable behaviours where possible.
· Describe what was actually seen or heard - not what you think it meant.
· Keep the focus on the issue, not the person's character or attitude.

	Explain 
the impact

	Be clear about why the issue matters. What impact it is having on the team, the work, clients or the organisation. Impact is what can help move feedback away from personal criticism into a legitimate professional concern.

· Connect the behaviour to its consequences - for the team, for the work, for the organisation.
· Be specific about who is affected and how.
· Avoid exaggeration - overstatement will undermine credibility.

	Invite their perspective

	Give the person a genuine opportunity to respond. Listen to understand, not to push back. Their perspective may contain information you lack, change context or elicit an emotional response that needs to be acknowledged before you can move forward.

· Ask open questions - 'Tell me your perspective of the situation?' or 'What is your point of view?'
· Listen fully before responding. Don’t start preparing your reply while they are still speaking.
· Acknowledge and confirm understanding of what they say even if you disagree

	Agree the 
way forward
	Be clear about what needs to change, by when and what support will be available. The conversation should end with a shared understanding of the next steps - not with the person leaving unsure of what is expected of them.

· State clearly what you need to be different going forward.
· Agree specific actions, timescales and success measures where appropriate.
· Confirm what support you will provide and when you will next review progress.

	Close 
with care

	End the conversation in a way that preserves the relationship and leaves the person feeling respected, even if the conversation has been uncomfortable. Confirm that you value them and their contribution, and that the aim has been to help them succeed.

· Summarise the key points and agreements before closing
· Thank the person for engaging with process and the conversation
· Confirm any follow-up steps and when they will happen


▪ A brief note on documentation
Where a difficult conversation relates to performance, conduct or attendance, document the key points discussed, any agreements reached and any next steps as soon as possible after the conversation. A brief email to the team member summarising what was discussed is good practice. It creates a shared record and helps avoid disputes about what was agreed down the line.  Managers should always avoid any covert recording and follow organisational policies regarding recording meetings.  For formal processes, consult HR or your employee handbook about any specific documentation or processes.
SECTION 05
Language That Helps or Hinders

The specific words and phrases you use in a difficult conversation have a significant impact on how it lands and how the other person responds. Small changes in language can be the difference between a conversation that opens up and one that shuts down.
	PHRASES THAT HELP
	PHRASES TO AVOID

	'I wanted to speak with you because I value our working relationship and want to address this directly.'
	'I don't want to make a big deal of this, but...' (it signals you are about to make a big deal of it)

	'I have noticed that... and I want to understand what has been happening from your perspective.'
	'Everyone has noticed...' or 'People have been saying...' (gossip framing undermines fairness)

	'The impact of this has been... which is why I need us to address it.'
	'You always...' or 'You never...' (absolutes are rarely accurate and trigger defensiveness)

	'I understand this may be difficult to hear. I am raising it because I want to support you to succeed.'
	'To be honest...' (implies you have not been honest before now)

	'What I need to see going forward is...'
	'I shouldn't have to tell you this at your level.'

	'What support would be helpful to you as you work on this?'
	'It's not a big deal' (if it were not, you would not be having the conversation)

	'I want to make sure we are both clear on what has been agreed.'
	'I've been meaning to say this for a while...' (reveals avoidance without addressing it)

	'I appreciate you being open with me in this conversation.'
	'Don't take this personally.' (almost guarantees they will)





▪ Managing emotional responses
Even the most carefully prepared and well-framed conversation can trigger a strong emotional response. Anger, tears, defensiveness, denial or shutting down are all common reactions when people feel criticised, threatened or surprised. Your ability to manage these moments calmly and with empathy can be as important as anything else in the conversation.
	Managing upset 
or emotion
	Pause the conversation. Acknowledge the emotion without dismissing it or becoming overwhelmed by it. 'I can see this is difficult. Let’s take a moment.' Do not press on regardless, give some time and space before continuing.

	Managing defensiveness 
/ denial
	Stay calm and grounded. Refer to specific examples and evidence. Avoid arguing about whether the behaviour occurred. Focus on the impact and the way forward.

	Managing 
Anger
	Stay calm and don’t mirror the escalation. 'I understand you feel strongly about this. I want to make sure we can have this conversation constructively.' If the person is unable to engage, it is entirely appropriate to pause and reschedule.

	Managing 
the Unexpected
	Listen carefully and respond with care. If a personal or sensitive disclosure changes the nature of the conversation, acknowledge it and consider whether to pause and take advice before continuing.

	Managing your 
own emotions
	Take a breath. It is entirely appropriate to say 'Let me gather my thoughts for a moment.' Staying grounded and measured is one of the most important skills in handling difficult conversations well.


SECTION 06
Worked Scenarios

The following scenarios illustrate how the framework and language guidance can be applied to some of the most common difficult conversations managers face. Each scenario includes the situation, the recommended approach and an example opening.
Scenario 1 - Addressing Consistent Underperformance
	The situation

	A team member's output has been consistently below the standard expected for their role over the past two months. You have offered informal support but have not yet had a direct conversation about the gap.

	Recommended
approach

	Be specific about the performance gap and the standard expected. Explore whether there are underlying reasons you are not aware of. Be clear about what improvement is needed and the timescale for review. Offer support but be clear that improvement is required.

	Example opening

	"I wanted to meet with you to talk about something that has been on my mind over the past couple of months.  I have noticed that the volume and quality of your work has not been at the required standard. First of all, I want to understand your perspective. Then I would like us to discuss and agree together what we need to do differently going forward."



Scenario 2 - Addressing Behaviour That Is Affecting the Team

	The situation

	A team member has been making dismissive or negative comments in team meetings that are affecting the morale of their colleagues. Two team members have raised it with you informally.

	Recommended
approach

	Focus on observable behaviour and specific examples rather than on their character or what others have said. Be clear about the impact on the team and the standard of behaviour expected. Do not share the identity of those who have raised concerns.

	Example opening

	"I wanted to speak with you about an area for improvement which I have observed in recent team meetings. On a couple of occasions I have noticed that your response to colleagues' contributions can come across as being dismissive. For example, [specific example]. I want to talk to you about the impact this is having and what needs to improve and happen differently going forward."


Scenario 3 - Addressing Persistent Lateness or Absence

	The situation

	A team member has been consistently late or has had a pattern of Monday and Friday absences over the past month. They are performing well in other areas and you value their contribution.

	Recommended
approach

	Acknowledge their broader contribution before raising the attendance concern. Be factual about the pattern without assuming reasons. Ask open questions to understand the situation. Be clear about expectations and the support available.

	Example opening

	"I’ll start by saying that you are doing really well in a lot of areas and I value your work. The reason I wanted to meet is that I have noticed a pattern around your absences recently - [specific examples]. I want to understand whether there is something going on that I should know about, anything I can help with and to make sure we are clear on expectations going forward."





Scenario 4 - Resetting Expectations

	The situation

	Working practices have been allowed to drift over time - flexible working arrangements have become informal and inconsistent, and the team's adherence to agreed standards has declined.

	Recommended
approach

	Own your part in this if appropriate, why have you not challenged it sooner. Be clear about why standards need to be re-established. Frame it as a reset for the whole team rather than targeting individuals. Be specific about what will change and when.

	Example opening

	"I want to have an honest conversation with you all about how we have been working as a team. I am aware that things have become quite relaxed around [specific area]. I accept that some of the responsibility rests with me for not addressing it sooner. But going forward, I need us to operate differently as a team and want to explain what that means and why."


Scenario 5 - Supporting a Team Member Who Seems Disengaged

	The situation

	A previously motivated team member has become quieter, less enthusiastic and less engaged. Their performance has not yet deteriorated but the change is noticeable.

	Recommended
approach

	Lead with care and interest rather than performance concerns. Create space for an honest conversation without pressure. Listen more than speak. Offer support. Encourage openess.

	Example opening

	"I wanted to catch up with you - not because anything has gone wrong, just because I have noticed you seem a little quieter recently and I wanted to check in. How are things going - both at work and more generally? I just want to make sure I am supporting you as best I can."





SECTION 07
After the Conversation

The conversation itself is only part of the process. What happens after the conversation is equally important in determining whether it produces lasting change.
	1
	Document the conversation
Write up the key points discussed, any agreements reached and any next steps as soon as possible after the conversation. For informal conversations a brief note to the file may be sufficient. For more serious matters, a follow-up email to the team member summarising what was discussed creates a shared record and avoids subsequent disagreement about what was agreed.

	2
	Involve HR where appropriate
If the conversation has implications for a formal process - performance improvement, capability, disciplinary - discuss the outcome with HR before taking the next steps. Do not make commitments in the conversation that you have not been authorised to make.

	3
	Follow through on what you agreed
If you committed to providing support, making a change or having a follow-up meeting, do it. Nothing undermines the impact of a difficult conversation more effectively than the manager failing to honour their own commitments. How can you expect someone to improve if you don’t maintain standards yourself?

	4
	Monitor and acknowledge progress
Keep an eye on whether the agreed changes are being made and acknowledge improvement specifically and promptly when it occurs. Positive reinforcement is as important as the difficult conversation itself.

	5
	Review and reflect
After giving yourself a little time, reflect on how the conversation went. What worked well? What would you do differently? Every difficult conversation is an opportunity to develop a capability that becomes easier and more effective with practice.


SECTION 08
Building Your Confidence Over Time

Self-confidence in having difficult conversations is not a personality trait. It is a skill that develops with practice, reflection and support. Managers who handle these conversations well would almost always say that it felt uncomfortable or unnatural. However they have built the skills required over time. Often through a combination of training, coaching, mentoring from more experienced colleagues and learning from conversations that did not go as well as planned.
Principles that experienced managers consistently apply
· They have conversations early - before small issues become significant problems
· They prepare specifically - they know what they are going to say and what they are trying to achieve
· They separate the person from the issue - they care about the individual while being clear about the standard
· They listen as much as they speak - they treat the conversation as a dialogue, not a verdict
· They follow through consistently - they do what they say they will do
· They get better over time - they reflect, learn and develop their approach with each conversation

▪ When to involve HR or seek support
Even experienced managers should not handle every difficult conversation alone. There are situations where HR involvement is not just advisable but essential, and others where coaching or peer support can help a manager navigate an more challenging or complex situation.
☐  The conversation is likely to be the start of a formal performance, capability or disciplinary process
☐  The issue involves allegations of harassment, discrimination or other serious misconduct
☐  The person has previously made a grievance or legal claim
☐  The situation involves a protected characteristic and you are unsure of your legal obligations
☐  You have reason to believe the team member may be in significant personal distress or crisis
☐  The outcome of the conversation may have significant employment law implications
☐  You feel unsafe or are concerned about the reaction of the individual
☐  You are managing the conversation alone and feel you would benefit from a second perspective
Reflection:  Think about a difficult conversation you have handled in the past. What did you do well? What would you do differently with the benefit of hindsight and this framework?

SECTION 09
Quick Reference Summary

Use this summary as a quick reminder before any difficult conversation.
	STAGE
	KEY ACTIONS AND REMINDERS

	Prepare
	Be specific about the issue, examples and impact. Know what outcome you need. Choose the right time and place.

	Open
	Frame the conversation clearly and positively. State the purpose without ambiguity. Signal your intent to resolve constructively.

	Describe
	Focus on observable behaviour and specific examples. Describe facts, not judgements. Keep it about the issue, not the person.

	Impact
	Explain why it matters. Be specific about who is affected and how. Connect behaviour to consequences.

	Listen
	Give a genuine opportunity to respond. Listen to understand. Acknowledge their perspective even if you disagree.

	Agree
	Be clear about what needs to change. Set specific expectations and timescales. Confirm the support available.

	Close
	Summarise agreements. Preserve the relationship. Confirm next steps.

	Follow up
	Document. Do what you committed to. Acknowledge progress. Review.
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