
 

Managing Difficult Conversations (In a Nutshell) 

1. Use the 3 Rs message regularly throughout your conversation 

• Regret: Show empathy. Acknowledge their feelings with statements like, "I’m sorry this has 
happened," or “I understand how difficult this is for you.” This doesn’t mean you agree. 

• Response: Clearly explain the situation or your perspective with facts and possible next 
steps. This may change during the conversation and after hearing from them. 

• Reassurance: Highlight that you want what’s best, preferably a shared goal like: "I assure 
you we both want the best result so let’s work together to achieve that.” If something like a 
performance review, it may be a shared goal or a focus on something being done well. 

While Response will be your main message, Regret and Reassurance may be needed regularly to 
keep the other person calm by knowing you care and ‘probably’ have the same ultimate goal. 

2. Don’t Assume – Ask! 

• Avoid assumptions about their motives. Focus only on known facts. Otherwise you may 
come across as defensive and lack empathy. Remember not to continually defend, but 
clarify and outline the position, stick to it and reframe back to shared goal. 

• Use open-ended questions like, "What are your thoughts on this?" to uncover the root issue 
and uncover what their real concern is. If they go silent (The Flight Response), you may need 
to probe. For example, “Would I be correct in thinking you are unhappy about…” 

3. Pay Attention to Body Language 

• Your Actions: Neutral handshake, open gestures, lean slightly forward. Watch eyebrows. 
• Key Cues to Watch: Crossed arms, lack of eye contact or raised voices signal discomfort or 

fight-or-flight. This can happen to either party or both. 
• Maintain 80 percent eye contact to balance engagement without appearing aggressive. 

4. Manage Fight-or-Flight Responses (AND PAUSE OFTEN TO PREVENT AND DEAL WITH) 

• Yourself: Signs include a racing heartbeat, tight stomach, or shutting down mentally. Use 
box breathing to stay calm (inhale for 4 seconds, hold for 4, exhale for 4, rest for 4) and test 
the assumptions you may be making. They are likely to be causing your reaction. 

• The Other Person: If they seem defensive or agitated, focus on Regret and Reassurance to 
help them feel heard and understood. This should bring them out of Fight-or Flight. Also 
check yourself because they may be reacting to your body language. If their arms are 
crossed, do your best to uncross them. For example, offer them water.  

5. Ending early 

• If they remain in F or F despite multiple Regret and Reassurance attempts, acknowledge their feeling plus your 
interest in finding a solution, and explain that a resolution isn’t possible with such high emotions. Then take a 
break, schedule another appointment or bring in someone else. If at any time you feel physically threatened, 
sexually harassed or cop racial slurs, end quickly. 
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