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What are Difficult Conversations? 

A difficult conversation is simply any topic of discussion that one or both 

parties find it hard to talk about. That’s because they are usually on topics 

where the stakes are high for one or both parties, there is a difference of 

opinion and there are strong emotions. 

 

Preparation 

Preparation is key to handling difficult conversations effectively. It allows 

you to enter the discussion confidently, stay on track, and manage emotional 

responses. Here’s what preparation should look like: 

 

Know the Facts: Before going into the conversation, gather all relevant 

facts. Make sure you avoid assumptions you may have made about the 

situation.  We all do this because when we feel at all vulnerable, we 

automatically jump to negative conclusions or assumptions to protect 

ourselves from threats. This can be based on past experiences or emotional 

triggers. 

 

Go Beyond the Surface: The issue the person wants to discuss could be the 

tip of the iceberg. The real concern may be buried under layers of emotion, 

frustration, or miscommunication. It could also be a pattern rather than a 

one-off incident or issue. In a nutshell, “Know what the actual topic is.” 

 

What do you want? You need to set realistic goals because it’s unlikely they 

will agree with everything you say and completely change their opinion. 

Realistic ones could be making sure they know you care, learning more 

about their concerns or agreeing on the next steps. They could be anything. 

 

A shared goal: Difficult conversations work far better when there’s a shared 

goal. Think about this and what it could be before you meet. This may not 

be immediately obvious, but there usually is a shared goal somewhere. Also 

remember it’s not about winning, but getting a good outcome. This is vital 

even if you are obviously right and they are obviously wrong. See more 

about this in the messaging section below. 

 

Be Aware of the Law: For legal advice, you need to speak to a lawyer. But 

there are a few considerations to be aware of here. Don’t forget that Privacy 

issues still apply (Such as mentioning third parties by name).  
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If you are a Principal, you need to be aware of safety issues with staff 

having conversations with potentially violent parents. Defamation still 

applies, but probably one thing to think about before the conversation is 

whether it could lead to criminal or employment court hearings. Just be 

aware that if it does, everything said could end up repeated there. See a 

Lawyer for more detail. (We can recommend one with a huge focus on 

school issues like this.) 

 

Anticipate Difficult Questions: Journalism students Worldwide are told to 

ask questions beginning with: “Who, What, Where, When, Why, and How.” 

Do this for your conversation to prepare for questions you may not be ready 

for. 

 

Craft Your Message: This is something usually overlooked, but it’s 

important to have a message with key themes that will dominate your part in 

the conversation. These won’t be things you repeat word-for-word 

regularly, but it is important that they are your focus and you do return to 

them when appropriate. 

 

Any media trainer will tell you to have a three-point message for any media 

interview, a presentation trainer will say the same for preparing a speech, 

while a campaign of any sort also requires a three-point message. 

The same principles apply to a difficult conversation. It’s the best way to 

focus on what you want to say. It’s also important to remember that people 

remember very little, particularly when emotions are high. 

For most difficult conversations, my Three Rs message is effective. This is 

where the three keys points (or themes) you focus on begin with the letter R.  

 

The first R is Regret. This is where you acknowledge their concerns. This  

doesn’t mean you have to agree with them or take responsibility, but you do 

need to show you care. Because this is a theme, you don’t need to use any 

specific wording, you just need to be empathetic. At some point you may 

say something as simple as, “I can see that you’re concerned,” or as serious 

as, “I’m sorry.” You would only say you are sorry if it was clearly your 

fault and it’s safe to do so. Another good line to use that is genuine but 

doesn’t implicate you is “I’m sorry this has happened.” You’ll find that 

you’ll use Regret a number of different ways. 

 

The second R is Response. This is where you outline how you see the issue 

or problem. It may include a possible solution, but that may not be possible 

until after the conversation or as it progresses when you’ve heard the other 

person’s perspective. 
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The third R is Reassurance. This is where you make it clear that you want 

the best result and you’ll do all you can to find the best solution. This can 

also focus on the shared goal, if there is one. This could be as simple as, “I 

want to find a solution to this that we are both happy with,” or, “I know we 

both want what’s best for James.” 

 

You can see that the main point is Response. This is how you explain what 

the issue or problem is from your perspective (and possibly a solution). 

That’s obvious. But Regret and Reassurance will likely be vital to keep 

the conversation on track. We all constantly monitor our environment for 

threats. When we find one we move into Fight or Flight. This is where we 

either become aggressive or shut down.  

 

If this appears to happen with the person you are talking to, it’s the Regret 

and Reassurance points that can avoid the situation escalating. That’s 

because people sense threats when they think you don’t respect them or 

don’t care about what they want. These two points reinforce that you do. It 

doesn’t mean they will be comfortable with your Response, but they are far 

less likely to go into fight or flight. Keeping them, and yourself out of fight 

or flight, or coming back from it, is the most important aspect of difficult 

conversations because all it does is escalate the problem and make a 

resolution almost impossible. That’s why it will be referred to regularly over 

the coming pages. 

  

Exceptions 

Everything in this document is focused on getting a good result from your 

difficult conversations by using your message, keeping both parties out of 

fight or flight and respecting each other. However, there may be times 

where this isn’t possible. You want to follow the advice in these pages and 

do all you can to keep the conversation constructive so a good result can be 

achieved. That doesn’t mean you need to continue at all cost. For example, 

things like physical threats, sexual harassment or racial insults shouldn’t be 

tolerated. See the second answer to “common questions” for more on this. 
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Body Language 

Body language is a complete science and would take many days to master 

completely. But it is vitally important and there are some basics that you 

need to know when having difficult conversations. Although it’s hard to 

believe, your non-verbal cues are more important than the words you use. 

Research by Professor Albert Mehrabian shows that when people analyse 

what we mean in emotional face-to-face conversations, if your body 

language, tone of voice and the words you use are not saying the same 

thing, 55 percent of what they take away will come from your body 

language, 38 percent from your tone of voice and just 7 percent from the 

words. This is why non-verbal cues are so vital when communicating with 

parents in tough situations. You also have only four minutes before the 

other person’s mind is made up about your intentions. It’s important to have 

a positive mindset going into a difficult conversation. If you do, your body 

language is likely to be positive, as are other things like your tone of voice. 

There are some basics to keep in mind. 

 

The hand shake If your conversation does begin with a hand shake, you 

need to get this right. Have you ever had a gut feeling at the beginning of a 

conversation that something’s wrong without knowing what? It could well 

be the hand shake. That’s because there are three types. If you put out your 

hand with palm down and shake like that, the other person will 

subconsciously think you are trying to dominate. Equally, if you enter the 

shake with palms up, they will think you will be a pushover. You need to 

comer in horizontal and squeeze their hand with the same pressure that they 

offer. This signifies equal standing. 

 

Body posture Make sure your upper body is in a forward posture to avoid 

the perception of defensiveness. If sitting, this means sitting up straight but 

moving your upper body forward about 10 degrees.  

 

Crossed arms If your arms are crossed, this signifies you are defending 

against something (As does leaning back in your chair). You are best to 

avoid this at all times. Even if you don’t feel like you are on the defence, 

that will be the assumption of the other person. It’s also known that people 

who have crossed arms remember 40 percent less than those who don’t.  

 

Your hands How you use your hands is the next thing. Firstly, most people 

don’t realise that the first thing they look for when meeting someone is their 

hands. This comes from caveman days when there was always a threat.  
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If your hands aren’t showing but are either behind your back or hidden by a 

table, their brain is subconsciously concerned that you may be carrying a 

weapon, even if they don’t consciously realise it. Apart from having them 

visible, it’s important that you gesture with open palms. Some of us do this, 

but some of us gesture with closed palms.  

 

Multiple experiments have been done on this that show overwhelmingly that 

open palms denote trust, while people who use closed palms are respected 

far less and nowhere near as much information is retained from 

conversations where closed palms are used. Gesturing is important because 

it not only indicates trust, but it also makes your voice sound more 

emotional and credible. 

 

Tone and speed of voice It’s important you use a calm tone of voice and 

your hand gesturing will help with this. Also be aware that you could start 

raising your voice and start speaking quickly if you start moving towards 

fight or flight. Pausing helps you maintain a calm tone and speed but if you 

notice this, slow down the speed and drop the decibels. Also pause more. 

 

Resting face Do you know what your face looks like when resting? This is 

important because some of us can look angry, bored or frustrated even 

though we don’t feel that way. If that is the case with you, the person you 

are talking to may feel under threat from the beginning, even though that’s 

not your intention. You can find this out by watching yourself on video or 

asking colleagues. Often it’s just a matter of  being aware of it, smiling a bit 

more and showing your interest in the conversation by the techniques 

mentioned in this workbook. Common features that cause this can be a 

naturally downturned bottom lip, eye squinting, asymmetrical expressions 

or even a neutral face with little muscle activity. 

 

Smiling Smiling is often important because it sends the message you are not 

a threat. It’s also a submissive gesture. The other interesting thing is how 

contagious they are. They almost always lead to the person smiled at 

reciprocating. Also, few people can spot a fake smile and even if they do 

think it’s fake, they tend to have the same positive reactions. There appears 

to be a mirror neuron in the brain where we automatically copy facial 

expressions we see. Research also shows this leads to more positive 

attitudes from both parties. A genuine smile involves muscles around the 

mouth and eyes. A fake smile can only involve the mouth where exercising 

the muscles that run down the face and connect to the corners of the mouth 

pull the mouth back to expose the teeth and enlarge the cheeks. This can be 

done by saying “Cheese.” 
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Eyes We’ve all had conversations with people who either stare us out or 

hardly look at us at all. We’ve probably done the same thing. The general 

rule in a conversation is 80/20. Maintain eye contact roughly 80 percent of 

the time. If you are much less, you will appear uninterested or possibly 

lying. On the other hand, too much more can come across as too dominant. 

You can use the inverted triangle too.  

 

This means you can look anywhere within an imaginary triangle between 

their eyes and down to the bottom of their nose. Generally, the more dilated 

the pupils, the more satisfied they are. Dropping your eyebrows is the worst 

thing to do. It makes you look angry. Most people who do this don’t even 

realise it. By raising them slightly, it denotes empathy. This is huge. Find 

out what works best for you with practice. 

 

Common lying gestures Mouth cover, nose touch or itch, ear grab, eye rub 

and collar pull are often done when you lie or when the person you are 

talking to doesn’t believe what you are saying. Be aware of these in the 

person you are talking to and in yourself. 

 

Body Language Conclusion While all of these cues are genuine, it’s 

important when reading others to focus on clusters of signs. For example, 

someone with crossed arms may just be cold, but if they also avoid eye 

contact, you can make a clearer judgement. Or if someone gives a very limp 

hand shake but everything else seems positive, they may have arthritis. In 

other words, don’t jump to conclusions from one example. Things will 

become clear pretty quickly. In the sections below, you’ll see what to do 

when you notice these signs in the person you are talking to. 

 

You also need to watch yourself (More about this in the next section). If 

your body language is negative and not matching your words, the other 

person may well be moving into fight or flight because of this, even though 

you are saying all the right things. You may have been unaware of some of 

these signs I’ve mentioned. If so, you can now correct them. But also 

remember that they may just appear if you are moving into fight or flight 

yourself at any point in your conversation. See the next sections for more on 

that and how to deal with it.  
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Recognising and Managing Discomfort 

Managing emotions is one of the trickiest aspects of difficult conversations. 

If emotions are allowed to take control, the conversation can derail quickly. 

Being able to recognise discomfort in yourself and the other person or 

people, and manage it effectively, is key to keeping things on track and 

avoid using the negative body language signs mentioned above. 

 

Recognise Your Physical and Emotional Reactions: You might start feeling 

anger or frustration, have a tight stomach, rapid heartbeat, dry mouth, or 

find yourself mentally shutting down. These are signs that your body is 

interpreting the conversation as a threat. This can lead to some or all of the 

signs covered in the body language section above. A good way to test this is 

to ask yourself if you still have your initial goal for the conversation, or are 

you now totally focused on winning an argument or going silent? Then ask 

yourself this, “What do I want?” That does two things. First, it can calm you 

down because it’s asking the rational and problem solving part of your brain 

the question, even though the survival part will be in full flight (See the last 

two paragraphs of this section). It will also stop you following your natural 

desire to fight and win. That might seem attractive in the short-term, but not 

in the long-term. 

 

Breathing: If you do notice yourself moving into fight or flight, it can be 

difficult to recover. One way to calm down, apart from the above, is to 

pause and breath. While you only have a few seconds, one or two breaths 

with longer exhales than inhales can make a huge difference.  

 

Recover: A quick way to recover in a few seconds is to recognise your 

signals, label the emotion and breath (one or two breaths). Then respond. 

 

Manage the Facts verses Assumptions: As we discussed in “Preparation,” 

we all create "stories" about the other person’s intentions or about our role 

in the situation, which can raise our emotions. This is where we add a 

number of assumptions to the facts we know to create a story. This can 

happen at any point in the conversation. When emotions run high, it’s easy 

to confuse feelings with facts. Take a minute to identify what’s true versus 

what you’re assuming and get back to focusing on the result you want. If 

you recognise that you’re caught up in an emotional story, try to reframe it. 

Ask yourself: What assumptions am I making? What else could be going on 

here? Could there be another explanation?” What story will the other person 

have? What would I do in their situation? Also see “Asking Open-Ended 

Questions” below. 
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The other person’s Body Language: Pay attention to the other person’s tone 

of voice and body language for signs of discomfort or frustration. If they 

seem tense and are showing some of the signs mentioned above in the body 

language section, address it with regret and reassurance. Also monitor 

yourself because they may be reacting to you. 

 

This is vital because if they do move into fight or flight, it’s impossible to 

get a good outcome. This is because when they (or you) get into this state, 

the logic and reasoning part of the brain takes a back seat and the Amygdala 

takes over. This signifies the person now senses a threat and is in survival 

mode. We’ve all been there. We either fight (use anger) or flight (we get out 

of there or go into silence mode). 

 

The good news is that you can sense people moving into fight or flight and 

stop them before they get there by using regret and reassurance, along with 

the right body language and tone of voice. There’s no point moving on until 

you have calmed them down. 
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Your DISC personality 

Understanding your DISC personality is an essential foundation for 

mastering difficult conversations. DISC is a behavioural assessment tool 

that categorises people into four primary personality types: Dominance, 

Influence, Steadiness, and Conscientiousness. Each type has its own 

approach to communication, conflict, and decision-making. By 

understanding your DISC profile, you gain deeper self-awareness, helping 

you identify your natural tendencies in high-pressure conversations. For 

example, if you lean toward Dominance like I do, you may find yourself 

focusing on results at the expense of rapport. Awareness of this can help 

you adapt to ensure the conversation is constructive. 

 

There is lots of information online about DISC. Some assessment are 

expensive, but there are some options free of charge, although they may not 

be as accurate. 

 

Here’s an extremely brief summary of what each mean and what people 

with each particular personality should watch in difficult conversations. 

 
Dominance (D) Results-driven, assertive, and direct. 

In Difficult Conversations: They tend to focus on resolving the issue quickly and 

decisively. But they may come across as overtly blunt or dismissive of others’ feeling. 

 

Influence (I) Outgoing, enthusiastic, and people-oriented. 

In Difficult Conversations: They prioritise maintaining relationships and may use charm 

to defuse tension. But they might avoid conflict or struggle to focus on the problem if 

emotions are high. 

 

Steadiness (S) Patient, empathetic, and team-focused. 

In Difficult Conversations: They aim to create a harmonious and safe environment. 

However, they may avoid confrontation or take too long to address the issue, fearing it will 

upset others. 

 

Conscientiousness (C) Analytical, detail-oriented, and cautious. 

In Difficult Conversations: They focus on facts and logic to address the issue objectively. 

But they might come across as overly critical or detached if they don’t address the 

emotional side of the conversation. 

 

If you know what your DISC personality is, this can be taken into account 

when it comes to your aims for the conversation. For example, as a D, one 

of my aims could be, “I won’t jump to any conclusions and not consider the 

next steps until I have heard everything she has to say.” I could even write 

that on my notes to keep reminding myself. 
 



M A S TER I N G D I F F I CU LT C O NV ER S A TI O NS  WI TH  P A R EN TS /S TA F F 

Copyright 2024 Media Training NZ. All Rights Reserved.   www.mediatrainingnz.co.nz  12 
12 

Starting the Conversation 

If the conversation was instigated by someone with a complaint, after 

welcoming them and setting expectations, you need to let them go. Don’t 

interrupt because that can make them angry. Also, when they’ve ‘got it off 

their chest,’ anger often dissipates. Once they’ve finished and assuming they 

haven’t been completely disrespectful, this is the most important time to use 

a version of your Regret point and/or Reassurance.  

 

There will be times when that may not seem appropriate or you don’t think 

they will accept that. In these situation you can use a ‘Thank you 

statement.” It could be something like, “Firstly, thanks for bringing this to 

my attention. It’s important that we know….I can see how much you care 

about “XXX” (or something similar) No-one can respond negatively to that. 

You could follow-up with Regret or Reassurance or just move straight into 

“Response.” If it’s sensitive, Regret is the best move after the “Thank you.” 

 

Never dismiss there concern or go into defensive mode because that will 

just make them more determined and escalate the problem. 

 

If you’ve instigated the conversation and you are about to share some bad 

news, the thank you statement is usually the best opening. Then get into 

Response, possibly preceded by Regret. If this is very sensitive, be aware 

you may need to pull out Regret and/or Reassurance regularly to allay the 

threat they may feel. But don’t sugar coat the issue and still be direct. 

Pausing: This is one of the most important things you need to do when 

conversations are difficult. Regular 2 to 3 second pauses by you have a 

massive impact. The first one should usually be immediately after they have 

spoken. Firstly, they give you time to think about your response, particularly 

if you feel yourself getting wound up. The last thing you want to do is argue 

with the point the parent is making. That would just make them believe it 

more and move into fight or flight. 

A pause gives you time to think and it also gives you power to control the 

pace of the conversation. It will slow you down and make you feel calm, 

especially if you take a breath or two during this time. It will also show that 

you have put thought into your response. That calmness you project is then 

likely to be mirrored by the parent. Do this throughout the conversation, but 

make sure its matched by open body language. Pausing is powerful so use it 

to your advantage. 
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The Body of the Conversation 

Ask Open-Ended Questions: While your focus for the conversation will be 

your Response point, encourage them to share their thoughts in detail by 

asking open-ended, diplomatically phrased question such as, “Has anything 

going on outside school been affecting your child lately?” This is vital in all 

difficult conversations, even when you know that you are right and they are 

wrong. That’s because there will be a reason for their anger or resistance 

and you can’t assume you know what that is. If they are going to take your 

advice or accept your decision, they have to overcome that resistance. You 

need to know what that is before you can get the best result. 

 

Show You Are Listening: Nod, maintain eye contact, and paraphrase what 

the other person says to demonstrate that you are engaged.  

 

Don’t defend: It’s important that you don’t always defend, but often clarify 

instead. If you start defending, the parent’s brain moves you into the role of 

accused, not the leader in charge. It’s now about your credibility, not the 

issue. Also, parents usually attack out of fear and if you start defending, 

they will feel unheard and unsafe. So here’s a generic example of a possible 

response if they accuse you of something that’s wrong. Regret, “I can see 

how frustrated you are,” then Response (clarify), “Here’s what our records 

show,” then reassurance (Shared Goal) “We both want the best for Jane so 

let’s focus on what’s now best for her.” If they keep pushing the same point, 

just say, “I understand,” or something similar, then reframe. See below. 

 

Calming words: Some words inflame a situation when calmer option are 

available. For example, instead of “You’re wrong?” say, “We see things 

differently?” or, “Let me show you the facts as they stand?” Don’t say, “We 

did everything right?” say, “Can I outline the steps we took?” See the table 

at the end of this workbook for examples of this.  

 

Reframe: This allows you to take control and also move the conversation 

towards the shared goal, as in the above example. You may be able to do 

this early or when you’ve heard more from the other person. For example, a 

parent comes to you saying he is angry about your decision to suspend his 

daughter. You may use regret followed by a response like this. “I 

understand your concern about this.” (Regret). Then “Evidence shows that 

she is guilty and we need to be consistent with our punishment for this 

(Response). That’s fine, but you could then reframe by saying something 

like, “We both want the best for Jane, so let’s now focus on how to support 

her when she comes back to school next week.”  
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Then the parent is more likely to move on from the initial complaint to 

focus on Jane’s future. You can see how this also isn’t defensive and puts 

you in control. 

 

Remove any threat they may feel: If people feel threatened, they are unlikely 

to engage constructively. If you sense this through something obvious like a 

raised voice or their body language, your regret and reassurance points are 

vital to prevent them moving into fight or flight. This is important 

throughout the conversation, but no more so than when you are about to say 

something sensitive. Sometimes reassurance and regret can be used together 

before you make a controversial point. Also remember that your negative 

body language could be causing the threat. 

 

Remove Judgment: Avoid making judgments about their feelings or 

concerns. Instead, focus on how you can address the issue at hand. 

Example: If a parent is upset with the teacher’s methods, don’t dismiss their 

concerns outright. Instead, say, “I can see that you’re feeling frustrated 

(Regret). Let’s talk about how we can sort this out.” 

 

Avoid BUT: The word BUT should be avoided wherever possible because it 

often negates everything that was said before it. Example: “I really want the 

best for your son, BUT I have to let him go because of his behaviour.” Far 

better to say something like: “I really want the best for your son. We just 

can’t overlook his behaviour and we need to be consistent with the rules .” 

 

Avoid Negative Language: When we use negative language, people 

subconsciously put us and the negative thing together. Example: When 

Richard Nixon said, “I’m not a crook,” people subconsciously assumed he 

was a crook. There are multiple examples. So if a parent said: “Mrs Brown 

has it in for Johnny?” don’t reply with, “Mrs Brown doesn’t have it in for 

Johnny.” Say, Mrs Brown is committed to Johnny’s education. 
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Ending the Conversation 

How you conclude a difficult conversation can seriously impact the 

relationship and the steps that follow. Make sure to close in a way that 

reinforces clarity and commitment. 

 

Identify Points of Agreement: Even if you’ve had disagreements, there’s 

usually some common ground that you can build on. Reinforcing these 

shared interests helps maintain a positive tone as you wrap up the 

conversation. Example: “I think we both agree that Jane’s progress is our 

main priority. Let’s work together to make sure we’re providing the best 

support possible.” 

 

Be Specific About Next Steps: Vague commitments often lead to 

misunderstandings and frustration later. Make sure both parties leave the 

conversation with clear, actionable steps. 

 

Can you give them a Win? If you can’t agree to what they want, is there 

something you can give them that could be seen as a win of some sort? 

Often this is all they want. Think about what you could offer that in reality 

doesn’t mean much but could be seen as you conceding something. 

 

Suggest a Follow-Up: If you can’t resolve everything in one conversation, 

don’t force a conclusion. Instead, schedule a follow-up meeting or suggest 

involving another party if needed. 

 

End on a Positive Note: Leave the conversation on a constructive note by 

reaffirming that you’re both working toward the same goal. 
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Common questions 

What if the parent is obviously completely wrong without doubt? Don’t 

launch straight into proving your point because that may well send them 

straight into fight or flight. The three Rs is vital. After showing some 

empathy, you can go into Reassurance by highlighting the shared goal. For 

example, “I know we both want what’s best for Jonny’s education, so let’s 

sort out where our thinking differs.” This moves the focus to the problem 

and away from the conflict of views. Ask them to explain their position 

fully. They will feel heard and become less defensive. When they’ve 

finished, acknowledge their view before putting your case. For example, “I 

understand where you are coming from. What I see differently is…” Don’t 

use ‘gotcha’ language like, “so you can see you are wrong.” Give them the 

ability to save face. For example, “We all want the best for our children and 

I can see how much you care. Can you see where I’m coming from here?” If 

you still can’t get anywhere, call in a third party or schedule another 

conversation. 

What if the parent is completely unreasonable? There will be times when 

people go too far, despite your efforts. If you think this has happened and 

they have a complete disrespect for you, you have two options. If confident 

enough, you could say something like: “I really want to sort this out as I 

know you do. For that to happen we will need to treat each other with 

respect and hear what we each have to say.”  

If you are not comfortable saying that or you do say that and nothing 

changes, you should say something like: “I can see how much this means to 

you and I want to address your concerns properly (Regret). I just don’t think 

we can with emotions so high. Let’s take a break and organise a follow-up 

meeting after we’ve both had another look at the issue.” If it’s a physical 

threat, you may need be to be far more proactive or forceful than this. 

 

What if the parent arrives unannounced and wants to talk now? Do your 

best to reschedule. If that doesn’t work, at the very least, make him or her 

wait for 10 minutes so you can do some brief preparation and get your head 

in the right space. Then reach for the one page summary of this workbook. 

 

I prefer email. Does this work? Email is usually a bad idea in these negative 

situations. If you send a parent an email about a difficult topic other than to 

set an appointment, it’s obviously one-way. You have no chance to test your 

assumptions or view their honest response through their body language. 

Often things can have multiple meanings in writing and can create 

emotional reactions when you never meant to offend.  
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You also give the parent time to respond, talk to their child and share your 

email with others including friends, on social media sites and even 

traditional media. 

In person is far better for all of these reasons. If that’s not possible, a phone 

call is the next best option. While you can’t see their body language, you 

can gauge their tone of voice, you take control of the timing, don’t give 

them time to get wound up and respond with a lengthy message in their own 

time, it’s two-way and they have no record to share.  

 

These reasons are also why it’s best to ring them when you receive a nasty 

email. You take control and it’s not so easy for them to be rude and 

disrespectful than it is from the comfort of their keyboard. It’s also likely to 

prevent them continually emailing you, as I know some do. You would 

control the conversation in the same way you would in person. 

 

If you do email them in response to a negative email of theirs, a great 

structure and message to follow is Glad, Sad, Sure. Basically Glad (I’m glad 

you bought this to my attention) Sad (basically the same as Regret) and Sure 

(I’m sure we can sort this out). Then you’d organise a next step like meeting 

them. This way you are showing them respect, interest and empathy without 

dealing with the actual issue until you meet. 

 

Can I delay the conversation a few days? It’s natural to want to delay 

difficult conversations, but usually the longer you avoid them, the worse the 

situation gets. The stories you and the other person create will get worse as 

time goes on. You’ll also find that they start talking negatively about you to 

others and even possibly on social media. It’s best to deal with it quickly 

before it gets out of control (But not immediately if you can avoid it). 

 

Aren’t some people just impossible? Despite your very best efforts, some 

people do lie and intentionally derail a conversation even if they aren’t rude 

or clearly disrespectful. As mentioned earlier, we all assume that if someone 

acts badly, they are a bad person. But underneath it, there will be a reason 

for their attitude and a threat they are feeling.  

 

That doesn’t mean it’s reasonable or you have failed. They may think you 

have treated them or their child badly and they act this way to avoid being 

taken advantage of. The key is to find that threat they are feeling through 

open-ended questions and probing to find it and kill it. But there will be 

times when you can’t find that threat, or if you do, you are unable to kill it. 

Ultimately, you can’t control them. 
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Examples of Defensive Language and a Calming 

Language Alternative (To De-Escalate) 

 

Defensive Calming 
You are wrong 
 

We see things differently 

This child needs to be excluded 
 

I agree this needs to be sorted 
out 

We did everything right 
 

Can I outline the steps we took? 

That’s not true 
 

Here’s how we came to that 
conclusion 

I emailed you twice - look Can I show you what 
communication I sent? 

The decision has been made 
 

Let’s focus on his future now 

Calm down I can see this is upsetting. Lets 
slow down for a while 

It’s policy I know this is frustrating. 
Unfortunately our hands are tied. 

That’s unfair 
 

I’d like to share a bit more 
context 

I’m just doing my job I know these decisions can be 
hard. Here;s why we made it. 

I didn’t say that 
 

Let me re-phrase that to be 
clearer 
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