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The Hidden Costs of Avoiding Difficult Conversations 
and 3 Strategies to Transform them 

by Susannah Brade-Waring, MD of Aspirin Business Solutions 
specialists in motivation, leadership and succession planning, including family businesses 

As we return to the workplace, there will be lots of difficult conversations looming. However, 
leaders are already working harder than ever right now, adapting processes, budgets and 
cashflows, talking with customers, teams and suppliers, and trying to balance productivity with 
profitability. 

Leaders are considering who to bring back to 
the workplace, when and how, and if they’ll 
need to restructure the business, make 
redundancies, pay cuts and role changes.   
 
The scene is set for some difficult 
conversations, so why do we avoid them and 
how can they strengthen relationships and 
teams? 

 

The Hidden Costs of Avoiding Difficult Conversations 

We have difficult conversations when we want someone to change their behaviour or attitude, i.e. 
what they do and how they do it. We avoid them because we’re busy and don’t want to make 
things worse. 

However, when we avoid conversations, undesirable behaviour, poor attitudes, and frustrations 
build up. Good people, and potentially future leaders, leave because this dilutes their efforts and 
ability to make a difference. The good people who do stay, stop trying so hard. As a result, business 
owners are left with weakened teams, and a high likelihood of being locked into their businesses 
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forever, unable to pass them on or sell them.  It's far from the scene they'd pictured, when they set 
up their business to provide a better future for themselves and their families. 

 

Why Great Leaders Relish Difficult Conversations 

However, great leaders relish difficult conversations - although they'd call them 'robust or crucial'. 
They know talking things out, clarifying expectations and seeking win:win outcomes strengthens 
relationships, increases innovation and builds formidable teams. 

They deliberately encourage opposing opinions to create robust problem-solving sessions, where 
everyone is encouraged to speak up, offer ideas and challenge proposals because they feel safe and 
are working to a common purpose. 

As a result, employees develop quickly and leaders are able to delegate key projects and 
responsibilities, freeing the leaders to work ON the business and have more time. 

 

Now we understand more about difficult conversations, why they happen and the benefits of 
transforming them, we can look at solutions.  I recommend 3 solutions, which are best when used 
together: 

 

The 1st Solution: Create Safety 

According to Switzler, Grenny and McMillan, in their book 'Crucial Conversations', there are 3 
elements to a difficult conversation: 

1. Opposing Opinions 
2. Strong Emotions 
3. High Stakes 

 

“Emily was feeling fine, a bit under-pressure with lots to do, but overall she felt she 
was doing a good job. 

So she was completely taken aback when Mike told her he was disappointed with 
her work. She was in shock and felt ill-prepared to hear what he was saying, let 

alone discuss it with him and offer her perspective. 

Whilst Emily might change her behaviour based on that conversation, her trust in 
Mike will have been damaged - perhaps forever.” 
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Catching Emily unawares, potentially leaving her feeling ambushed or attacked, will certainly create 
strong emotions, and leave her feeling that her job may be under-threat, or her credibility or 
reputation weakened (all high stakes). She barely has time to work out if she has opposing 
opinions, let alone feel well prepared to discuss them. 

The result? Fight, flight or freeze.  

We may think we've won the argument if the other person is quiet, or that we've lost if they argue. 
Both are initial, knee-jerk reactions to feeling unsafe, the response of our limbic/ reptilian brains. 
Think about your initial reaction to feeling unsafe. How did you get your way as a child. Did you 
argue and slam doors, or did you sulk?  At best it’s a win:lose situation, with one party feeling 
they’ve lost. 

When the other person feels safe, they’re open to discussing the situation, hearing your views, 
seeing a different perspective and finding a new way forward. This creates a win:win situation, 
where both parties feel their relationship and the new solution is better. 

The first solution then, is to help the other person feel safe - to reduce the strong emotions and 
high stakes, by: 

• building trust and rapport, 

• being explicit about the purpose of our topic,  

• by not biting back, and  

• by taking our time to work it out. 

 

The 2nd Solution: The Waste Strategy 

Another approach we can use is borrowed from the 
Waste Strategy, which was designed to protect the 
environment.   
 
It requires an integrated strategy which is part of the 
business culture, i.e. the way we behave every day, to 
remove, reduce and repurpose difficult conversations. 
 
 
 
 
 

REMOVE the need for difficult conversations by: 

• being explicit about your expectations in advance, and agreeing what good looks like in terms 
of what you expect, when and how you expect things to be done, e.g. job role, projects and 
tasks. 
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• having regular 2-way conversations and project/ progress meetings, to discuss current 
performance against those expectations, 

• discussing problems or frustrations quickly, and before you let your anger or resentment 
build, and 

• asking other people's opinions on what's happening, i.e. checking your interpretation of the 
‘facts’ 

REDUCE strong emotions and high stakes by planning your conversation (see the 3rd solution 
below). 

RE-PURPOSE the conversation by: 

• thinking about what you want instead, i.e. creating even more clarity about what both good 
and undesirable performance and behaviour look like,  

• deliberating using differing opinions to create robust problem-solving sessions, where 
everyone is encouraged to speak up and offer opinions and ideas because they feel safe, and` 

• focusing on building trust and strengthening relationships. 

 

The 3rd Solution: Why Planning the Conversation will increase your Confidence & 
Competence 

I recognise that some people dislike processes; they find them constrictive or dull. However, 
processes increase consistency and allow for continuous improvement and effective training.  They 
give you time to think ahead, consider different scenarios and deliberately create a better outcome.  

Or you can leave it to chance, by winging it .... again. 

Below is our process for Effective Conversations. Note the actual conversation doesn’t take place 
until Step 4!  

It may seem over-complicated. So, let’s consider an example from home – since we frequently have 
potentially difficult conversations there, which are softened by the strength of our relationships.   

When you want your significant other to change their behaviour or opinion, what happens if 
you skip Steps 1, 2 or 3?  What happens if you ask them when they’re distracted, or when 
they have a different opinion about what good looks like?   

If you’re not sure, try it. And how do you feel when someone at work does the same thing to 
you? 

The bottom line is you may not gain agreement on whether someone’s behaviour or attitude needs 
to change, and occasionally one person will need to compromise. You’ll need to settle for a win:lose 
or a lose:lose.  If so, consider if that compromise will strengthen or weaken your relationship, your 
team and your business? 
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This process is based on my own experience of having many difficult conversations – some of which 
I’ve handled badly. I’ve taken what I’ve learned, together with best practice from other sources, to 
try and save you from some of the headaches I’ve experienced. 

 

 

The Acid Test - Difficult or Effective? 

When your conversation is over, and you've both walked away - how will you be feeling, and what 
are the next steps? 

In Maya Angelou's wise words: 

“I've learned that people will forget what you SAID, people will 
forget what you DID, but people will never forget how you made 

them FEEL.” 

We can spend all our time planning what to DO, and what we will SAY, but we all need to consider 
how we want people to FEEL during and after our conversation. Will they feel it was a fair 
conversation, even if it wasn’t what they wanted to hear? Or will they feel ambushed and that their 
opinions don’t count? 

 

The acid test of our conversation will be: 

• did it achieve our initial objective to change behaviour, and 

• did it strengthen or weaken our relationship? 
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‘Difficult Conversations’ is part of our High-Performing Managers training programme.  If you've 
found this interesting, and are looking for a speaker or training on this topic, please get in touch.  

Susannah Brade-Waring, MSc BSc 

Managing Director of Aspirin Business Solutions Ltd 

Aspirin Business are specialists in motivation, leadership and succession planning, including family 
businesses. 

 


