Managing Tough Conversations
A practical guide for handling reactions when
delivering difficult feedback

No one likes giving tough feedback. No matter how much you prepare what you will say, an employee’s
reaction can take you by surprise and derail the message that you want to get across.
That is why we put together a guide for how to handle different reactions to feedback. We want you to feel
prepared to handle any reaction that you might see, from strong emotions to complete silence, and
everything in-between. We will give you an effective technique for every situation and some key phrases you
can use to get your message across and start working on a solution.
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REACTION

REACTION

REACTION

The person is visibly emotional, such as
mad, shutting down, or crying.

The person is speaking in a disrespectful
or aggressive manner.

The person does not offer any ideas
about how the situation could be
resolved.

YOUR RESPONSE

YOUR RESPONSE

Name the behavior.

Command respect by remaining calm.
Wait until the person has stopped
speaking or yelling.

“It seems you are very [angry/sad/
frustrated/…] right now.”
Wait and listen for a response to
validate your statement.

WHY IT WORKS
This response diffuses the emotion and
breaks the rhythm of the conversation.

“This seems like a very
emotionally charged issue for you.
I think we would have a more
productive discussion if we both
took a pause and came back once
you’ve had a chance to collect
your thoughts.”

WHY IT WORKS
This response does not let the person
off the hook and clearly communicates
that they must change their approach.

YOUR RESPONSE
Give the person problem-solving
responsibility.

“How would you solve this
problem
if it were up to you?”

WHY IT WORKS
This question gives the person an active
role. If the person cannot think of
anything, he/she might be more open to
your ideas.
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REACTION

REACTION

REACTION

The person refuses to budge on a view
or position.

The person appears defensive or comes
across as a “know-it-all.”

The person appears to be denying that
there is something they could do
differently.

YOUR RESPONSE

YOUR RESPONSE

Ask questions to understand the other
person’s position.

Ask for the person’s help. Approach the
person as a collaborator and recognize
that he/she has valuable knowledge.

“I’d like to understand why this is
so important to you. Can you
explain it to me?”

WHY IT WORKS
It may turn out that your goal and the
person’s goal are quite similar in the
end. Or, if they are not, then you will be
in a better position to suggest a
compromise that works for both of you.

“I’d love your opinion on this as I
respect your insight.
What do you think would make
the most sense at this point?”

YOUR RESPONSE
Ask what the person needs.

“What would you need if you were
to address this issue?”

WHY IT WORKS
This question helps the person face the
problem and take ownership over it.

WHY IT WORKS
People like to be asked for help or
expertise. Your response will allow the
person to see you as a supportive
colleague, not as a critic.
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REACTION

REACTION

REACTION

The person is quiet and not engaging in
the discussion.

The person does not like any of your
solution ideas or believes there is no
solution for the situation.

The person does not appear to act on
previous feedback or does not buy into
the need to address the problem.

YOUR RESPONSE

YOUR RESPONSE

Offer another option or some time for
the person to consider your suggested
action plan and get back to you.

State the consequences neutrally,
without threatening. Explain what is at
stake for the person, the department, or
the company.

YOUR RESPONSE
Ask open questions to engage the
person then pause, be quiet, and listen.

“What are you thinking right
now?”
“How would you like to proceed?”
Stop talking after you have asked a
question or made a statement.

“Take some time to think about
the pros and cons of each option
and let me know which one makes
the most sense to you. We do
need to find a solution for this so
let’s work together.”

WHY IT WORKS

WHY IT WORKS
Provides space for the person to speak
up and engage collaboratively in the
conversation.

“Resolving this issue is a priority. If
it does not get addressed [you/our
department/our organization]…”

WHY IT WORKS
This approach allows both of you to find
a new compromise.

Seeing the impact of the behavior may
motivate the person to take
responsibility for changing that
behavior.
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Your leadership potential is within your reach.
We’ll help you get there.
After developing thousands of leaders through education and one-on-one coaching, we have
learned that if it is not relevant and simple to use, it will not get implemented. We built
theLEADhub for all those individuals who want to broaden their impact, but who need something
more than theory to do so.
Our series of leadership development programs focus on relevant and easy-to-apply strategies to
face the complexity of leading in a fast-paced and “always-on” environment. Join us to grow as a
leader, build relationships with other professionals, and broaden your learning network.

Contact us today to find the program that is right for you
www.theleadhub.ca

416-862-2040

theleadhub@verityintl.com

