
Difficult Conversations Lesson 

Purpose: Be able to have difficult conversations to improve workplace relationships. 

 

I. Neville Longbottom from JK Rowling’s Harry Potter series. 

a. What were his characteristics? 

b. How did people perceive him? 

c. He stood up to his friends to protect them, and others. That helped their friendship and his 

ability to progress later in life. 

d. How we interact with people now is going the shape our future relationship and 

satisfaction. 

 

II. Roger Fisher and William Ury’s book “Getting To Yes” Principles 

As members of the Harvard Negotiation Project, Fisher and Ury were developing principles 

based on “principled negotiation.” They were finding acceptable solutions by determining 

which needs are fixed and which are flexible in an argument or negotiation. The book was 

originally written in 1981. It was rereleased several times in later years. It has consistently 

been on non-fiction Best Seller lists. 

 

The book is divided into five main principles: separate the people from the problem; focus on 

interests and not positions; invent options for mutual gain; use objective criteria; and know 

your BATNA. 

 

III. Separate the People From the Problem 
a. Understand their point of view. 

i. This requires a certain level of emotional intelligence. Make an effort to 

empathize with the people around you. What might they be going through? 

Remember, they think they’re right, too. 

b. Do not let yourself get too emotional. 

i. Make sure you can control your emotions. When discussions escalate 

emotionally, logic, reason and relationships become irrelevant and suffer. If you 

begin to get too take a break or count to 10. Anything to keep your composure. 

You don’t want to do or say anything you will regret. 

c. Seek to understand and then be understood. 

i. If we are other-oriented, we will focus on our listening instead of our responses. 

We need to have an interest in their position and ideas. Respect them. 

d. Think of an example of separating the people from the problem. Share. 

e. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VmbY4y5IOGg if we don’t separate the people from 

the problem it can become personal. 

 

IV. Focus on Interests 
a. Orange example. Without understanding your interest, you could be fighting for 

something you don’t actually want. 

b. The position is what you chose; the interest is why you chose it. 

i. How are interests and positions different? Why do we react differently to them? 

ii. Ask yourself why! Coming into a negotiation with an understanding of your own 

interests is essential for efficient and functional discussion. 

c. Only interests allow collaboration. 

i. People who argue their position rather than their interest aren’t arguing in their 

interest at all. This creates a win-lose scenario. Positions are almost always in 

direct opposition, if not conflicting. Interests can often be met. So argue for your 

reasons, not your decision. That way, your decision can’t be wrong. 



d. How can we better understand our own interests? 

i. Ask yourself why you hold your position. What are the underlying reasons? Are 

they important? What’s the most important thing, in this instance? 

 

V. Generate Options 
a. Focusing on solutions rather than the problem. 

i. The saying, “Don’t fix the past, build the future.” 

ii. Promote your own proactivity and ingenuity. 

b. Do not be afraid of “wild” options that lead to a win-win. 

i. How have wild ideas sparked change and growth? Light bulb, “I have a dream,” 

TV, earth is round, etc. 

ii. Be creative and use time to brainstorm any options. Use time together to think of 

as many options as possible. Don’t judge them or critique them until you can’t 

think of more ideas. Once you have a list, then begin to discuss the plausibility. 

iii. Don’t think outside the box, think off the planet. There is no limit. 

c. Think of solutions that are appealing to the other party. 

i. Being other-oriented – how can you help them (help you)? 

ii. This will help you focus on maintaining a positive relationship. It also helps you 

understand their possible interests. You can see through their eyes how to help 

yourself. 

 

VI. Use Objective Criteria 
a. Leave out personal biases. 

i. Understand that you see the world through particular lenses, and they may or 

may not share those paradigms. Set them aside as best you can. There cannot be 

assumptions that someone will understand how you think or feel. They haven’t 

had the same experiences as you. How you think about, and describe things, 

could be like a foreign language to them. 

ii. What is an example of different paradigms? Where might confusion exist? How 

can we reduce conflict and confusion? 

b. Use data, facts or social norms as a guide. 

i. The movie “Moneyball” is an example. They used statistics to reach a very 

specific goal. 

ii. There are almost always objective “date points” that can guide decisions and 

rejection. This help it not be a personal dispute. 

c. Fair methods like, “I cut, you choose.” 

i. Learn from kids how to be fair and just. 

 

VII. BATNA 

a. Best Alternative To Negotiated Agreement 

i. Know your BATNA before you go into negotiations – it’s the last resort or best 

option if negotiations fail. Don’t accept a negotiation that is of less “value.” Be 

careful how you value things – try to see their total implications. 

ii. It is not a safety net. It is a point of leverage. 

iii. Let your motives and position be known, but do not disclose your BATNA unless 

it is essential to progress the negotiation. 

b. Know what your Plan A.2 would be. 

 

 



If you’re actually working on a negotiation – trying to come to an agreement on something – or if you’re 

just confronting someone about an unpleasant topic, these principles can help you focus your thoughts 

and energy. 

 

Occasionally difficult conversations will come up because of behavior or attitude. These moments are 

excellent teaching and relationship-building opportunities. Being able to focus on a behavior or an action, 

rather than the person, will help sustain the relationship. Focus on interests, rather than positions, to create 

a more understanding situation. As we use objective criteria to generate options for mutual gain, we can 

synergize and use the moment to create a positive experience. 

 

For example, watch this video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OFiHaMdPPZE. Andy speaks to 

Kevin using work standards as criteria for his communication style. He asks questions to understand his 

perspective. 

 

Remember: we need to shift our mentality from being understood to understanding. This allows people to 

feel comfortable communicating with us. 


