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COMPETENCY: Manage conflict by dealing with difficult people in a way that honors the individual 
and the group.

Opening Question: Think about the last time you had a difficult conversation with a friend or cowork-
er. What do you think went well during that conversation? What challenges, if any, did you face during 
that conversation? 

ASSIGNMENTS

Assignment 1: Read, Philippians 4:2-9, and answer questions

Assignment 2: Read, How to Handle Difficult Conversations at Work, and answer discussion 
questions. 

Assignment 3: What are 3-5 action steps you can take the next time you experience a work-related, 
home-related, or group-related conflict?

https://groupleaders.org/leader-training-feed/2017/4/18/asking-good-questions 
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Assignment 1 

Philippians 4:2-9
I urge Euodia and I urge Syntyche to be of the same mind in the Lord. Yes, and I ask you also, my 
loyal companion, help these women, for they have struggled beside me in the work of the gospel, 
together with Clement and the rest of my co-workers, whose names are in the book of life. Rejoice 
in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is 
near. Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let 
your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will 
guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is hon-
orable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is 
any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things. Keep on doing the 
things that you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, and the God of peace will be 
with you.

1. How would having God’s peace impact the problems we face?

2. What keeps us from addressing conflict? Why can it be difficult to focus on the good side of some-
one when we’re in conflict with them? 
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Assignment 2
How to Handle Difficult Conversations at Work
https://hbr.org/2015/01/how-to-handle-difficult-conversations-at-work

Difficult conversations — whether you’re telling a client the project is delayed or presiding over an 
unenthusiastic performance review — are an inevitable part of management. How should you prepare 
for this kind of discussion? How do you find the right words in the moment? And, how can you man-
age the exchange so that it goes as smoothly as possible?

What the Experts Say
“We’ve all had bad experiences with these kind of conversations in the past,” says Holly Weeks, the 
author of Failure to Communicate. Perhaps your boss lashed out at you during a heated discussion; 
or your direct report started to cry during a performance review; maybe your client hung up the phone 
on you. As a result, we tend to avoid them. But that’s not the right answer. After all, tough conversa-
tions “are not black swans,” says Jean-Francois Manzoni, professor of human resources and organi-
zational development at INSEAD. The key is to learn how to handle them in a way that produces “a 
better outcome: less pain for you, and less pain for the person you’re talking to,” he says. Here’s how 
to get what you need from these hard conversations — while also keeping your relationships intact.

Change your mindset
If you’re gearing up for a conversation you’ve labeled “difficult,” you’re more likely to feel nervous and 
upset about it beforehand. Instead, try “framing it in a positive, less binary” way, suggests Manzoni. 
For instance, you’re not giving negative performance feedback; you’re having a constructive conver-
sation about development. You’re not telling your boss: no; you’re offering up an alternate solution. “A 
difficult conversation tends to go best when you think about it as a just a normal conversation,” says 
Weeks.

Breathe
“The more calm and centered you are, the better you are at handling difficult conversations,” says 
Manzoni. He recommends: “taking regular breaks” throughout the day to practice “mindful breath-
ing.” This helps you “refocus” and “gives you capacity to absorb any blows” that come your way. This 
technique also works well in the moment. If, for example, a colleague comes to you with an issue that 
might lead to a hard conversation, excuse yourself —get a cup of coffee or take a brief stroll around 
the office — and collect your thoughts.

Plan but don’t script
It can help to plan what you want to say by jotting down notes and key points before your conversa-
tion. Drafting a script, however, is a waste of time. “It’s very unlikely that it will go according to your 
plan,” says Weeks. Your counterpart doesn’t know “his lines,” so when he “goes off script, you have 
no forward motion” and the exchange “becomes weirdly artificial.” Your strategy for the conversation 
should be “flexible” and contain “a repertoire of possible responses,” says Weeks. Your language 
should be “simple, clear, direct, and neutral,” she adds.

Acknowledge your counterpart’s perspective
Don’t go into a difficult conversation with a my-way-or-the-highway attitude. Before you broach the 
topic, Weeks recommends asking yourself two questions: “What is the problem? And, what does the 
other person think is the problem?” If you aren’t sure of the other person’s viewpoint, “acknowledge 
that you don’t know and ask,” she says. Show your counterpart “that you care,” says Manzoni. “Ex-
press your interest in understanding how the other person feels,” and “take time to process the other 
person’s words and tone,” he adds. 

https://hbr.org/2015/01/how-to-handle-difficult-conversations-at-work  
https://hbr.org/2015/01/how-to-handle-difficult-conversations-at-work  
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Once you hear it, look for overlap between your point of view and your counterpart’s.

Be compassionate
“Experience tells us that these kinds of conversations often lead to [strained] working relationships, 
which can be painful,” says Manzoni. It’s wise, therefore, to come at sensitive topics from a place of 
empathy. Be considerate; be compassionate. “It might not necessarily be pleasant, but you can man-
age to deliver difficult news in a courageous, honest, fair way.” At the same time, “do not emote,” says 
Weeks. The worst thing you can do “is to ask your counterpart to have sympathy for you,” she says. 
Don’t say things like, ‘I feel so bad about saying this,’ or ‘This is really hard for me to do,’” she says. 
“Don’t play the victim.”

Slow down and listen
To keep tensions from blazing, Manzoni recommends trying to “slow the pace” of the conversation. 
Slowing your cadence and pausing before responding to the other person “gives you a chance to find 
the right words” and tends to “defuse negative emotion” from your counterpart, he says. “If you listen 
to what the other person is saying, you’re more likely to address the right issues and the conversation 
always ends up being better,” he says. Make sure your actions reinforce your words, adds Weeks. 
“Saying, ‘I hear you,’ as you’re fiddling with your smartphone is insulting.”

Give something back
If you’re embarking on a conversation that will “put the other person in a difficult spot or take some-
thing away something from them,” ask yourself: “Is there something I can give back?” says Weeks. 
If, for instance, you’re laying off someone you’ve worked with for a long time, “You could say, ‘I have 
written what I think is a strong recommendation for you; would you like to see it?’” If you need to tell 
your boss that you can’t take on a particular assignment, suggest a viable alternative. “Be construc-
tive,” says Manzoni. Nobody wants problems.” Proposing options “helps the other person see a way 
out, and it also signals respect.”

Reflect and learn
After a difficult conversation, it’s worthwhile to “reflect ex post” and consider what went well and what 
didn’t, says Manzoni. “Think about why you had certain reactions, and what you might have said dif-
ferently.” Weeks also recommends observing how others successfully cope with these situations and 
emulating their tactics. “Learn how to disarm yourself by imitating what you see,” she says. 

“Handling a difficult conversation well is not just a skill, it is an act of courage.”

Principles to Remember 
Do:

• Take regular breaks during the day; the more calm and centered you are, the better you are 
at handling tough conversations when they arise

• Slow down the pace of the conversation — it helps you find the right words and it signals to 
your counterpart that you’re listening

• Find ways to be constructive by suggesting other solutions or alternatives
Don’t:

• Label the news you need to deliver as a “difficult conversation” in your mind; instead frame 
the discussion in a positive or neutral light

• Bother writing a script for how you want the discussion to go; jot down notes if it helps, but be 
open and flexible

• Ignore the other person’s point of view — ask your counterpart how he sees the problem and 
then look for overlaps between your perspectives
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Discussion Questions
1. What questions did this article raise for you?

2. What leadership strengths did this affirm in you?

3. What growth areas did this reveal for you?

4. What accountability question would you like for me to ask you next time we meet? 

Assignment 3
What are 3-5 action steps you can take the next time you experience a work-related, home-related, or 
group-related conflict?


