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Pippa’s guide to... 
Handling difficult conversations at work 
 
I had a lovely evening recently. Tasha was one of the first work friends I ever made in London when 
I moved here from the North some years ago now. We’d been meaning to catch up for ages and 
when we finally did it was like we’d seen each other yesterday (always the way with true friends.) 
By the end of the night we were hooting with laugher as we swapped memories of our time as 
fresh faced, ‘eager to please and impress’ PA’s. At one point we found ourselves reminiscing about 
a boss we both had the pleasure and displeasure of working for.  
 
In many ways Paul was still the greatest boss I’ve ever had; encouraging, motivating and clever, he 
was the kind of person who made you want to do well. He had that quality that all the best teachers 
possess, in as much as praise from him felt really good, so you went out of your way to seek it.  
 
Yet interestingly enough, whilst the above is true, at times he could be the worst ever boss too, 
because whilst he was a great leader he was a terrible manager. And there is a difference. 
 
As Tash and I had chatted it had all come flooding back. I remembered how wonderful Paul was 
when things were running smoothly, but how whenever his role required him to have a difficult or 
challenging conversation he’d mess up completely. For example, one member of the team wasn’t 
pulling their weight, but rather than having the required warning chat which clearly needed to be 
had, he avoided it and avoided it, for months, until eventually the person in question was sacked. 
That person was devastated and felt like the sacking had come entirely out of the blue. As far as he 
was concerned he hadn’t been given a chance to pull his socks up, simply because until the bitter 
end (and it really was quite bitter) our boss hadn’t wanted to have a difficult ‘face to face.’ Speaking 
to him about his conduct and performance would have meant having to reprimand and essentially 
be ‘boss like’. The penny had dropped for me then. Paul was too worried about being liked. And 
unfortunately, being liked and being a good and fair boss don’t always go hand in hand.  
 
Of course, I’m not a boss yet but that doesn’t mean to say I don’t have to have tricky conversations 
at work from time to time. So, bearing in mind that according to various studies us Brits find 
dumping someone easier than negotiating a pay rise, I have decided to make ‘difficult 
conversations’ the topic for the month. So here we go. Some tips on how to deal with situations 
that make you want to stay at home, hide under the duvet and eat custard creams until it’s all gone 
away. Because we can do better than that if we try. My fellow work warriors – into battle we go.  
 
1. Reframe 

It’s natural to dread having to complain about something. Confronting something delicate or 
potentially tricky can feel awkward and terrifying. However, fretting and worrying is only going to 
make the conversation more of an ordeal as it builds up in your mind. I once got myself into such a 
flap about having to tell my boss that I had a holiday booked precisely when I’d be most needed in 
the office, that by the time I was alone with her I could hardly spit the words out. Once she’d finally 
got it out of me she’d been quite relieved. I’d been acting so strangely she’d half suspected I had 
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something truly traumatic to tell her. So, try to reframe things as much as possible. For instance, 
you’re not giving negative performance feedback; you’re having a constructive conversation 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. So, instead 
of worrying what your boss is going to think, assume they’ll be pleased you’ve raised a thorny 
issue, that you’ve been pro- active and brought things to their attention. What’s the worst that can 
happen if you’re asking for a raise or change of position? They can only say no and ultimately no 
one else is going to do your agenting for you.  

 
2. Pick your moment and place 

Tricky conversations need to be timed well. Spotting someone on the tube, marching down a 
corridor on their way to a meeting, or worst of all, in the pub, does not mean you should spill your 
guts to them there and then. In fact, avoid at all costs. Instead, like anything important, make sure 
the person you need to talk to can give you their full attention. Email them and ask if you can book 
in a meeting to have a chat, at a mutually convenient time. Sounds like obvious advice maybe but 
after witnessing a co- worker of mine approaching her boss in the Kings Cross branch of Bella 
Pasta for what ultimately became a rather public showdown (the combination of surprise and 
lunch time red wine consumption, meant said boss was in a less than receptive mood for what felt 
like a load of public criticism. Disaster.) 

 
3. Keep it business like 

All too often people let emotion get the better of them but in business how you feel isn’t the most 
important thing. You’re not in a relationship with work. You don’t get paid to feel special and loved 
and appreciated. Those things are just a bonus if you happen to work with a nice team and within a 
business which has a pleasant work culture. All that’s really relevant is being able to perform your 
job to the best of your ability, in an appropriate way with the right amount of support to make sure 
you can be productive and are able to maximise what you’re capable of. So, don’t start off work 
conversations by focusing on how you feel. If you’re complaining about somebody or something, 
keep your language business like, focus on how the situation is affecting your work. Don’t play the 
victim. Just be clear and calm and let your boss decide what the right thing to do is.  

 
4. Witness the situation 

There’s tricky conversations and then there’s really tricky conversations. If you need to have one of 
the latter then perhaps having a witness is a sensible idea. Make sure you don’t get into a ‘your 
word against theirs’ type situation. It is also a good idea to keep all email threads which relate, just 
in case. 

 
5. Come with potential solutions 

Imagine being the boss of a large firm. Imagine how many situations you’d have to deal with on a 
daily basis. So, make your chat productive and go with a clear idea of what you want to say. Come 
prepared with any necessary facts and/ or figures which may be relevant and consider what would 
be the best outcome for you so you have something to aim for. Most importantly, if you’re going to 
someone with a problem, it’s definitely worth having some potential solutions ready too. All bosses 
love employees who come with solutions and who have ideas. 
 
And don’t forget to breathe – good luck everyone. Inevitably we all have tricky things to face 
occasionally but these things are best tackled head on. Don’t avoid and you’ll go far. Good luck! xx  
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