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Ensuring constructive conversations with employees 
on potentially challenging topics begins with creating 
a psychologically safe environment. Here are some 
tips to help you develop trust and navigate complex 
topics with influence.



 Think about your objective – what do you want to achieve with this conversation

 If you feel any discomfort going into it, identify the source of this feeling. It’s also important 
to consider how the other person might be feeling

 Gather the facts and relevant documents, so you’re not making any assumption

 Practise your key points (but don’t over-prepare: you need to be willing to adapt the 
conversation based on the other person’s response).

1 Preparing 

for the conversation

Own your  
own feelings;  

don’t assume how 
they’ll feel



“I was feeling unsure about how 
to raise this with you, as I feel a 

little uncomfortable, but I need to 
talk to you about X,Y,Z...”

Lead with curiosity



“I’m curious to learn about 
how you’re feeling at the 

moment. I’ve noticed that you 
don’t seem yourself lately,  
so I thought we might find 
time to chat later so I can 
understand what’s going  

on for you.”

Be straightforward  
and offer autonomy



“I need to chat with you about 
some concerns with ‘X’.  

When would be a good time  
to talk? I can give you a call  
or we can meet in person. 

Whatever you prefer.”

Take the emotion  
out of it



“I’ve had a few things on my mind 
that I want to share with you.  
This will require a considered 

discussion between us as I’d like 
your input. Do you have time later 

today to speak with me?”

Starting the conversation


Pick the appropriate moment and communicate the intent of the conversation to the 

employee beforehand, so they don’t feel ambushed. Remember this mantra: clear is kind.



Some helpful conversation starters include:



Complex – and sometimes difficult – conversations should always be treated as a two-way 
conversation. Avoid speaking at someone and making assumptions about them. Instead, 
treat the conversation as a discovery session to learn more about their perspective and any 
factors that may be contributing to the issue at hand.




Here are some questions to help you see their perspective:

2 Treat it as A

discovery session

What was your intention?




What’s at stake for you?




This is what I’m hearing you 
say. Is that right?




Do you feel you’ve been given 
enough information/resources 
to succeed?

How do you see it?




What lead you to say that?




What would help us to get on 
the same page?




Is there anything going on that 
we haven’t yet addressed or 
that I need to know?



 Verbalise your intentions for the conversatio

 Lead with curiosity and compassio

 Allow yourself to be other-focused rather than self-focuse

 Pause to give the other person time to reflec

 Speak in specifics. E.g: “When XYZ happened, you responded like A and B.  
That didn’t work, but let’s talk about why that might have been the case.”

3 Communicate

effectively

Learn your 
ABCDs

Avoid

Blame

Defensiveness 

Stonewalling

Contempt



Listening well is the most important aspect of navigating complex conversations. 
Switching between the four types of listening styles can help you adapt your approach 
as the conversation progresses and learn more from the person you’re speaking with.

4 Activate the right

listening styles

Relational 

listening



How can I form a meaningful 
connection here?

Analytical

listening



What are the facts?

Critical

listening



Are there any gaps?

 Can I trust what is 

being said?

Task-focused

listening



What needs to be done? 

How do we get there?

https://www.hrmonline.com.au/social-media/four-listening-types-hr/


5 Conversation

after care

 Pair difficult feedback with tangible steps to move forward wit

 Provide access to safe, supportive spaces and resources for employees to help 
them change their behaviour/approac

 Follow through with next steps and set up a time to check back in if necessary.

Reflec

 What happened
 How am I feeling
 Did I meet my goals for 

the conversation? Analys

 What went well
 What didn’t
 What could have been 

phrased better?

Pla

 What do I need to 
do now

 What things that are 
within my control 
can I change?

Self-car

 Do I need more 
support and if so, 
where can I go

 What can I do to 
relax and lift my 
mood?



Learn how to manage complex conversations  
at work with AHRI’s short course.  
 

AHRI members can access this course  
at a discounted rate.
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