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How to Have Difficult 
Conversations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Professionals who work closely with parents and carers often find 
themselves in the midst of tense situations where relationships have been 
strained or damaged by conflict. Arguments can arise from a myriad of 
issues ranging from parenting styles to financial disagreements or even 
deeper-rooted emotional tensions.  

As mediators and practitioners, it falls upon them to navigate these rough 
waters, facilitating difficult conversations that can lead to resolution and 
reconciliation.  

In this article, we explore the essential aspects of conducting such 
conversations, emphasizing the importance and relevance of style, timing, 
setting, ground rules, and mutual respect. 

Style 

The style of communication used during difficult conversations plays a 
crucial role in setting the tone and fostering constructive dialogue. 
Professionals should aim for an empathetic and non-confrontational 
approach, ensuring that all parties feel heard and validated. Active 
listening is paramount, as it demonstrates genuine interest and 
understanding of each individual's perspective. Avoidance of accusatory 

Summary 

• The style of communication employed during difficult conversations 
plays a crucial role in setting the tone and fostering constructive 
dialogue. 

• Selecting the appropriate time and place for difficult conversations 
is fundamental to their success. 

• Establishing clear ground rules at the outset of a difficult 
conversation is essential to maintain structure and ensure mutual 
respect. 

• Professionals must cultivate an atmosphere where all participants 
feel valued and respected, regardless of their differences or past 
conflicts. 

• Difficult conversations within families can be challenging, but they 
also present opportunities for growth, reconciliation, and healing. 
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language or aggressive behaviour is essential, as it can escalate tensions 
and hinder progress. Instead, encourage open-ended questions that invite 
reflection and promote collaborative problem-solving. 

Time and Place 

Selecting the appropriate time and place for difficult conversations is 
fundamental to their success. Timing is essential; conversations should be 
scheduled when all parties are calm, willing and receptive, minimizing the 
risk of heightened emotions derailing the discussion. Additionally, a level 
of privacy is crucial to foster a safe and confidential environment where 
individuals feel comfortable expressing themselves openly. Choose a 
neutral setting devoid of distractions, if possible, ensuring that all 
participants have the opportunity to engage fully without interruptions. 

Layout of Room 

The layout of the room can significantly impact the dynamics of a 
conversation. Opt for a seating arrangement that promotes equality and 
encourages face-to-face interaction. Circular or semi-circular setups are 
often preferable, as they convey a sense of inclusivity and allow for easier 
eye contact and engagement among participants. Consider factors such 
as lighting, including natural light, and temperature to create a 
comfortable atmosphere conducive to productive dialogue. Pay attention 
to small details like the placement of furniture and décor for ease of 
accessibility and to foster a sense of neutrality and impartiality. 

Setting Ground Rules 

Establishing clear ground rules and clarifying expectations at the outset of 
a difficult conversation is essential to maintain structure and ensure 
mutual respect. Ground rules should be agreed upon collaboratively and 
tailored to the specific needs of the participants. Emphasize the 
importance of active listening, respectful communication, and refraining 
from personal attacks or interruptions. Encourage individuals to speak for 
themselves and avoid making assumptions about others' motivations or 
intentions. Ground rules provide a framework for constructive interaction, 
helping to prevent misunderstandings and facilitate productive dialogue. 

Mutual Respect 

Central to any difficult conversation is the principle of mutual respect. 
Professionals must promote an atmosphere where all participants feel 
valued and respected, regardless of their differences or past conflicts. 
Emphasize the importance of empathy and understanding, encouraging 
individuals to acknowledge each other's perspectives and experiences. 
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Validate emotions and feelings while guiding participants towards 
constructive ways of expressing themselves. Model respectful behaviour 
by actively listening, refraining from judgment, and acknowledging the 
validity of each person's viewpoint. 

Tips for Managing Difficult Conversations 

1. Define the purpose Whether it's restoring harmony in a relationship 
between parent and young person or addressing specific issues caused by 
family conflicts, clarity in what you want to achieve is crucial. Instead of 
dwelling on the problem, offer constructive considerations during the 
conversation. 

2. Use non-blaming language. Encourage the expression of feelings 
using phrases like "I feel Y…when X happens. " focusing on how actions 
impact others rather than attributing blame. Prior to the conversation, ask 
the participants to reflect on their emotions to ensure a neutral and non-
confrontational approach. Be prepared to take a break. 

3. Acknowledge shared responsibility. Understand that family 
conflicts often stem from a combination of factors involving parties 
involved. Encourage participants to refrain from accusations and instead 
reflect and acknowledge their own role in the situation. Emphasize 
openness to resolving the issue collaboratively. 

4. Embrace constructive criticism. Ask those taking part to prepare to 
acknowledge mistakes and commit to addressing them. While staying 
focused on the main issue, they should be open to feedback and willing to 
discuss any relevant criticisms at a later time. Agree a strategy to 
manage any emotions resulting from criticism. 

5. Frame requests positively. Instead of dwelling on problems, focus 
on expressing desired changes in a positive light. Highlight the mutual 
benefits of implementing these changes and explain why they are 
important for improving the relationship. 

6. Be open to compromise. Understand that complete agreement may 
not be immediate or necessary. Approach the conversation with the focus 
of getting those taking part to express their perspective calmly, even if 
immediate change is not achieved. 

7. Prioritise active listening. Allow the conversation to unfold naturally 
and be prepared for unexpected turns. Practice empathy and strive to 
understand all of those who are taking part’s viewpoint without becoming 
defensive. Take the time to truly listen and consider before responding. 

Conclusion 
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Difficult conversations within families can be challenging, but they also 
present opportunities for growth, reconciliation, and improvement. As 
professionals who work with parents and carers, it is our responsibility to 
guide these conversations with empathy, skill, and sensitivity. By 
employing an appropriate communication style, carefully considering the 
timing and setting, establishing ground rules, and fostering mutual 
respect, we can help enable productive dialogue and navigate through 
even the most challenging conflicts. Ultimately, the goal is not only to 
resolve immediate issues but also to lay the groundwork for healthier, 
more harmonious relationships within the family unit. 
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