
You have just had a difficult con-
versation with that colleague or

employee. You know you need to
have further conversation because
the issue isn’t finished. How do you
figure out why the conversation
went so badly? How do you think
through what you want to do for the
next one?

Several patterns in human rela-
tionships likely came together, and
understanding them will help you
think about what just happened and
what you need to do for the next
meeting.

The reasons are complex, but we
frequently fall into the trap of thinking
that the person with whom we are in
conflict is acting out of either a
flawed character or vindictiveness.
Odds are they think the same way
about you, and that's a recipe for a
conversation going nowhere. What if
we moved to genuine curiosity about
the other person rather than making
assumptions about their character?
What if we listened to their point of
view and then invited them to say
more?

Think through the conversation
that went badly. What were the
points where, as you spoke, it was
clear that they were making assump-
tions about the intent behind your

happen if, instead of sparring over
positions, we asked questions that
pursued the interests of the other
side? What would happen if we
spoke of our interests? And what
would happen if we did so in a way
that allowed us to find a solution that
addressed the mix of needs, fears,
hopes, and concerns in a way that
left each of us able to say “Yes.”

Who hasn’t, after a difficult con-
versation, gone looking for a friend
or colleague with whom we can
commiserate, hoping of course that
this person would take our side?
Who among us has not had some-
one come to us looking for this sup-
port? One thing we know is that
creating a triangle in this way is a
powerful force that keeps the con-
flict entrenched. “Talking about” can
never solve the difficulty. “Talking
to,” on the other hand, is the only
way. What if we went looking for
people to help us talk to the other
person? What if we became the kind
of people who help others “talk to”?

Working on these practices will not
make difficult conversations fun. They
will still be hard, and they may still be
stomach churning, but these practices
will contribute to better outcomes.
They will help us find our way to the
other side in much better condition.

words? Or they made assumptions
about the effect their words had on
you? Where did you make similar as-
sumptions about them? It is a truism
about communication that all we have
is the words. So much else is hidden:
the intent that lies behind what we
said, the thing that we really wanted
to communicate that our words failed
to carry, the hurt that we experienced
when they spoke. Or our backstory—
the argument that we had before
leaving for work that led to us getting
snippy when that conversation hap-
pened. All of these issues are invisi-
ble to the other person.

There is so much more to a con-
versation than the words. What would
happen if we spoke those unspoken
things that we are carrying around
with us but find hard to say? What
would happen if we inquired about un-
spoken things that the other person is
holding and needs to say?

Most people enter a conflicted
conversation with a clear idea of the
best outcome. We come to the con-
versation with the solution, our posi-
tion, nailed down, and so does the
other person. An argument about
which position is better rarely finds a
solution. But beneath the positions
lie a host of needs, fears, hopes, and
concerns—our interests. What would
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Looking Conflict in the Eye
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