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How to have a difficult conversation

?

As a line manager, having difficult 
conversations with members of your 
team is an integral part of the role. It 
is the key to effective performance 
management and building team 
dynamics. Avoiding difficult 
conversations makes the situation far 
worse and sets you and your team up 
for a fall later on.

Some managers avoid these 
conversations completely. This could 
be for a number of reasons, like being 
too close to their team. Or it may be 
because members of their team are 
older than them or have been there 

for longer, leaving the manager feeling inexperienced or lacking in confidence. Often 
it comes down to the fact that they’re simply not used to discussing matters of a more 
sensitive or personal nature.

Difficult conversations aren’t easy for anyone and we’ve all experienced poor management 
when a situation wasn’t dealt with in a compassionate or productive manner. But it doesn’t 
have to be that way.

The most important thing to remember is that it is possible to achieve the right outcome 
for all parties – you as the line manager, the employee and the organisation – and there are 
some very practical steps you can take to achieve this.

What we will cover:

• What is a difficult conversation?
• The 6 most challenging HR conversations
• How you can prepare for a tricky conversation?
• What key skills do you need?
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What is a difficult conversation?

According to ACAS a difficult conversation is: “when you have to manage emotions and 
information in a sensitive way to address poor performance or conduct, deal with personal 
problems, investigate complaints or deal with grievances, comfort or reassure someone, or 
tackle personality clashes”.

It is, therefore, inevitable that these conversations involve a degree of conflict.

Do you have to have them?

Conversations between a line manager and members of 
their team have to take place at all levels of an organisation, 
whether you’re a CEO managing several directors or a 
team leader managing a small team of workers.

The chances are, if you manage people, at some point you 
will need to have an awkward conversation with them.

Even if you’ve been having these tricky discussions for 
years, it doesn’t mean you don’t dread them and wish you 
could carry them out in a more comfortable and effective 
manner.

Maybe you don’t always get the right outcome for everyone 
involved or you’d like to learn how to conduct yourself 
better. When it comes down to it, it can be easy to forget 
the basic rules amid the tension of the conversation.
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The 6 most challenging conversations between a manager 
and their employee:

1. Underperformance or repeated absence

This is a very common conversation and one which you will 
need to tackle early on in order to put certain procedures 
in place. When confronted with an underperforming 
employee or someone who is repeatedly absent, managers 
often have a whinge, avoid the issue and just accept that 
this person is not very good at their job. They may even 
be on the verge of firing them for years.

The best way to tackle this is to make sure you have 
regular one to one contact, keep records in writing of 
your meetings and give a clear outline of what is required 
and by when.

This conversation must go both ways so make sure you listen to them and take on board 
and issues or problems they have. Give effective feedback and make sure they are clear 
about their objectives and any consequences that they may face.

2. Disciplinary or grievance

This is a tricky one as it may involve a bit of detective work. 
It can be a long term process and involve digging around and 
finding out more information about a person’s alleged behaviour. 
It will also usually involve some legal advice. Whatever you’re 
investigating – theft, harassment etc – make sure you document 
all your conversations, decisions and findings as this will make 
the process more manageable.

Once a grievance has been raised, you should start an initial 
dialogue with the person concerned, explaining that the 
grievance has been raised and that it is something you intend 
to investigate. At this stage, it is advisable to have a third party 
involved, which may be a union representative.

When having this type of conversation, don’t jump to any conclusions and always give 
the employee every opportunity to state their side of the story. Make sure you record 
everything they have said as this will be vital to your investigation.

The most important thing to remember is to listen and to make sure they are fully aware of 
what is happening every step of the way.
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3. Unfairness or inequality

When you’re managing a team, there are always going to be differences between individuals 
in the team and when one of your employees raises a complaint about being treated unfairly 
or unequally, it may involve a tricky conversation.

Whether it’s about pay, workload, hours, flexible 
working, holidays or TOIL, you can be sure that your 
team will uncover any unfairness or inequality turning 
your harmonious and supportive team in to a pack of 
seething wolves.

If you track your employees’ performance properly 
and are confident that your pay and holiday practices 
are fair, then you can rest assured that you’ll have 
enough information to back up your response. If not, 
be honest, tell it like it is and make any necessary 

changes to ensure fairness and transparency.

4. Personal hygiene

This would have to go down as the most awkward conversation 
imaginable as it is extremely personal. Let’s face it; it would 
be embarrassing to have to tell someone that they have body 
odour, bad breath, or wear inappropriate clothing. It may 
evoke your own feelings of guilt and sympathy and the last 
thing you want is for them to either break down in tears or 
fly off the handle.

You have to be very careful what you say and it may be 
advisable to take advice from your own manager first. It takes a certain degree of diplomacy 
and compassion to have a conversation like this. There may also be legal repercussions off 
the back of it too.

Always keep in mind that it’s your job to be supportive, understanding and considerate, 
not to mention sensitive, so treat this in the strictest of confidence. It’s your job to support 
them not to attack them.
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5. Restructure or redundancy

These are usually the worst kept secrets so don’t be 
under any illusions that people aren’t expecting it. 
When organisational change is afoot, the rumour mills 
start long before any official conversations begin.

As a line manager, your responsibility is the individuals 
in your team and they should feel informed at every 
stage of the process. You are their ‘go to’ person so 
make that clear from the off so that they feel they have 
somewhere they can go to raise any questions.

At the end of the day, there is no way around it. 
Sometimes you just have to tell a large group of people 
horrible things they don’t want to hear. Be direct and 
honest and make sure your employees know exactly 
what’s going on – in person – before someone else 
tells them.

6. Firing someone

With this one it’s important to recognise that everyone is 
different and will take this news in very different ways. It’s never 
going to be easy no matter how many times you’ve done it but 
it’s important to acknowledge that this conversation is going to 
be a difficult one before you even begin.
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Prepare, prepare, prepare

Make sure you have all the evidence and information you need 
and go in to the conversation with a desired outcome or at least 
some options to present.

Depending on the conversation you’re about to have, this 
shouldn’t come as a surprise to the employee. Have an initial 
chat with them first to let them know that you’d like to arrange a 
meeting and give them the option of when and where. This will 
help to ensure they feel involved and have some control.

If your conversation is the result of a probation review or a 
formal disciplinary, make sure all the relevant processes are 
followed.

Don’t draft a script. This will come across as very artificial and completely lacking in 
empathy. You need to remain flexible and conversational – remember this isn’t a speech.

Make sure you have practiced what you are going to say and how you are going to say it 
–body language speaks volumes!

Keep it clear and direct but simple and neutral.
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5 essential skills to master a difficult conversation

It is very normal during these conversations 
for people to feel a wide range of emotions 
and to act in a defensive manner so here are 
a few skills you may find useful…

1. Stay in control of the situation and slow 
down. Rushing only increases tension and 
anxiety.

2. Don’t set out expecting it to be difficult 
as this will have an impact on how you 
come across. Make it an open and honest 
conversation.

3. Be constructive rather than confrontational. 
Make sure you listen to them and respond to 
their questions or take time out to find the 
right answer.

4. Be understanding and compassionate - 
put yourself in their shoes and imagine how 
you would react in the same situation.

5. Take time to reflect after the conversation 
and consider what was said and indeed if 
you could do anything differently next time. 
There may be some action you can take after 
the meeting that will help them and their 
situation in the longer term.
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How P3PM can help

• Advice and guidance with day to employee issues.

• A cost-effective solution to HR administrative tasks.

• Peace of mind that you and your managers are doing the right thing when 
managing your people.

Our HR Advisory and Premium HR Advisory service provides a comprehensive 
HR support, an online employee database, all the employment related documents 
that you will ever need and the peace of mind that comes from knowing that your 

business is protected.

Call or email us on:

0161 941 2426

info@p3pm.co.uk


