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As a health sector leader, do you sometimes find yourself
shying away from work conversations that you perceive to
be ‘difficult’? 
 
Is there a conversation you need to have with a colleague
which always seems to fall to the bottom of your to-do
list? 
 
Is there a discussion you need to have, but just the thought
of it makes you feel anxious (perhaps even physically
sick)? 

Is putting off having this conversation only making the
situation worse?

For example, you may be finding it difficult to have
conversations around delegating work, addressing
performance or misconduct issues, or turning down a
request from a team member who you are also friends
with.

If you identify with any of these feelings, you may want to
try out the exercises in this guide for tackling difficult
workplace conversations.

Introduction



This guide is intended to be used as a workbook. 

If possible, find a quiet space, free from distractions and
give yourself around half an hour to work through the
exercises. You may find it easier to grab a pen, print a copy
of this booklet, and use the notes pages to record your
thoughts.

You should end up with a fairly detailed record of your
reflections. This will help to raise your self-awareness of
how you react in particular situations (such as thinking
about the prospect of having  a 'difficult' work
conversation) and the impact and inter-connectedness of
your feelings, thoughts, beliefs and behaviours. 

When you are more aware of the way that you react in
certain situations, you can start challenging some of your
underlying assumptions, beliefs and attitudes, so that you
can start to identify what may be holding you back from
taking action. 

 

How to use this
guide



  1. Raising your self-
awareness 

What do you FEEL when you think about
the prospect of having this
conversation? For example, does it
make you feel anxious, embarrassed,
angry, frustrated, sad? 

You may feel a range of emotions –
write all of them down.

Now circle the one that you feel most
intensely. 

On a scale of 1 to 10 (1 = very low
intensity and 10 = as intense as it can
be), how intensely are you experiencing
this emotion right now? 

     1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 - 6 - 7 - 8 - 9 - 10 



NOTES



 
 

What is your BODY telling you? 

When you think about this situation, 
do you notice any physical reactions in
your body? 

Some physical reactions you may be
experiencing: butterflies in your stomach,
nausea, headaches, a change in your heart
rate or breathing pattern, or even
sweating?

Is the thought of having this conversation
keeping you awake at night?



NOTES



 
What THOUGHTS are going through your
mind when you think about this situation?

Write down exactly what you are thinking,
word for word. 

For example, “I don’t want to be the bearer
of bad news” or “I don’t want to have to ask
for help – it makes me look weak” or “Why
should I have to have this conversation, if
only x did y/acted reasonably/got on with
their job etc, then I wouldn’t have to do this” 
or “Why should I be wasting my energy on
this” or “It’s not fair!” or “I can’t stand it!”

Circle those thoughts or feelings causing
you the most distress. Which ones are you
getting 'hooked' or 'swept away' by? 

 
 
 
 



NOTES



 
How are you BEHAVING? Are your emotions
overriding your actions?

In the case of putting off having a difficult
work conversation, what you are currently NOT
DOING is likely to be more relevant. 

However, you may find that you are also
engaging in other activities to distract you
from having to take action, e.g. comfort
eating, scrolling social media, throwing
yourself into every other possible activity but
this…



NOTES



Refer back to the thoughts and behaviours you
noted. 

 
Now CHALLENGE THEM:

 
How HELPFUL are these thoughts and actions in
helping me to move forward and achieve my

career goals? For example, feeling like you have
to do everything yourself is likely to have a

negative impact on your health and wellbeing
and this in turn will affect your performance and

productivity at work. 
 

How LOGICAL are they? For example, how does it
follow that someone will think that you can’t do
your job if you ask for more support or that your
colleagues will ‘hate’ you if you tell them that you

have to turn down one of their requests for
business or policy reasons?  

 
Where is the EVIDENCE to support this way of

thinking? For example, is it always the case that
asking people to take on more responsibility

leads to resentment?

  2. Challenge yourself



NOTES



What would you advise a good friend or
family member to do

in this situation? 
 

If you were observing this situation as
an outsider, how

might you view things differently?
 

Think about the situation in an objective
way or from an

organisational perspective. 
 

For example, will granting your
colleague the request they have made

mean that you will be going against
organisational policy or that they could

be seen as being treated more
favourably than other team members, 
 which could cause resentment further

down the line?

3. Distance yourself from
the situation



NOTES



4. Think back to when similar work 
 conversations went well in the past

Are there examples of past conversations that you
were fearful of having, but which went well or even

better than you anticipated? 
 

What did this teach you about yourself and your
strengths and how can these serve you now? 

 
Can you think of a time when someone had to
have a particularly awkward conversation with

you, but you both left the room feeling like you had
gained something? 

 
What strategies did that person use that you really

liked and which you could experiment with?



NOTES



5. Prepare for the Conversation
 

Set up a meeting – 
Try to arrange the meeting in a setting that is
private and where you are unlikely to be
disturbed; also consider an appropriate time
of day.
 
Sketch out the format of the discussion – 
Be clear about what you would like to discuss
and why. 

Aim to reach a 'workable compromise' - 
Be clear about your boundaries. What are
you willing (and not willing) to compromise
on?

Focus on the positive/benefits -
List the positives or benefits associated with
the situation (for your colleague, yourself and
the organisation), e.g. an anticipated benefit
could be that you work more effectively
together. 

Focus on benefits/ rewards as opposed to
negative threats or punishments.

Statement of commitment -
If applicable, make a commitment to future
meetings/reviews. 

 



NOTES



I hope that you have found this guide helpful.  If you haven't
already done so, please connect with me on LinkedIn and/or join
my mailing list where I regularly talk about similar topics and
share my coaching psychology expertise.

Visit my website for further information about my services
including my 1-2-1 Executive Leadership Coaching Programme
for health sector professionals who want to flourish at work as
inspiring and resilient leaders. 

Email me: hello@mandymurdoch.co.uk
Web: www.mandymurdoch.co.uk

What others say about me:

"Mandy quickly understood my dilemma at work and did not fail to
leave me with helpful insights, ideas or questions to think about. I
have been better able to look at problems in different ways, thus
finding meaningful solutions." Head of Department and Scientist,
Biomedical Research, London 

"I found the coaching healthy and helpful. I now feel more
confident about approaching colleagues about difficult
conversations and influencing others; it reassured me about the
control I have." Director, Biomedical Research, London

"The Culture Fit Assessment blew my mind and I loved it. It helped
me realise I have a certain style which I need to flex." Entrepreneur  
& Financial Services Professional, London


