
How to Have Difficult Conversations 

Perpendicular Power in Relationships 
Conversations about difficult topics and issues make all of us anxious. The 
reason they are so difficult is the power relationship between us and the other 
person and our concern about winning or losing during the conversation.  

Power exists in all relationships. It is a defining but often unspoken factor. 
When we understand it, and can stand back from it, it loses its impact and we 
can assume greater control of what is going on. 

In any relationship, we subconsciously place ourselves on an interpersonal 
power ladder. With some people and in some situations, we see ourselves as 
being higher on the ladder. With other situations and with other people, we 
subconsciously place ourselves lower on the power ladder. 

We see ourselves as being on the ladder above people of lower authority, 
lower status, lower grading, lower socioeconomic standing, less 
assertiveness, poorer health, less fitness, less good looks, shorter physical 
stature, lower morals, worse behaviour, poorer achievements, weaker 
performances, elderly, infantile, disadvantaged, disabled and less 
experienced, less capable and many other scales of human comparison that 
exist in our subconscious minds. 

We see ourselves as being on the ladder below people of higher authority, 
higher status, higher grading, higher socioeconomic standing, better health, 
more assertiveness, better fitness, better looks, taller physical stature, higher 
morals, better behaviour, higher achievements, better performances, more 
youthful, more experienced, and more capable. 

With people we perceive as below us on the ladder, we come to difficult 
conversations with the main concern being to win the encounter, so we use 
various forms of aggression or anger to assert our superiority. We tend to talk 
down to or talk over them, become bossy, act in a condescending way, 
belittle, diminish, make jokes about, use pejorative descriptions, ignore or 
insult. This behaviour is often subconscious. The intended effect on the other 
person is to provoke an emotional response, most often fear, intimidating 
them into submission. This can all be done with a smile!  

People we treat in this way will often translate their emotional response into 
aggressive or passive aggressive behaviour. We will pick up on this behaviour 
and respond with increased aggression of our own. The result will be a power 
struggle in which one will win and the other will lose. 

With people we perceive as above us on the ladder, we come to a difficult 
conversation full of anxiety. This anxiety or fear is motivated by concern about 
losing. We will want to have the difficult conversation in a manner that 
reduces the extent of our loss. This anxiety causes us to produce weaker and 
less clear statements, euphemisms and deferential behaviour that often fails 
to make our concerns clear and strongly stated. 

Our lives have many ladders. We see them at work, in families, in social 
groups, in communities, in schools. It is important to note that society works 
because we all accept the existence of these ladders, as they give us a 
shorthand way of understanding what is going on and how to behave in any 



situation. The downside is that the ladders make difficult conversations even 
harder.  

What is needed is an alternative model for use in those situations where the 
ladders are not a help but a hindrance. 

Personal Power 
The essence of the more effective approach to difficult conversations is to 
develop personal power. This approach starts from the premise that no-one is 
higher or lower than we are when it comes to expressing ourselves in a 
difficult conversation. Personal power allows us to treat each other as equal 
human beings first. 

Perpendicular power comes from external attributes that we and others use to 
place everyone on power ladders. Personal power, on the other hand, comes 
from an internally generated sense of self, the ability to balance the care of 
others with care for self, a commitment to be true to oneself, and the capacity 
to see beyond the ladders of life. Words that are used to describe personal 
power are congruence, and authenticity. People with personal power include 
Mahatma Ghandi and Nelson Mandela. 

People who define themselves by the ladders of life are perpetual captives of 
external value systems and other people’s assessments of their worth. Such 
people behave with a socialised form of mind where they make decisions 
based on what other people will think of them, and are recognisable from their 
tendency to blame, use excuses, and deny responsibility. 

People who have developed personal power are guided by their own sense of 
what they are worth, their own internal moral compass, and the capacity to 
take ownership, accountability and responsibility for their lives. They show a 
consistency of being, an agreement between what they feel and what they 
say, and how they behave. Such people are what Jennifer Garvey Berger 
describes as self-authored adults. 

Three Key Questions  
The way to use personal power in difficult conversations is described by Anne 
Dickson as using three key questions. These are: 

1. What is happening? (facts only); 
2. How do I feel about it?; and 
3. What would I like to be different? 

It is important to ask yourself these three questions in preparation for the 
difficult conversation. 

How to Apply the Technique 
1. Ask yourself these three questions. Do this soon after the event, but 

when you are calm and thinking clearly, not when you are aroused by 
the emotion of the situation or the other person’s behaviour; 

2. For Question 1, identify facts that you have observed. For example: 
“Your bed is not made” or “you were shouting at me” or “I have not yet 
been paid”. 



3. Don’t bring in other people’s observations. Instead of saying “the others 
have noticed that you went home early”, say “I noticed that you went 
home early”. 

4. Avoid ascribing an attribute or motivation to the other person. For 
example, instead of saying: “You tried to insult me”, say “I found what 
you said insulting”. Instead of saying “You are a bully”, say “I felt bullied 
by your behaviour”. Instead of saying “You are treating me like a child”, 
say “You made appointments without consulting me”. 

5. Avoid being judgmental or disapproving as this automatically puts you 
in a superior position and will elicit an aggressive response. 

6. For Question 2, express how you feel as strongly and as clearly as 
you can. Instead of saying “This situation upsets me”, say “This 
situation makes me feel 
angry/frustrated/anxious/concerned/sad/disappointed.” This is because 
being upset is a description of a state of mind, not an emotion. It can 
mean any of the basic emotions. Feeling “upset” is also a lot weaker 
than feeling angry or afraid. 

7. It is very helpful to have available a list of words to express the strength 
of each of the three most commonly felt basic emotions. These basic 
emotions are well described by Paul Ekman in Emotions Revealed. 
These lists allow you to select the word that expresses the strength of 
your feeling without avoiding the emotion you are experiencing. 

a. Anger: irritated, frustrated, annoyed, resentful, pissed off, angry, 
incensed, outraged, furious, apoplectic. 

b. Fear: uncertain, concerned, worried, nervous, anxious, afraid, 
fearful, alarmed, threatened, petrified, terrified. 

c. Sadness: let down, disappointed, hurt, sad, sorry, downcast, 
depressed, sorrowful, woeful, crestfallen, mournful. 

d. The other four basic emotions are disgust, contempt, joy and 
surprise. These are less commonly associated with difficult 
conversations in which personal power is being used. 
Expressing disgust and contempt makes it very hard to still treat 
the other person as an equal. Surprise and joy don’t usually 
feature in difficult conversations. 

8. When expressing how you feel use “I feel…” rather than “You make me 
feel…” as this presumes their motivation, which we cannot know. 

9. It is helpful to become familiar with the physical sensations associated 
with each emotion so that you can learn to recognise them when they 
are happening to you, even at low intensity or over an extended period. 

a. Anger: heat, sweating, headaches, increased heart rate, 
muscular tension in the fists, neck, shoulders and jaw, 
restlessness, a feeling of excess energy, a felt desire to hit out, 
shout out or run amok;  

b. Fear: physical signs include “butterflies”, dry mouth, nausea, 
diarrhoea, sweaty skin, palpitations, cool shivers, tight muscles 
around the stomach, neck or shoulders, a desire to cry out or 
scream; 

c. Sadness: heaviness, coldness, emptiness, lack of appetite and 
energy, tightness in the stomach, throat and around the eyes, 
tears, runny nose, sobbing, a desire to wail. 

10. For Question 3, make sure that the answer is REALLY what you want. 
Also make sure that what you want is within the power of the other 



person to give/decide. Sometimes what you will want is for the other 
person to consider your concern and discuss it more fully later. 

11. When you have prepared your answers to all 3 questions, arrange a 
meeting with the other person at a time, place and situation where: 

a. You will not be overheard by others; 
b. You have the other person’s full attention, with eye contact. (wait 

if necessary); 
c. There are no distractions or interruptions such as mobile phones 

or computers; 
d. The seating is neutral. (At a coffee table is better than across 

his/her desk. Sitting is better than standing. Allan Pease has 
plenty of advice about the power of seating arrangements); 

e. You both have enough time for the conversation (which need 
only be 5 minutes); 

f. You are not aroused by strong emotions;  
g. You can address the issue as soon as possible after the event. 

(Avoid the temptations to allow several occurrences of the same 
behaviour in the mistaken belief that you will deal with it next 
time it happens. Leaving it just makes it harder to deal with). 

12. Say what you came to say as if speaking to an equal. This is the 
exercise of personal power. 

13. When you have said what you want, close and exit. It is important not 
to keep talking about it after you have had your say. This can bring 
undone the effect of exerting your personal power. 

Examples 
Reg and Cheryl 
Cheryl is Reg’s 2IC in a small not-for-profit company. Reg is also a prominent 
member of the local community. He is getting close to retirement from the 
CEO’s role, and has frequently told Cheryl that she is his preferred 
replacement. Despite this, Reg makes a habit of shouting at Cheryl and 
banging his palm on his desk to intimidate her into agreeing with him on 
everything. 

Cheryl feels caught in a trap, but decides that it is finally time to act. 

Her answers to her 3 questions are: 

1. Reg shouts at her and bangs the desk; 

2. Cheryl is intimidated; 

3. She wants this behaviour to stop. 

She seeks Reg out in his office towards the end of the day when most other 
staff have gone home and Reg is not so busy. 

Cheryl: Excuse me Reg, can I please speak with you for a few minutes? 

Reg: (gruffly) Yes Cheryl, what is it? 

(Cheryl enters Reg’s office and sits at his desk, making steady eye contact.) 

Cheryl: Reg, I feel very anxious about this but there is something that I must 
say to you. 



Reg: (More impatient now) Yes, what is it? 

Cheryl: (Keeping her voice as even as possible) You frequently shout at me 
and bang the desk when you are talking to me. I’m really intimidated by this 
behaviour, and I want you to stop doing it. 

Reg: (Taken aback) But I mean no harm by it. It’s just my way. You’ve never 
said anything before now. 

Cheryl: (Smiling and holding eye contact) Nevertheless, I want you to stop 
doing it.  

Time to close and exit. 

Cheryl: Thank you Reg. That was all I wanted to say.  

(Cheryl stands and leaves the office). 

In this example it is important for Cheryl not to stay and discuss the issue. If 
that seems called for, she should make another appointment. Cheryl will very 
likely feel very anxious and will be made more so if she gets into an argument.  

It might seem only a small achievement, but will very likely be the first time 
that Cheryl has plucked up the courage to raise her concern with Reg. It is 
also likely that this is not the only concern she has with him, but it is important 
to raise only one issue at a time. It follows, therefore, that Cheryl should not 
allow her concerns to pile up or be repeated over time. She should act soon 
after the first time that Reg treats her in this way. By leaving it until he does it 
again, she will make the matter harder to deal with, and will feel compromised 
because she has put up with it so often before.  

The effect on Reg will almost certainly be immediate and profound even if he 
does not show it. People like Reg who behave in this way become used to 
intimidating others, and are pulled up short when asked to stop the behaviour. 

Donald and Jill 

Don is Jill’s executive assistant. The effective running of the office depends on 
them relying on each other. Jill has become annoyed because she has 
noticed that Don seems unusually distracted and has run over the due date to 
have responses back from the staff about a new policy proposal. The final 
version of the policy must be signed off before the internal audit commences 
on Friday. This is very unusual because Don has been totally reliable up until 
this situation. 

Jill’s answers to her three questions are: 

1. The responses from staff to the draft policy are not back; 

2. She feels annoyed that the audit result may be jeopardized; and 

3. She wants Don to address the matter immediately, but without 
allowing other priorities to slip. 

Jill calls Don into her office and invites him to sit with her at the coffee table. 
Jill shuts the door. 



Jill: (After Don has settled and has eye contact). Don, there is something that 
I’m feeling quite annoyed about. I’m aware that you have run over the due 
date to have responses back from the staff about the new policy proposal. I’m 
annoyed because unless the policy is finalized by Friday the internal audit 
result may be jeopardized. I want you to fix this matter immediately, but in 
such a way that your other priorities don’t slip. 

I know your work is usually of very high standard and always on time, but I 
need you to address this matter straight away. 

Don: (Looking sad) I’m aware that I’ve let this slip, but I’ve had some personal 
issues that have distracted me. If its OK with you I’ll ask Mary to help me by 
collecting and collating the feedback before the end of the day. I’ll then update 
the policy overnight and have it to you first thing tomorrow. 

Jill: (Smiling) That sounds like it will work.  

Time to close. 

Jill: (Rising to open the door for Don) Thanks Don. Please keep me posted 
and let me know straight away if you run into any problems. (Don leaves.) 

The emphasis in this exchange is on Jill speaking to Don as an equal human 
being while still exerting authority as his boss. Don will feel that he is being 
treated well even though he was at fault. The importance of Jill expressing her 
emotion is that it helps her to put it into perspective and not to derail her effort 
to address the issue that she needs changed. By naming the emotion she 
feels she will immediately reduce its hold on her. 
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