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Abstract
The topic of ‘difficult conversations’ should be a familiar one for us all – firstly as children, then students, trainees, employees and maybe moving to being supervisors and managers. If you work as a disability adviser or in a non-medical help support role, then having difficult conversations is likely to be a daily event with students.

Difficult Conversations crop up across all our roles in all our lives and I was asked to speak at the NADP Anniversary Conference 2019 to offer ideas and suggestions drawn from my own experiences. These experiences include acting as a supervisor of psychology students and trainee psychologists for over 30 years; Head of the Department of Psychology at a large teaching hospital in Sydney; and working as a young trainee psychologist myself. I have had a lifetime of difficult conversations as a child, friend, supervisor, colleague and partner. 
[bookmark: _Toc21694028]Avoiding Difficult Conversations
Difficult conversations are a part and parcel of life, yet most of us fear and avoid them at all costs – even to the detriment of our colleagues and students and ourselves. 

Why do we avoid them? We became disability and inclusivity professionals because we care about people. We want to assist students and many of our difficult conversations are those which are needed to assist students or colleagues but may also cause upset and pain. 

An illuminating moment for me came whilst I was Head of the Department of Psychology at one of Sydney’s teaching hospitals. I had taken on the supervision of a trainee psychologist from another senior psychologist who was struggling to find ideas to assist with them after a year. 

The trainee had chosen a career which really did not meet their strengths; they refused to listen to instruction or guidance; and refused to adapt their practice even after formal warnings. 

I was bracing myself for every meeting and dreading the difficult conversations, but I finally realised that the process was not about me or my relationship with the trainee - it was about my role as Head of Psychology; and as a supervisor - my role as a gatekeeper for my profession. I needed to terminate his employment because it was about keeping future clients safe. That made the conversation so much easier.
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Challenging and asking difficult questions in a therapy session was not a problem for me, I was trained and experienced in that area. It was as a Supervisor and Department Head, where I was dealing with colleagues and administration that I found difficult. I became interested in why I found it easier in one setting compared to another, and what I could do about it.
I started to examine my conversations and realised that there are a variety of difficult conversations ranging from the personal to the professional:
· those you want to have with your teenager about sex;
· talking to your children about their choice of friends;
· confronting a friend who’s always wanting you to do things for them; 
· ending a relationship;
· speaking to the colleague who needs to be spoken to about their lack of punctuality or not meeting deadlines or being rude to everyone
· addressing the situation with the colleague who has poor hygiene or bad breath;
· approaching the colleague or student about a possible mental health issue that’s affecting their work; 
· informing senior management about a manager who is a bully; 
· letting a student know they have failed a course;
· asking a student if they are suicidal;
· addressing disciplinary meetings;
· terminating the appointment of a colleague or team member
· informing a student or colleagues about the death of a friend;

There’s a huge range of potentially difficult or awkward topics that might need discussing, and you’re the one who has to do it.

What makes a conversation a difficult one?
My own reflections have been backed up by literature research and we all agree it all comes down to our own fears. 

In the ‘caring’ professions such as disability and inclusivity support, I believe we are generally nice people who want our interactions to be nice. We are supposed to support and assist people. Not make them cry, upset or angry. 


Our own basic fears include:
· not wanting to hurt another’s feelings; 
· feeling scared of what they might think or do; 
· feeling scared of being wrong; 
· feeling scared of being disliked or appearing mean; 
· what happens if the other person might become angry and start a fight; 
· what if they kill or hurt themselves?; 
· what if they burst into tears?;
· what if I’m so anxious, I burst into tears?

In many ways we may be more concerned with how we will look and how we will cope than with the actual reason for the conversation.

We also avoid difficult conversations for other reasons:
· We may fear it will make the situation worse; 
· We may fear that having the conversation will be worse than putting up with the bad behaviour or whatever it is about; 
· We don’t want to feel bad; 
· We worry we might get some feedback we don’t want to hear; 
· It might get emotional and therefore embarrassing; 
· We are worried about the consequences
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Many people don’t feel confident in their ability to handle difficult conversations and don’t understand or even trust the policies and procedures supposed to underpin them.  

Managers are rarely taught how to hold difficult conversations with staff and very few businesses run courses on grievance procedures and how to manage them.   The result of this lack of training is that relationships are frequently damaged by poorly managed grievance processes and are very hard to repair. In my experience, outcomes from such processes are often unpredictable and seem to vary widely from case to case. 

Disability and inclusivity professionals and their managers are not always supported by senior management who may be even more risk- or challenge-adverse! 

Another possible factor behind our avoidance might be a very old one – we still have some fears of a primitive nature. There is a great fear of being cast out of the tribe, to be viewed as different, or not belonging. It was literally a matter of life or death in primitive times and to risk losing the approval of our peers is still troubling to us at a very deep level.

However, the costs of avoiding difficult conversations can be sizeable, whether within work teams or with students. It may involve continuing problems in the team with increased resentments, anger, low morale and poor productivity. It could also mean students not achieving on their course due to continuing problems and the situation worsening. Eventually this will lead to stagnation and depression for both students and staff; and even self-harm or suicidal behaviours.
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The financial costs of avoiding difficult conversations are huge. Statistics are easily available for businesses and a clear parallel can be drawn with student experience. 

In 2010-11 businesses spent £84 million at various workplace tribunals due to conflict; unresolved issues cost business £33 billion, 20% of management time and 370 million workdays. All these are recorded costs. It doesn’t include the loss of expertise, knowledge, productivity and low staff morale.

McDonald & Heart (2019) analysed the situation in workplaces. They reported that few managers have the tools, training or higher management support to take early action.  However, it is always best to act early as a manager. Once grievances are raised and acted upon, relationships between staff are damaged and very difficult to repair. They also reported that most managers lack confidence in their company’s grievance policies and fear if it goes wrong, they will be blamed. 

It seems the area of dealing with conflict is one avoided by all – on a personal, team, and management level.

Despite the lack of research and information in the area of handling and resolving problems within the student body – we can get some indication from the Office of the Independent Adjudicator (OIA, 2019) who report that figures vary form year to year but they received 1,967 complaints in 2018, an increase of 20% on the 2018 (1,635). 

However, this is not the whole story, the OIA do not handle all complaints; only those not been resolved by the university. In other cases students choose to take legal action and the majority of these cases are settled out of court.  
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There are many signs to look out for that indicate that there may be issues on a personal level of within a team:
· behaviour that is out of character, and/or disruptive; 
· poor hygiene; 
· visible distress; 
· anxiety & depression; 
· poor or unpredictable performance; 
· sudden drop in productivity; 
· poor timekeeping or absenteeism  
· harassment or bullying of any kind; 
· malicious gossip; 
· withdrawal from others; 
· being quiet when usually talkative; 
· irritability; 
· increased use of drugs and alcohol; 
· poor judgement and decision making; 
· tiredness or low energy. 
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The actual time of an outburst or event may not be the best time to start a conversation about how to resolve any problems. There are times when conversations are unexpected but, if it is at all possible, then planning is best. 

Firstly, let the person know you want to make a time to discuss an issue or event. Don’t surprise them as it will only make them defensive. Remember those times as a teenager when Mum ambushed you in the car or in your room? Did you have any intention to do anything you promised to do when you were cornered? Did you say anything they wanted just to finish the conversation and get them out of your room? Remember this before you ambush anyone for a difficult conversation!

It is well worth taking the time and effort to examine how you think about confrontation generally well before any event happens. Difficult conversations can be approached in many ways and your approach will have its rationale in your past experiences and personality. If certain approaches have not worked for you in the past, there are ways to rethink how you approach conflict.

You could try to re-think your ideas:

	They are being deliberately difficult!
	I wonder why they do the things the way they do?

	Why do they keep on annoying me?
Why do I have to do this?
	This is difficult but it’s important that I protect them/their colleagues/other students/university reputation

	They are attention-seeking!
	Why do they need to get attention in this way? Can they find other ways?

	They’ve lost it! Who knows what they’ll do next?
	They have really changed. I wonder what is wrong? Bullying? Something at home?

	I hate this! I’ll leave it and perhaps things will improve over the weekend.
	The sooner we have this conversation, the faster things will settle down. It will give me time to organise things and then I can have a good weekend!
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There are several ways you may choose to start the conversation after an incident has occurred, or you become aware that you need to talk to a student or colleague.

· I’d like to talk to you about… but first I’d like your perspective
· I need your help with what just happened. Do you have a few minutes to talk, or shall we make a time later today?
· I’d like to talk about… I think we have different ideas about it.
· We need to talk about… I think we can work better. I have a few ideas and I’d like to hear any ideas you have.
· I’d like to talk about team dynamics and get your perspective.

I have found it really helpful to remember that the situation was not about me. It was about my helping the person and protecting them, other people and the team, department, university or even the profession. You, as a friend, partner, adviser or manager need to understand that these conversations are important and necessary and put your plans in place.

Various workplace training organisations (Business Disability Forum, 2014; Knight, 2015; Martinuzzi, 2013; Ringer, 2016) recommend aspects of planning that you need to consider.

Here are my priorities:
1. Choose a time and place carefully. Private place, no rush, no interruptions.
2. Let them know what the meeting is about. Don’t ambush them.
3. Prepare. Have concrete examples of problems and be clear about what you want to say and achieve. Make sure you are aware of any relevant organisational procedures and policies, and sources of support and information for both you and the person.
4. Get a positive mindset. Be open and curious.
5. Start with a compliment about positive aspects of the situation.
6. Plan the conversation but don’t script it. What do you want to achieve? What is negotiable, what is not.
7. Simple, clear, direct and neutral language.
8. Breathe slow, deep and gently to stay calm. Take breaks if needed and be comfortable with silence.
9. Acknowledge their perspective, ask what they think is/was happening? Put yourself in their shoes and try to understand their perspective and show compassion.
10. Try to preserve the relationship. More likely if they believe you understand them – even if you disagree with them.
11. Be consistent and fair; keep on task and relevant to meeting purpose.
12. Raise specific problems and do not generalise
13. Watch your body language; remain open and respectful.
14. Slow down and listen. If it’s a difficult conversation, it’s unlikely to be a short one. Slow is less likely to escalate.
15. Don’t assume that you know what the problem is – listen and pay attention to try to discover the root of the problem.
16. Move beyond the problems to how to work on them to improve the situation.
17. Balance your feedback – positive feedback builds confidence and reinforces the behaviour you want to see. Negative feedback needs to have suggestions for improvement.
18. Take a joint approach to solving the problem. Once you have given your feedback, it’s ‘what can we do about this?’
19. Offer alternatives and ask for their ideas.
20. Don’t criticise the person. Keep focussed on the problem you both have – not them as a person.
21. Be willing to accept feedback yourself.
22. If person gets upset and leaves, keep it private, ensure they have someone to talk to, or ring, do they just need time to recover.
23. Be prepared for it to go badly and having to escalate it to a formal level or to a manager above you. 
24. How they respond is their choice. You need to remain neutral.
25. Don’t take it personally. Ask them to explain why they are angry/upset. It may help clarify misunderstandings
26. You are there to help them be as happy and productive as possible within the work setting – you are not a therapist and there are rules.
27. Keep minutes. 
28. Send copies of the minutes and decisions to the person and your manager – as soon as possible to make sure all are clear on what was agreed or why nothing could be resolved.
29. Debrief and learn.

[bookmark: _Toc21694035]Conversations about Suicide
These conversations don’t tend to happen often, unless you work with a population that is at risk. Most people have great fears about raising the topic, but I can state that after having to ask the question on many occasions, the reaction I received in the vast majority of cases was one of relief. Here was someone asking about something they’d been hiding and scared to raise with others. They were relieved to finally have an unemotional talk about just how bad they felt.

If you are worried about suicide or self-harm, then ASK. If you are concerned, it’s most likely already in their head. You are not suddenly introducing the idea to them. Ask in a normal conversational manner. Be calm, confident and direct.
 
· ‘How bad does it get?’; 
· ‘I’m so sorry you feel so down. Does it ever get so bad you think about hurting or even killing yourself?’ 

When asking about suicide, you can’t ignore a positive response. You do need to ask some extra questions to get an idea of risk level. 

· Do you really want to die, or do we need to work together to reduce the pain you are feeling?

You can’t keep it secret, but you can discuss who is told first and by whom. Do not let them leave after giving you vague promises about telling a parent or doctor. 
It is less clear cut with non-lethal self-harm. Discuss policies and procedures with your manager so you are clear as to what is within your job role. You may be able to explore the situation and judge risk, or you may have to immediately refer. 

Given the rates of violence in the community at large, maybe you should consider asking if they think about harming others. If you do decide to ask that, then consult your manager and look into what options you have if the answer is a yes. Who to notify, call, do you need to call police? Security? What, if any, procedures are there?

Know what your workplace policies are. Unfortunately, if the worst happens, you need to be able to prove you acted professionally according to policies and procedures. It is why prior discussions with your manager are so important – any objections or improvements can be considered in a calm rational way, not under the pressure of facing a student in your office. You can also consult with your Counselling service without giving a name. Do consult if you are at all uncertain.

Never forget that duty of care outweighs confidentiality and you need to keep your manager informed. Hopefully, this will also give you support.
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The skills of managing difficult conversations have become an integral part of the success of disability or inclusivity professionals, their managers, departments, and organisations as a whole. 

Avoiding difficult conversations may keep you comfortable in the short-term but it can cause lasting damage to relationships and institutional reputations. This is because the resulting high-cost conflicts consume energy, destroy teamwork, and wipe out creativity.

However, when difficult conversations are managed well, feedback can be obtained and learning within the college or university is made possible; productivity and collaboration are enhanced; and stress is reduced for oneself as well as others. Consequently, better decisions are made. 

Most important of all, managing difficult conversations help us all build and maintain healthy personal as well as work relationships.
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