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The essential fact about tough conversations is this: 
It’s about being brave. 
Being brave enough to talk about what really matters. 

I’m going to suggest a good portion of the time we spend at work is spent avoiding 
tough conversations. Am I right? Aren’t there a few conversations you need to be 
having right now, that you just can’t seem to start? Yes, we all do. It’s no wonder 
they’re called tough conversations. 

So often we wish that things would be better with our employee, our teenager or our 
spouse. We’ll brood over the situation, actually rehearse the conversation in our heads, 
and play out how it might go, over and over and over again. But then, we do nothing 
about it. Let’s fix that. 

Here’s why criticial conversations matter most:

 + Engagement  98% of employees fail to be engaged when managers give 
 little or no feedback. 98%!! That means practically everyone in your building is 
 yearning for feedback on their performance.

 + Productivity  69% of employees said they would work harder if their efforts 
 were recognized. That’s huge. A whopping 2/3 of your workforce would crank 
 out more work if someone passed out some praise. 

 + Retention  This comes down to the fact that having more healthy, productive 
 (and yes, sometimes difficult) conversations helps retention. You’ll see a 14.9% 
 lower turnover when regular conversations become the norm.

We bother learning the art of tough conversations because the whole goal is to enrich 
our relationships  - and in turn, our companies - by having authentic, productive and 
deep conversations, which is why I created these 5 tips to approaching a tough 
conversation with ease.

Read them. Share them. Use them as a catalyst to ignite your braver self to start 
changing the way you approach the relationships (and conversations) in your life.

Starting now...
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1. Get in Gear
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What happens when you press the gas pedal in your car and you aren’t in gear? A lot of 
engine rev with little movement, correct?

Same thing with gearing up for a tough conversation. You can have the best intentions in 
the world, but without a bit of forethought and prep, chances are the conversation won’t 
go as well as it could have.

Being prepared gives your rational brain a leg up.

When you think things through ahead of time, it takes the emotion out of the moment. It 
allows you consider the situation more thoroughly: what the team needs and what the 
company needs by this issue being resolved. There’s no way you could think through all 
those considerations on the fly!

Pull your thoughts together, consider possible reactions and responses and even take a few 
notes to help you stay on track. The tougher the topic, the more prep you should allow. 

Attendees of our The Art of Tough Conversations Workshop get an intensive workbook, 
arming them with 4 Steps to Preparing for a Difficult Talk, 10 Gentle Lead-ins and 
Cures to the 7 Most Common Mistakes Managers Make. 

C R E A T I V E T A L E N T P A R T N E R S . C O M

2. Ask More Questions
Even if you think you’re ready to initiate a tough conversation, stop for just one minute 
more and ask a few deeper questions.

 + Do I know the whole story? You can stay objective when you have more facts.
 + Is this the right time? Check that the timing is appropriate, it may not be.
 + Is the person aware of the problem? Catching them off-guard is threatening.
 + How have I contributed? You may need to acknowledge you have a role in this.

Being diligent with your knowledge of the situation pays off in any tough conversation. 
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Approach any tough conversation with an air of gentleness. Now when I say gentle, 
I don’t mean wimpy. There are definitely times when a swift stern talk is in order. 

But, you need to realize that 1 in 4 people dread getting feedback at work more than 
anything else. Chances are the person in front of you is filled with anxiety.

Recognize this and do your best to be calm and collected during a tough talk. Starting 
from a gentle place of kindness not only keeps your emotions in check, it also helps the 
person in front of you feel a bit calmer too.

3. Be Gentle
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4. Avoid Triggers
Conversation triggers are those things we inadvertently say that immediately cause the 
other person to shut down. You know what shutdown looks like: lips pursed, arms crossed, 
eyebrows furrowed. We start shutting down when we feel threatened.

As your stress level increases your brain releases the hormone cortisol, which starts to 
shut down the rational part of your brain and panic sets in. Your tough conversation 
comes to a screeching halt when you’ve set off someone’s trigger. 

The Art of Tough Conversations Workshop teaches managers the 3 Top Triggers, 
providing the tools to maneuver through a tough talk when shutdown strikes (and it will!). 

Lead into any conversation wanting the best possible outcome for the situation. 

When you begin by valuing the person and caring equally about their perspective and 
the best possible solution, you’ll be better able to navigate even the toughest of topics. 

As author Susan Scott says, “The conversation is the relationship.” 

5. Begin with the End in Mind
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Meet Cecilia
Cecilia Gorman spent 20 years in advertising, focused 
on agency operations, integrated production, creative 
management, and leadership development.

She believes the core responsibility of leaders is to 
develop the next generation and her deep passion for 
teaching has become the foundation of all her 
programs. Cecilia is a Certified John C. Maxwell 
Trainer, Speaker & Coach and her greatest strength 
lies in an ability to motivate talent toward a more 
passionate and productive future.

“Refreshing to witness a presenter who has the 
ability to communicate real-life experiences & 
relevant topics for the advertising industry.”

I’VE GOT A STRUGGLING TEAM. 
LET’S TALK GROUP COACHING

TELL ME MORE ABOUT YOUR
ENGAGEMENT-DRIVING TRAINING

MY MANAGERS NEED SOME TRAINING. 
SHOW ME HOW TO GROW THEIR SKILLS

You have completely reinvigorated my passion 
in work...and in life, quite frankly.
- Stephanie Theodoropoulos

You grabbed my attention for a full two hours. I 
only looked at my watch once, which was to 
hope you could speak a little longer.
- Christopher Vyletel

Cecilia's presentation was right on point.  She 
has so much energy and has the skill to really 
connect with the front row and the back row.  
Her compelling and inviting style is engaging 
and enlightening, her enthusiasm is believable. 
- Gary Thormasdgaard// Orange County, CA 

I have been to many business information 
presentations in my life and most are very 
boring. Cecilia has a way about her that keeps 
you both engaged & entertained. I came out 
of the presentation with “real life” applicable 
management ideas, not just concepts. I highly 
recommend her.  
- Tim Alexander// Orange County, CA

Let’s Connect!
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