The Difficult Conversation Planner
Prepare for the conversation you have been avoiding — so it lands as clarity, not conflict.
Most hard conversations go badly not because the message is wrong, but because we walk in unprepared: unclear on the goal, tangled up in our own story, and braced for a fight. This planner walks you through what to do before, during, and after — so you can be direct and kind at the same time. Fill it in before the conversation, not during it.
The goal is not to win. It is to be understood, to understand them, and to leave the relationship intact. If you only want to be right, you are not ready to have the conversation.
Step 1 · Separate the facts from your story
Before anything else, write down what actually happened versus the story you have built around it. The facts are what a camera would record. The story is your interpretation — and it may be wrong.

	The facts (observable)
	The story I am telling myself

	
	

	
	


Step 2 · Get clear on your goal
Answer these before you open your mouth. Vague goals produce vague, meandering conversations.
1. What is the one thing I most need them to hear?
1. What outcome would make this conversation a success?
1. What do I want for them, and for the relationship, on the other side of it?
Step 3 · Plan your opening
The first thirty seconds set the tone. Name the topic plainly, state your good intent, and invite their view. Avoid the two classic traps: burying the point in small talk, or leading with an accusation.
A reliable opener: "I want to talk about ___. My hope is that we come out of this with ___. I may be missing things, so I want to hear your side too. Can we do that now?"
Step 4 · Stay on track during
1. Lead with curiosity: ask, then genuinely listen, before defending.
1. Separate the person from the problem — attack the issue, not their character.
1. When emotion spikes, slow down. Name it: "I can see this matters — let's take a moment."
1. Own your part out loud. It gives them permission to own theirs.
Step 5 · Close and follow up
End with shared understanding and a concrete next step, then follow through — a conversation with no follow-up teaches people that raising things changes nothing.

	What we agreed
	Who owns it
	By when
	Follow-up date
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