
Leading Tough Conversations 
Overview 
 
Tough conversations are all about emotion. 

When your emotions are triggered, your ability to think and communicate clearly is compromised. In order to 
make progress in a tough conversation, you have to acknowledge and address people’s emotion-based 
concerns. “SCARF: a brain-based model for collaborating with and influencing others” (Rock, David. 
http://www.your-brain-at-work.com/files/NLJ_SCARFUS.pdf), says that people’s negative emotional reactions 
are often triggered by trying to reduce threat in one or more of five different domains: status, certainty, 
autonomy, relatedness and fairness. 
 
Facilitation is... 

● Activity-based 
Planned discussion activities provide structure, and help make people feel safe to talk about 
high-stakes or emotionally-charged subject. 

● Respectful of different modes of participation 
Some people are verbally expressive off the cuff; some people need think time. Some people will talk 
in front of anyone; some people have heightened awareness of any power differentials in the room. 
Discussion activities allow for participation across the board. 

● Directed, but not directly persuasive 
You may know what you want people to come away with – you can have an end result in mind – but 
you have to let people get there on their own. If that isn’t happening, think again about your end 
result. 
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