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TABLE 1

Example of diff erent work styles

Trait You Your colleague

Personality type You’re an introvert. 
You keep to yourself 
and prefer to work 
independently.

He’s an extrovert. He 
likes working in teams 
and discussing things 
in detail.

Communication style You’re uncomfortable 
expressing your 
feelings. You prefer 
e-mail to face-to-face 
communication.

He shares a lot and 
asks a lot of questions. 
He prefers informal 
meetings.

Work style You’re methodical. 
Details count.

He tends to think “big 
picture” and move 
quickly.

Life experience You have years of 
experience—and 
battle scars.

He hasn’t been on the 
job long, so he’s trying 
to make a mark.

Core values You care most about 
quality and integrity.

He cares most about 
innovation and action.

your counterpart. But if, say, you recognize that your 

extroverted colleague loves lively group discussions 

while you prefer to work independently, suggest that 

you take notes at a brainstorming session or send him 

a preliminary list of ideas to seed the conversation as 

a way for both of you to participate productively. 
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TABLE 2

Bad reasons for avoiding a hard 
conversation—and some solutions

Reason Action

You fear confl ict. Acknowledge that even though confl ict can be 
uncomfortable, it’s inevitable and a normal part of 
work life. Looking at what’s going on beneath the 
surface can help you focus on the root cause and 
reduce your discomfort.

You deny there’s 
a problem.

Think about your workplace relationships. Notice 
which ones seem tense, frustrating, or unproductive. 
Consider how those negative factors are holding you 
back from doing your best work and collaborating 
eff ectively.

You’re sure the 
other person 
won’t change.

Your goal isn’t to change anyone or to assign blame. 
You want to improve your interactions. You can do 
that by adjusting your mind-set and modifying your 
behavior.

You think you can 
work around it.

Assess whether the benefi ts of an improved situation 
outweigh the risks of addressing the problem. If they 
do, prepare for a conversation. If they don’t, keep 
tabs on how the relationship evolves; you may need to 
revisit your approach.

You think the 
problem will 
solve itself.

Most problems don’t just go away. If ignored, they 
can get worse. Engaging in a skillful conversation can 
move you closer to a positive solution. 
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by  avoiding and interrupting her. Becoming aware 

of the way his own behavior has contributed to the 

current situation may change the picture for Liam 

and help him see Shireen as a person with legitimate 

needs, feelings, and insecurities rather than as the 

enemy.

As you prepare for your conversation, it’s help-

ful to make a simple diagram of the basic issues and 

emotions as you identify them and as you imagine 

your counterpart sees them. An example of Liam’s 

diagram is shown in table 3, “Perceived issues and 

emotions.”

TABLE 3

Perceived issues and emotions

Liam’s view
Liam’s perception of 
Shireen’s view

The problem Shireen isn’t a team player. 
She’s making me look bad.

I need to make a strong 
impression to establish 
myself.

The feelings Underneath my anger I feel 
jealous of her success and 
threatened by it.

I feel isolated and insecure 
because my coworkers are 
unwelcoming.
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Charting potential positive outcomes of a conver-

sation, as shown in table 4, “Two views, multiple out-

comes,” will help you articulate your perspective and 

envision your counterpart’s point of view.

TABLE 4

Two views, multiple outcomes 

Liam’s view
Liam’s perception of 
Shireen’s view

Best outcome Shireen acknowledges 
that she isn’t sharing the 
spotlight. She agrees 
to work to share more 
credit with me and the 
team.

Liam acknowledges that 
my work is valuable and 
that I have a contribution 
to make. He agrees to 
support my success.

Possible alternate 
outcome

Shireen is willing to share 
account information 
with me before the next 
department meeting. 

I’ll set up informal one-
on-one meetings with 
team members to improve 
my relationships with 
them.

Possible alternate 
outcome

Shireen agrees that we 
got off  to a rocky start. 
We schedule a follow-up 
conversation.

Liam shared some 
legitimate concerns. I’d 
like to talk with him again 
soon to make sure he 
knows where I’m coming 
from.
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