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TRICKY 
CONVERSATIONS
FRAMEWORK

Feeling (optional)
How do you/they feel (not think)?

Need  
What do you/they value or need?  
What is important?  What is at stake?

Request 
An action that is tick-box doable and specific 
to time and place. 

Agreement
Tick-box doable - ‘yes this has been done’.

Future pacing
Benefits to them, us and/or the organisation 
once this agreement has been successfully 
implemented.

Our attitude, clear observations, putting it in context, 
giving doable requests, making clear agreements and 
future pacing all greatly increase the chance of having a 
fruitful conversation with a mutually agreeable outcome. 

How often do 
we say things 
we don’t mean, 
or don’t say the 
things we really 
mean?

Approach
When asking for a conversation, give them the 
general topic you want to discuss and make 
sure you have time for the conversation at the 
time of asking or later.

Attitude
What part of the room am I standing? What is my 
attitude. (The manual up to this point has been 
about how to move to an open, curious attitude)
 
Observation 
What actually happened? Incontestable and 
verifiable. 
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OBSERVATIONS

What actually happened. 
Do not mix in evaluations, generalisations, 
interpretations or diagnoses.

For example, when someone is late:

Evaluation  
People who are late are insensitive.

Generalisation 
You are always late.

Interpretation 
You are late because you don’t care 
about your job.

Diagnosis 
You are late because you are selfish.

Observation
You have been between 10/20 
minutes late the last three times we 
have met.

If you can stick to the observation, it is more 
likely that the person will be able to hear you 
and not feel criticised, blamed, judged or 
made wrong and therefore become reactive.
 
Often the conversation gets hijacked here, as 
each person argues their interpretation of the 
situation.

Examples 

‘Your desk is messy’ - becomes ... 
‘You have left the papers you have 
been working on today on your desk.

‘You are not being honest’ – becomes 
‘I heard you say that they had agreed 
on the terms and this email indicates 
there are still issues to address.’

‘Why are you procrastinating?’ - 
becomes 
‘You said on Monday that you would 
have the answer by this morning, but I 
still haven’t heard.’ 

‘To observe 
without evaluation 
is the highest form 

of intelligence.’  
Krishnamurti

Giving a clear observation of behaviour separates the 
person from the action.  Comment on the behaviour, 
not the person. An observation is what would be         
recorded on a movie camera.  

The problem with 
over-talking is 
under-listening 



6 7

Whether we like it or not, we bring our 
emotions to the workplace. 

You can acknowledge feelings without 
being touchy-feely, deep and meaningful or 
sounding like a ‘wuss’. People don’t have to 
be shouting or crying to be emotional.

You cannot ‘logic’ someone out of an 
emotional state. Giving more information, 
telling them to calm down, or telling them they 
are wrong, doesn’t work either.
 
The very nature of emotions is that they are 
illogical.

Telling someone how we feel can also trigger 
defensiveness as the person interprets this as 
blaming them for our emotional state. 

Two phrases that can avoid this defensiveness 
happening are:

‘I am concerned because ...’
‘I am confused because ...’

FEELINGS

We are deeply emotional creatures and we are  emotional 
decision-makers.  We often make decisions from our 
limbic brain. Then we justify our decisions with logic. 

Emotions are nothing more than chemical 
reactions in our system. Our past experience 
and how we interpret a situation dictates 
which chemicals are released. 

How we choose to listen also influences what 
chemicals are released into our system.

Conversely, the language we use affects 
the chemicals released in the person we 
are talking to. We want to avoid triggering 
the other into a flight-or-fight reflex. If this 
happens, we are less likely to be able to have 
a rational conversation.

 

Things don’t 
always start where 
they need to finish;

sometimes the 
conversation has 

to find the subject.
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FEELINGS TABLE

Feelings present when our needs are not getting met. Feelings present when our needs are getting met.

LOVING

Affectionate
Amorous
Appreciative
Compassionate
Connected
Friendly
Grateful
Optimistic
Secure
Sensitive
Tender
Trusting
Warm

GLAD

Cheerful
Confident
Delighted
Encouraged
Excited
Grateful
Happy
Hopeful
Inspired
Joyful
Proud
Relieved
Satisfied
Touched

PLAYFUL

Adventurous
Alive
Effervescent
Energetic
Enthusiastic
Exuberant
Giddy
Happy
Impish
Invigorated
Refreshed
Stimulated
Thrilled
Zestful

PEACEFUL

Blissful
Calm
Connected
Content
Encouraged
Engrossed
Expansive
Free
Loving
Relaxed
Satisfied
Serene
Thankful
Tranquil

ANGRY

Aggravated
Agitated
Annoyed
Bitter
Cross
Disgusted
Enraged
Exasperated
Furious
Hostile
Irate
Pessimistic
Resentful
Shocked
Upset

SCARED

Afraid
Anguished
Anxious
Fearful
Frightened
Helpless
Horrified
Jittery 
Lonely
Nervous
Over-
whelmed
Panicky
Startled
Terrified
Worried

SAD

Blobby
Depressed
Despondent
Discouraged
Disheartened
Dismayed
Distant
Distressed
Gloomy
Grieving
Heavy
Helpless
Hurt
Lonely
Troubled

CONFUSED

Apprehensive
Disturbed
Embarrassed
Frustrated
Hesitant
Insecure
Overwhelmed
Perplexed
Puzzled
Torn
Uncomfortable
Uneasy
Unsteady
Withdrawn

TIRED

Apathetic
Detached
Exhausted
Fatigued
Fidgety
Heavy
Helpless
Indifferent
Inert
Lethargic
Listless
Over-
whelmed
Sleepy
Weary
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ACKNOWLEDGING 
FEELINGS ‘KIWI STYLE’

SAD

That probably won’t make your 
day.
Bit of a tear-jerker 
I imagine your heart dropped 
when that happened/ you heard 
that.                          
You feel like crap? 
That must suck?      
                   

ANXIOUS

That might keep you awake at 
2am.
What to do?
Nail biting stuff.
Worried eh?
Finding it hard to get it out of 
your head?

ANGRY

Feel like tossing your toys. 
Piss you off?
Annoyed?
Feel like punching something?
Sorely tried your patience.
You must feel totally gutted?

FRUSTRATED

This is crazy-making stuff.
You might want to throw a tanty 
about now.
Over it?
Are you sick to death of it?
Groundhog day?

OVERWHELMED

It’s all getting a bit much?
Keep your head above water.
You’re over it?                          
Feel like you are sinking.
Life gets full on, huh?    
Lots to think about, eh?          
Too much happening, I bet?                             

HURT

Ouch?
Might need some time 
to lick your wounds?                          
Bet that got you?
That’s a biggie!                            
Guess it just sucks right now?

SURPRISED

Who’d have thought, eh?
Wow, what a shock!
Amazing, huh?

DISAPPOINTED

That might rip your undies.
Not quite what you expected.
Put a dampener on things.
Not what you expected eh?
What a bummer!
You wanted it to be different 
huh?
What a pain in the arse.

HAPPY

Crack open the champagne.
Spin your wheels.
Make your day.
Bring a smile to your face.
Something to smile about.
You must be over the moon?
Chuffed?

EASY

Walk in the park.
Piece of cake.
Easy, huh?
No sweat.

DIFFICULT

Not exactly a walk in the park.
Tricky stuff, eh?
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Negative emotion can be seen as a red flag, 
letting us know that what we need is not being 
met. 

Needs are never wrong, they are universal 
and not specific to person, place or action 
(see Needs Table pp 52-53 ).
 
Needs/strategies

There is a difference between a need and 
the strategy we use to get that need met. A 
strategy is the way in which we go about trying 
to get our needs met.

Sometimes these strategies work and 
sometimes they don’t. Bad behaviour is simply 
a dysfunctional strategy to get a genuine need 
met.

Separate the need from the strategy and 
respond to the need, not the dysfunctional 
behaviour.

Examples

• Being controlling is a strategy – the need 
could be for order 

NEEDS

A high proportion of communication is motivated by 
a desire to get our needs met. When our needs are 
met we feel positive emotions; when they are not, we 
feel negative emotions.

• Asking endless questions is a strategy – 
the need may be for reassurance

• Fudging the truth is a strategy – the need 
may be for emotional safety

• Telling long involved stories is a strategy 
the need may be for  understanding

• Having an untidy desk is a strategy – the 
need may be for autonomy

• Criticising employees is a strategy – the 
need may be for effectiveness.

Always look for the universal need behind the 
behaviour. Once we have done this we are able 
to help them find another strategy or behaviour. 

When someone is acting in a way that doesn’t 
make sense, ask yourself:

‘What would a person who behaves in 
this way need?’ 

Remember, there are no dysfunctional people, 
just people with dysfunctional strategies. Don’t 
react to the strategy, respond to the need. 

If they have trouble identifying what they 
might need, then offer some suggestions. If 
the guess isn’t right, this will prompt them to 
reflect on what they do want.

Leave the expert, 
storytelling, 

advise- giver 
behind.
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Telling someone how you feel without putting 
it into the context, and without a doable 
action attached, can feel like an emotional 
dump. If someone is doing this, then guess 
what they might need and respond: 

‘Sounds like you are pissed off 
because you would like me to be 
more punctual’

‘Punctuality is really important to you 
and my being late is frustrating’ (or 
whatever non condescending way 
seems appropriate).

Translating criticism into needs 

You are selfish  
‘I’m guessing you would like me to be more 
considerate’ or ‘do you need something from 
me right now?’

You always do that
‘would you like me to change my behaviour?’

You are late again
‘it’s important to you that I don’t keep you 
waiting.’

Give me a minute!
‘you want more time?’

‘Life is mostly 
a matter of            

perception and 
more often            

misperception.’
Dave Logan

NEEDS

No plan survives 
its collision with 
reality.
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NEEDS TABLE

WELL- BEING EXPRESSION CONNECTION
Sustenance / Health

Abundance
Exercise
Food / nutrition
Health 
Sleep
Sustainability
Support
Survival

Autonomy / 
Authenticity

Choice
Congruence
Consistency
Continuity
Dignity
Freedom
Honesty
Independence
Initiative
Innovation
Integrity
Openness / 
Transparency

Love / Caring

Affection
Closeness
Companionship
Compassion
Intimacy
Kindness
Nurturing
Partnership
Presence
Touch
Warmth

Safety / Security

Confidence
Emotional safety
Familiarity
Order / Structure
Protection from harm

Creativity / Play

Adventure
Discovery
Fun
Humour
Inspiration

Empathy 

Awareness
Clarity
Communication
Consideration
Understanding

WELL BEING EXPRESSION CONNECTION
Safety / Security

Predictability 
Relaxation / Comfort
Self-esteem
Shelter
Stability
Trust

Creativity / Play

Joy
Movement
Passion
Spontaneity

Empathy 

Respect
Sensitivity
Acknowledgment

Peace / Beauty / Rest

Acceptance
Appreciation / Gratitude
Awareness
Balance
Clarity
Ease  / Relaxation
Equanimity
Harmony
Recreation
Simplicity
Space
Tranquility

Meaning / 
Contribution

Aliveness
Achievement / 
productivity
Celebration
Challenge
Competence
Efficiency
Effectiveness
Feedback
Growth
Learning
Mystery
Participation

Community / 
Belonging

Cooperation
Equality
Fellowship
Inclusion
Interdependence
Harmony
Mutuality
Relevance
Reciprocity
Solidarity
Support
Trust
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WORKPLACE NEEDS

RESOURCES ACCOUNT-
ABILITY

SELF 
EXPRESSION

Safe / Comfortable 
surroundings
Consistency
Equipment / Supplies
Exercise / Movement
Privacy
Rest / Relaxation
Time

Authenticity
Contribution
Effectiveness
Feedback
Honesty
Self-reflection
Punctuality
Self worth
Sincerity

Creativity
Progress / Growth
Mastery
Play / Fun / Laughter

INTELLECT EMOTION EMPOWER

Awareness
Clarity /Direction
Discernment
Education / Training
Information
Reflection
Stimulation / Challenge

Acceptance
Appreciation
Community / 
Connection
Consideration / 
Warmth
Empathy / 
Understanding
Inclusion
Support / 
Reassurance
Trust
Enjoyment

Autonomy / Choice
Collaboration
Discipline
Freedom
Individuality
Purpose / Meaning
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If they say no, then get interested in why.
 

‘I hear that you are not able to get that 
finished just now – is there anything you 
need from me in order to help with this?’

Or ‘can you tell me more about that?’

This is an opportunity to gather more 
information. Requests are always positive: 

‘Will you keep your hands still’ rather 
than ‘Stop tapping on the table.’ 

‘Can you please not be late’ becomes 
‘Can you please arrive at the agreed     
 time.’

Look for the request in a communication. If 
there isn’t one then ask, and keep asking until 
you get a doable action. 

Ask, what might that look like? Or, how will 
you know I have done this? Or, what action 
would let you know this is happening?

The outcome of a 
conversation is not 

reliant on how the 
other responds, 

its reliant on how 
we respond.

REQUESTS

Clear requests are doable, achievable, time and place 
specific. Requests are not demands, so it’s okay if 
the answer is ‘no’. 

If people do things because of fear, guilt, duty, 
obligation, shame, fear of punishment then it 
usually comes back and bites us.

What do we want the person’s reasons to be 
for giving or doing what we ask?

Most people will respond to a clear request. 

Often people don’t do something because 
they don’t know clearly what is expected. 

Make sure that requests are tick-box doable.

Examples of non-doable requests:
 

• I want you to be more honest – (I am 
honest)

• Tidy your desk (don’t do it because you       
didn’t say when and  to what standard,  
or it is tidy to them)

• In the future, can you please  consider  
my feelings (they may say yes but have  
no idea what that means to you)

• I want you to understand me  ( I do 
understand you – you are demanding)

• I’d like you to feel more confident about  
yourself (how).
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What do we win 
if we win the 
argument? What 
do we lose?

WHEN MISTAKES 
ARE MADE CONVERSATION’S UP

1. What was your intention? 
   What was your thinking behind this  decision?

2. What do you think are the ramifications  
of what has happened? (If they don’t list  
them all, then add your own.)

3. What have you learnt, what will you do  
differently in the future?

4. Is there anything you need from me/us, in 
order for these changes to take place?

5. This is what I need from you …

Do you feel that was the right thing to do? 
Do you think that was the best response?

When people make mistakes, they are often defensive. 
This framework helps to get to a solution without the 
person becoming defensive or disengaged.

Some of the hardest conversations to have are 
with those who have more authority than you: your 
manager, the chairman of the board, the consultant.

How do you disagree, ask difficult questions 
or tell them something they may not want to 
hear.

When you disagree 
Ask a question around your objection.

‘What will happen if we have weather 
delays?’
‘What’s the plan if we have several 
people away in the last few weeks?’

When you don’t understand the logic
‘Let me make sure I understand the 
strategy here?’
‘Can you tell me again what outcome 
we are looking for?’

When you don’t think they want to hear
‘I have some ideas about this, would 
you like to hear them?’
‘I have a couple of ideas rattling around 
in my head.’
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Jane’s scope is conversations:  tricky 
conversations, stuck conversation, 
clarity conversations, more meaningful 
conversations. She is a trainer, coach, 
presenter, mediator and facilitator. 

She works in two ways: she either teaches how 
to communicate more effectively; or she comes 
in to facilitate or mediate the conversation. 

Jane’s training has been diverse, gathering 
knowledge from a variety modalities in 
a range of settings. From this she has 
formulated her own style. She has been 
training and coaching for the past 15 years 
and been presenting Core Conversations 
training seminars in business and 
organisations since 2009.

Contact

Email:        jane@coreconversations.co.nz

Website:    www.coreconversations.co.nz

Mobile:      021 139 4563 

Skype:       janeoshea1

Location:  Jane is based in Wellington and            
     travels regularly throughout New  
     Zealand. 

ABOUT JANE
‘The experience of 
being understood, 
versus interpreted, 
is so compelling, 
you can charge 
admission.’
S. Joseph Pine


