
Co-operative Conversations

The success of a conversation about conflict depends on 
you and the person with whom you will be talking.

What can you do to give your conversation the best 
chance of success?

•	 To reach an agreement with the other person requires 
their co-operation.  Keep this goal in mind as you 
consider what you will say.

•	 Avoid debating, and requiring that you to prove you 
are right and the other person is wrong, or try to 
convince them to give up what they think is important.  

•	 Avoid trying to change anyone’s personality or values.
•	 Avoid trying to find fault, assign blame, or punish 

anyone. 

Solutions with Mutual Benefit
The reason you are involved in a dispute with the other 
person is that they disagree with you or dislike something 
you have said or done.   While it may not feel natural to 
focus on finding solutions acceptable to the other person, 
seeking solutions with mutual benefit will help resolve the 
problem more quickly.

Tactful Honesty
While honesty is very important, tact is also important.    
Some people say ‘I was just being honest’ or ‘I was just 
being direct’ to justify saying tactless, even insulting 
things, to the other person, telling themselves that they 
‘were honest and if the other person can’t take it, it’s their 
problem’.   

You do not have to choose between being honest and 
being tactful.   There are numerous ways to say the 
same thing, and a tactful approach is more likely to gain 
cooperation.

The Other Person’s Point of View
You probably know how you feel about the dispute and 
what problems you think need to be resolved.  You could 
probably describe how the other person has acted and 
how their behaviour has affected you, and name the most 
important issues for you in the dispute.   This is good, 
because you may need to discuss these things.

But how much do you know about how the other person 
has been affected by the dispute and how they see it?   
People can make the mistake of assuming that the other 
person wants them to be miserable, is not bothered by the 
conflict, or is even enjoying the conflict.   

This is almost never true.   Most people engage in 
conflict because they have genuinely different interests, 
expectations, information, or values.

Thinking about the following questions can help support a 
productive dialogue:

•	 How does the other person feel about the dispute?
•	 How would they describe the problems that need to 

be resolved?
•	 How would they describe my behaviour in this 

dispute?
•	 How has my behaviour in the dispute affected the 

other person?
•	 What the most important issues to the other person? 

While it may seem that solving the other person’s 
problem is ‘the other person’s problem’, understanding 
the concerns of the other person will help address them, 
which in turn will help resolve the conflict.   This does not 
require you to abandon your own concerns, nor do you 
have to agree with what the other person says.
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While it may be difficult to listen to a point of view with 
which you disagree, what is said may reveal important 
and helpful information to you.   Listening carefully to the 
other person, and if asked, repeating what you have heard 
without dismissing, discounting or interpreting, will let the 
other person know you understand what they have said, 
and will encourage their cooperation.   If you see things 
differently, explain that.

Effective Strategy
Use the discussion to find out what the other person 
would like you to do differently in future.  Why?  What you 
agree to do is all that you have within your control.  The 
odds are greater (although not guaranteed) that other 
person may change their behaviour if you agree to do 
things differently yourself.

Common Barriers to Resolution
•	 Making insulting comments – not an effective strategy 

and you probably won’t get what you want
•	 Negative labels for the other’s behaviour – your choice 

of words may be offensive to the other person, and is 
likely to evoke defensiveness and therefore unlikely to 
gain co-operation

•	 Impulsive comments – some things you are tempted 
to say or do may not be helpful and may interfere with 
your reaching your goal.   If such a critical moment 
occurs, ask for a time out or don’t say anything until 
the impulse to lash out has passed.  Then you are 
able to discuss it in ways the other person will be able 
to hear.

•	 Mind reading – this occurs when people attribute 
(generally negative) motives or intentions to the other 
person based on their observations of the person’s 
actions.

•	 ‘Always’ and ‘Never’ – statements including either of 
these often lead to unproductive discussion about 
examples that contradict the statement.   

 
What Works Better?
•	 Use ‘I’ statements instead of ‘you’ statements, and 

ask open-ended questions (the sort of questions that 
tend to begin with How, What, Who, When, Where, or 
Why)

•	 Saying ‘I’m confused because earlier you said X and 
now, it sounds like you’re saying Y.   Can you clarify 
this for me?’ is much more productive than saying 
‘No, that’s untrue’, or worse, ‘You’re a liar’.   Using 
the ‘I’ statement allows the other person to save 
face because the speaker does not force a ‘right’ 
or ‘wrong’ issue, and also, sometimes people have 
different information and are not intentionally lying.   

The ‘I’ statements will allow you to avoid inflaming the 
conflict, and allow you to deal with the facts.  While 
the other person is free to disagree, they are less likely 
to feel insulted, and are less likely to disagree about 
the facts.

•	 Focus on how events have affected you – describe 
the event (When … happened,) and using the ‘I’ 
statement (… I felt …) say how it affected you.

 
Ground Rules
These will help you have a productive conversation:

•	 Don’t interrupt when the other person is speaking
•	 No deliberate ‘button-pushing’ (personal attacks or 

insults)
 

About Anger
People involved in disputes often get angry.   In order to 
address the issues, this anger may need to be discussed.  
It is very important to use the ‘I’ statements and open-
ended questions when discussing the things that have 
made you angry.   Your anger is real and may need to be 
expressed.  To the best of your ability, do so tactfully.

Which of the following would you respond better to?

1.	 I am angry that I have not had any response from you 
about my memo.

2.	 You jerk.  Who do you think you are that you just can’t 
be bothered responding to me when I’ve taken the 
time to write to you?

If the other person expresses anger, listen.   Try to 
understand what the person’s anger is about.   Avoid the 
temptation to strike back.   If nothing else, sit and allow 
the other person to ‘vent’.   Importantly, do not interrupt 
them while they are expressing their anger, as it usually 
prolongs the length of time they feel they need to ‘vent’.

Fear
When people engage in conflict, one or both of them may 
feel fear.  Some people feel fearful when others express 
anger toward them.   Some people have learned to mask 
their fear by expressing anger or making threats.

If you feel fearful, don’t be tempted to respond with anger 
or threats.  There are a number of other choices:

•	 Use an ‘I’ statement – ‘I feel afraid when you say …’
•	 Ask a question – ‘Why did you say that?’
•	 Ask for a time out
•	 Sit quietly until you feel composed enough to speak 
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Other Things to Avoid
Minimising the other person’s feelings.

Making negative judgements about what the other person 
has said, even if you feel it is deserved.

Misrepresenting or omitting relevant facts – this can 
damage trust immeasurably if the other person suspects 
you are doing this.

Speaking in a condescending or sarcastic way to the other 
person.

Demanding that the other person apologise or admit to 
wrong-doing.   Demands usually cause further resistance.

Making offensive or hostile non-verbal expressions.

Making threats to the other person.  Making threats (eg 
filing a formal grievance, taking disciplinary action) is not 
likely to gain their cooperation and is likely to set up a 
power struggle.

Shouting at the other party.   Again, not very likely to 
encourage cooperation.

Other Suggestions
Acknowledge responsibility for any part of the problem 
you can.  Do this only if it is genuine.

Allow the other person to ‘let off steam’ without giving in 
to the natural inclination to interrupt, defend or fight back.   
This requires self-control, but can be extremely valuable.

Demonstrate appreciation for offers made by the other 
person to genuinely address your concerns.

If the other person suggests that they would like you to 
do something that you are willing to do, offer to do it.  
This builds trust, and may be seen as a demonstration of 
respect and good faith.

Demonstrate respect for the dignity of the other person 
– even if you are angry or mistrustful towards them, and 
believe the entire problem is their fault.    Speaking to the 
other party in a disrespectful way could give them the 
opportunity to avoid the content of what you are saying 
and shift the focus to your disrespectful behaviour.   Don’t 
give them that opportunity.

Apologise sincerely for anything you did or said to the 
other person that you now regret.

Other Resources

Consider whether an independent third party (eg. a 
Mediator) would assist you both having a more successful 
conversation.

Conflict Coaching can provide you with the skills to more 
successfully address conflict with another person.

Talk to your Manager or your HR Advisor.

Understand your organisation’s relevant policies and 
procedures.

Helpful resources on this topic include websites such as  
www.vitalsmarts.com 
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