
INTERACTION FRAMEWORK

Here is a simple framework for handling difficult interactions. It will improve your confidence in raising tough issues and managing important 
conversations. The central premise underlying the framework is that the creation of a learning environment allows for the most progress to be made.

PREPARE LEARN THE 
OTHER’S STORY

SHARE YOUR 
STORY

PROBLEM SOLVE 
TOGETHER AGREE

PREPARE 

(includes clarifying your purpose and interests)
• Never go into these interactions intending 

to wing it; do your homework
• Make the conversation about learning, 

sharing, and problem solving

• Be clear on your main message(s) and 
where you would like to end up
‣ Keep the number of these messages 

small; this will help you to maintain 
focus

‣ Difficult conversations are not about 
finding the Truth or establishing Facts, 
but are rather about discovering what’s  
important (to you and the other person)

• Think about what’s at stake for you in this 
conversation.  What makes it difficult or 
challenging for you?
‣ What do you need to do to support 

yourself through it?  Remember, this is 
about learning, not being perfect

• Recognize your emotional triggers.  No one 
can “make” you feel anything.  Choose 
your feelings appropriately and help them 
to work for you (or at least not against you).
‣ Disentangle your feelings from the 

issues

Do we do this? Now?
If I don’t raise it, what can I do to help myself let 
it go?
What do I want? What do I hope to accomplish 
through this interaction?
What do I think she wants?
How am I going to test this?
What could go wrong? What then?
What if it goes well? What then?
What will hook me? What do I have at stake?
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LEARN THE OTHER’S STORY
Be interested in what’s important to the other 
person. Be curious. Ask questions.

• Acknowledge the feelings behind the 
arguments and accusations. Be empathic. 
This is not the same as agreeing with the 
other person.

• Establish mutual purpose; get to real 
interests.  

• Describe the issue as the difference 
between your stories and perspectives.

• You may need to work on helping them to 
open up (if that is appropriate in the 
circumstances). Especially think about 
language choices.  Avoid “Yes, but…” 
which is just another way of saying “No”, or 
“You’re wrong…”

Can you tell me what you’re thinking and feeling 
about [the situation]?
What makes that so important to you?
Would you say more about that?
Can I tell you a little bit about my perspective?

SHARE YOUR STORY
Connect your point of view (where possible) to 
the needs, assumptions, values, and 
perceptions of the other person.

• Tell your story as your own experience 
rather than some irrefutable set of facts.  
Share your data.  Name your assumptions, 
stories, and hypotheses as such.  

• How have you contributed to the situation? 
It can be very powerful to acknowledge 
this. Acknowledging your contribution does  
not mean accepting blame.

• Remember about intent and impact: they 
never line up exactly. This invites more 
curiosity.

This is my experience of the situation …
This is what I saw, or heard, or felt … 
Invite them to inquire (“Does this make sense to 
you?  How do you see it differently?”) and make 
space for them to reply.
I know I did this, or didn’t do that, and that may 
have contributed to us getting where we are 
now.

Speaking is the art of listening to the listening 
(Robert Dunham)

Expect to move back and forth between these two stages. You are working on building a shared understanding, a shared 
reality, not necessarily an agreement at this point.

2



PROBLEM SOLVE TOGETHER
Sometimes you need to talk about more than 
substance; you need to talk about the process 
or rules of the game. Have a conversation 
about the conversation. 

Pay attention to possible derailments.  Gently 
and respectfully direct the conversation back to 
its original topic.  Common derailments include:
• Defensiveness
• Changing the topic
• Deflecting the conversation toward you or 

another person
• Extreme emotion
If the person gets emotional, let them have their 
reaction. Be supportive of the person and firm 
in your message. These are not mutually 
exclusive outcomes.

Reframe
• From positional bargaining to joint problem 

solving
• From truth to what’s important 
• From certainty to curiosity
• From accusations and judgments to the 

underlying feelings -- own what is yours
Legitimacy/Standards -- focus on why an 
option is fair or appropriate (e.g. standard 
market practice)
Build on their ideas -- look for the “and”; make 
it sound like it came from them
Don’t assume a zero-sum game -- make the 
pie bigger if you can; don’t be limited by “either-
or”. Rarely is the situation so cut and dried. 

AGREE
Be open to the possibility that where you initially 
thought you wanted to go may not be where 
you wind up.  There may emerge some very 
good reasons to adapt your expectations.  Just 
make those adjustments intentionally and 
thoughtfully.

• Replay, summarize, paraphrase, write it 
down

• Talk about, and decide how to decide

It seems this is where we’re headed…. Do you 
see it differently?
It sounds like we’re agreed.
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