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At work, and especially when you are in a position of  authority, difficult or tense situations arise and require 
your response. These guidelines will help you construct a series of  “go-to” phrases, or personal scripts, to 
prepare for handling them. When you have prepared and practiced some phrases in advance, you can use 
your attention and cognitive effort in the moment for processing what is happening and deciding on a course 
of  action. With ready access to words you have considered in advance, you will be more articulate and 
communicate more clearly. These guidelines are primarily for conversations concerning ongoing issues, when 
outcomes are still uncertain.  

1. Preparation is key: 

Some of  the most useful phrases to have on hand are those that buy some time to think when an unexpected 
issue or situation arises without warning. Your decisions will be more robust and respected when you are 
ready to consider alternative explanations, especially that you might be wrong. Assess your goals and match 
your actions to your goals. Stay as calm as as you can. 

• “I am concerned and would like to discuss this matter with you to assure I am appreciating your 
perspective before I come to a conclusion. Can you help me understand …” 

• “You have provided new information of  which I was not aware. I need to check with others affected and 
will do that and then get back to you.” 

• “I would like to reflect so that I can give you a thoughtful answer.  Can I come back to you in twenty 
minutes?” 

• “This afternoon is already heavily booked and I would like to give this issue proper consideration.  I will 
set aside time tomorrow; will it work to speak then?” 

2. If you are initiating the conversation, open by acknowledging the other 
person: 

• “You have a great deal of  experience with our Center and I would like to understand more about the 
interaction with Sanjay.” 

• “As you asked, I have reviewed and carefully considered the evaluation that concerns you.” 

• “My interest is in your success here. It is my duty to evaluate your performance and to provide you with 
clear feedback so you know how others will assess your performance, so you can focus your efforts and 
improve your dossier.”  

3. Leave time and conversational openings for the other person to respond: 
• “I’d like to explain my concerns and then I hope you will be willing to share your reactions with me.” 

• “I noticed [some specific event] and seek to understand your assessment of  it.”  

4. Use neutral language to describe the situation, and soften your 
introductory phrases to leave room for a misunderstanding: 

• “I’d like to understand more about what happened….” 
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• “I might have misunderstood. Could you explain the policy to me again?” 

• “Maybe I’m confused. As I read the policy, it would lead to a different outcome in this situation. Could 
you point me to the element that is supporting your conclusion?” 

• “The guidance the compliance staff  provided seem to suggest a different outcome. Is that not applicable 
in this situation?” 
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