
Talking about difficult 
subjects



What are some difficult subjects?

▪ Money?

▪ Politics?

▪ Religion?



Are the subjects difficult or is something else at 
work, too?

▪ Personalities

▪ Situations

▪ Acquaintance, friend, relative

▪ How invested are you in the topic or in its outcome?



In other words

▪ How invested are you in what you want to discuss?

▪ To what extent will you or the other speaker be 
impacted by the result?

▪ Are you in equal positions or is one of you more 
likely to be directly impacted?



What’s your purpose for the conversation?

▪ Provide information only

▪ Engage in dialogue

▪ Convince

▪ Provoke a reaction (positively or negatively)   or…



Another important factor

▪ How close and important in your life is the person with whom you are 
speaking?

▪ A stranger 

▪ Uncle Henry or Aunt Julia

▪ Your best friend from college who quite curiously has a marked 
difference of opinion from yours



Win hearts and minds

▪ It’s been my experience that when we believe, often 
unrealistically, that we can change someone’s 
beliefs quickly and easily that we risk having the 
opposite effect.

▪ We become strident, difficult, and convinced of the 
rightness of our own positions.



Techniques that are more likely to work

▪ Leave your superior attitude at the door.  Those of us in 
academia or on the front lines of the liberal fight often 
unconsciously send the message that others should defer 
to our vastly more informed viewpoint.  This serves to 
alienate us from possible allies.



Techniques continued

▪ Listen.  Ask clarifying questions, and listen again. Don’t 
assume that you know what the other person values, 
believes, or wants.



Active Listening

▪ As you listen, try to find even the smallest detail on 
which you already agree.  (Perhaps you don’t agree 
on healthcare policy in general, but do you both see 
the positives of the Medicare program.)



Once you have common ground (or a common 
pebble)

▪ Offer a view that adds to the commonality you’ve 
established.  

▪ For example, could you both agree on keeping the 
Medicare program intact and perhaps offering 
something similar to all uninsured children? 



Small step

▪ This small step strategy is far more likely to succeed 
than jumping to a discussion of Universal Health 
Care.



Role Play

▪ Please open up the piece of paper labeled Activity One.

▪ Take up to ten minutes to plan a role play around the situation you 
are given.

▪ I will circulate to help you.

▪ Each group will present to the full audience.



Gentle critique

▪ You’ll pair up this time and give the other group gentle, positive 
feedback about what they did well and offer one other suggestion for 
improvement.

▪ Repeat this activity so that the group who provided feedback now 
receives some.

▪ One pair of groups will volunteer to share feedback.



Your ideas and concerns

▪ What is the most difficult conversation that you are willing to talk about that you 
have experienced?

▪ Who is the one person you dread talking to or listening to in your world?  Why?

▪ Now, you need to have a trying conversation with that one individual.

▪ In your group, choose one of the difficult people and one of the difficult topics and 
make some notes (outline of a case study) about how you could successfully make 
the attempt.  Choose a group member to present your notes to the audience, who 
will offer comments and support.



Activity Two

▪ Please open your activity two description.

▪ In an attempt to allow you to practice a more difficult scenario, you will see that 
your group has either been designated pro or con on a particular issue. 

▪ Decide what parts of the issue you’ll look to build upon; know which of your points 
are sacrosanct and which ones are easy to compromise. 

▪ Take ten minutes to prepare one person of your group to discuss the issue with 
their counterpart of opposing opinion.  You’ll notice that you have paper and a 
marker.  The supporting members of the group will move to the front and can offer 
suggestions via signs to hold up. The signs can address content, your presenter’s 
attitude, or simple reassurance.



Summing Up

▪ What’s your investment level and what is your goal?

▪ How important is the person?

▪ Where’s the starting point for discussion?

▪ Are you using incremental discussion steps?

▪ Most importantly, have you reminded yourself that there is good in everyone?  While you mayn’t agree with 
someone in favor of topic x, can you appreciate why (their job, perhaps) they have that view.  People with 
whom we disagree are not simple minded pawns anymore than we are all elitists worrying about only first 
world problems.



Questions, comments, or concerns?

▪ Audience comments.

▪ Liz Recko-Morrison lrecko1@gmail.com
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