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SCENARIO
EP: “I wanted to reach out about the 

disposition of a patient in the ED.” 
Consultant: “It is inappropriate for you to 
interrupt my work. I will get back to you 

when I have a chance.” 
*Hangs Up*



WHAT’S A 
DIFFICULT 

CONVERSATION?
A discussion between 2 or more people 

in which they hold 

1. Opposing opinions about a…

2. High-stakes issue and where…

3. Emotions run strong

EMOTIONS



CLEVER STORIES
Victim Stories

Villain Stories

Villain Stories

CLEVER STORIES
Victim Stories

What am I pretending not to notice 
about my role in the problem?



CLEVER STORIES
Villain Stories 

Why would a reasonable, rational, 
and decent person do what this person 

is doing?

CLEVER STORIES
Helpless Stories 

What do I really want to accomplish?

AIRWAY
ARTICULATE 

Acknowledge Emotions 

Acknowledge Problem 



DIFFICULT AIRWAY

AIRWAY PREP

Prepare - What are we talking about

Content, Pattern, Relationship

Questions

What do I really want for myself?

What do I really want for others?

What do I really want for the relationship?

What should I do right now to move towards what I really want?



AIRWAY PREP

What’s my Story?

She is the worst! 

She thinks she is too good to come to the ED. 

She doesn’t care about our patients because they don’t generate 
RVUs for her. 

If she spent as much time taking care of my patient as she does 
checking their insurance status, the consult would be complete 
by now. 

BREATHING
Take a Deep Breath and Go Slow 

BREATHING
BOLD AND BENEVOLENT



KEEP IT SAFE
SAFETY PROVIDES FREEDOM OF 

SPEECH

KEEP IT SAFE
Recognize Signs of Safety Deficiency

• Silence

KEEP IT SAFE
Recognize Signs of Safety Deficiency 

• Silence
• Violence



HOW DO I KEEP 
IT SAFE?

Step Outside 
• Bad Intent
• Misunderstanding

HOW DO I KEEP 
IT SAFE?

The Conditions of Dialogue 
• Mutual Purpose

MUTUAL 
PURPOSE

Mutual goes Both Ways



HOW DO I KEEP 
IT SAFE?

The Conditions of Dialogue 
• Mutual Purpose
• Mutual Respect

MUTUAL 
RESPECT

The Conditions of Dialogue 
• Mutual Purpose 
• Mutual Respect

MUTUAL 
RESPECT

Can I respect people I don’t respect?



WHAT IF THE OTHER PERSON IS WRONG?

BE BOLD
Safety Isn’t Synonymous with 

Comfort

BENEVOLENT 
AND BOLD

Share your Good Intent 

Create Mutual Purpose

Apologize When Appropriate 

Contrast to fix Misunderstandings 



CIRCULATION
Keep the Conversations Going

PROBLEM 
SOLVED

Or is it?

• Agree
• Build
• Compare

MAKE A SAFE 
PATH FORWARD

Take the Initiative 

Safety Never Stops 
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