The Silent Cost of Avoiding Difficult Conversations
at Work
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The conversation that never quite happens

Almost every leader can name a conversation they have been postponing: feedback for an
underperforming team member, a disagreement with a peer, a concern about a senior
stakeholder's decision. Each week it does not happen, the underlying issue rarely stays the same
size. It tends to grow, and the leader's frustration grows alongside it, even as the conversation itself
becomes harder to start.

Why avoidance feels like the safer choice

Avoidance is rarely about a lack of courage in general. It is usually a rational, short-term response
to a real cost: the discomfort of the conversation itself, the risk of damaging a relationship, or
uncertainty about how to raise the issue without it escalating. In the moment, avoidance genuinely
reduces stress. The problem is that this relief is temporary and the cost is deferred, not removed.

Where the deferred cost actually shows up

It rarely announces itself directly. More often, it appears as a talented team member quietly
disengaging after months of unaddressed friction, as a project quietly missing its mark because no
one wanted to challenge an unrealistic plan, or as a leader's own credibility eroding because their
team can sense an issue everyone is avoiding. By the time the cost becomes visible, it is usually
larger and harder to address than the original conversation would have been.

What makes a difficult conversation go better

Separate the observation from the judgement. "You missed the deadline three times this quarter" is
an observable fact. "You don't care about this project” is an interpretation, and leading with
interpretation tends to trigger defensiveness before the real issue is even on the table.

Get clear on your own goal before you start. Is the aim to change specific behaviour, to understand
what is actually going on, or to repair a relationship? Conversations that mix all three at once,
without the leader being clear internally about which matters most, tend to wander and resolve
nothing.

Say the hard sentence early, plainly. Many leaders soften the actual message so heavily with
context and cushioning that the other person leaves the conversation without realising anything
significant was said. Clarity, delivered with care, is kinder in the long run than a comfortable
conversation that fails to land.

Expect discomfort, not resolution, in the moment. A good difficult conversation often does not feel
good while it is happening. Judging it by whether it felt comfortable, rather than whether it was
honest and clear, leads leaders to avoid the very conversations that matter most.
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Building the habit

Leaders who get more comfortable with difficult conversations over time are rarely those who found
a technique that removed the discomfort. They are the ones who practised having the conversation
anyway, learned that the anticipated damage was usually smaller than feared, and built evidence,
conversation by conversation, that honesty and relationship can coexist.
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