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Telling the Truth to those Who May Not 
Want to Hear It!

With Jeff Russell
Russell Consulting, Inc.
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Our Learning Objectives
1. What makes a conversation difficult?

2. Why we engage in self-defeating behaviors.

3. Avoiding the Amygdala Hijack!

4. Why people may not feel safe when 
interacting with others.

5. Embracing the Collaborative Mindset.

6. An integrating model for navigating a 
difficult conversation.
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A Definition . . . 

A difficult conversation is a situation in 
which at least two parties are engaged 
where (a) there are differing opinions, 
perceptions, and needs/wants, (b) 
feelings and emotions run strong, and (c) 
the consequences or stakes are important 
to all parties. 
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A Difficult Conversation

No listening, no dialogue.
Emotions (vs. reason) drive the 
conversation.
Little safety (no truth-telling).
Perceptions of a “zero sum” game.
One or both parties going for a “win” 
(forcing the other to “lose”).
Solidifying positions – going to extremes
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Why Self-Defeating Behaviors?
1. Our fight or flight response.

2. We’re not prepared (Where did THAT come 
from?).

3. We don’t know what we want or need.

4. We don’t have the skills.

5. We fear losing control (and control is 
everything!).

6. We’re embarrassed or feel vulnerable.

7. We tend to focus on blame, not cause.



Before seeking revenge, first 
dig two graves.

— Chinese proverb
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Our Three Brains . . . 

• Rudimentary brain
• Basic functions
• Heart rate, breathing

• Formed on top of R-brain
• Enabled learning: fight or flight!
• Site of emotions and emotional memory

• Formed on top of and around limbic brain
• Core cognitive intelligence
• Site of working memory

Fight or Flight 
Response
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An Amygdala Hijack!!
Your “fight or flight” response kicks in . . . heart 
races, blood pressure increases, sweating profusely, 
uneasy feeling in the “gut,” clenched jaw, twitching, 
tapping foot, cold extremities as the brain rushes 
blood to muscles needed for fighting or fleeing . . . 

Emotions overwhelm your thinking and actions.

You are thinking and acting against your own will!

You are unable to accurately read others’ emotions .

You can’t find the right words . . . (stumbling, 
stuttering when you try to speak).

You are unable to focus your thinking or actions.
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Understanding Our Physiology

Fear and appreciation cannot both be 
present in a person at the same time.

When we are afraid, our ability to 
appreciate, express concern, 
demonstrate empathy, listen, and so 
forth goes down.
When we appreciate/listen, we tend to 
extinguish fear and loathing.
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Stimulus

Sympathetic

FEAR!

Fast Action

Stress

Fight or Flight!

Parasympathetic

Appreciation!

Slow Action

Calm

Rest and Digest



Calming Your Amygdala!

What actions can we take to 
calm our own Amygdala?

What actions can we take to 
help calm others’ Amygdala? 
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Why We/Others Don’t Feel Safe

Feeling Threatened — We may feel unsafe if 
we think that the other person’s intentions 
and goals are aimed at frustrating or 
preventing us from achieving what we want 
in a given situation.

Feeling a Loss of Control — We may feel 
unsafe if another person is taking control of 
our situation, circumstances, fate or future.
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Why We/Others Don’t Feel Safe

Feeling Exposed or Vulnerable — We may feel 
unsafe if we believe that some perceived 
personal weakness, vulnerability, mistake, or 
failing will be revealed or exposed by the 
other person.

Feeling Disrespected — We may feel unsafe if 
we think that the other person is dismissive 
and disrespectful of our ideas, opinions, 
performance, contributions, effort, and so 
forth.



Some cause happiness wherever they 
go . . . others, whenever they go.

— Oscar Wilde
Irish playwright
b. 1854, d. 1900
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A Mindset Continuum
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My-Way 
Mindset

Collaborative 
Mindset

I am right, you 
are wrong.

I’m in charge, 
you’re not.

My version of 
the truth is the 

right one.

I need to win, 
you need to 

lose.

In every situation and in every relationship
you always choose a position on this Mindset 

Continuum.

Where are you now?

I have 
something to 

learn.

People are 
doing their 

best.

I only know 
part of the 

story.

We both can 
win.



© 2010, Photograph by Jeff Russell



When Under Stress . . . 

In stressful situations, we 
tend to adopt a My-Way 
Mindset that seeks to protect 
us, to enable us to avoid the 
threat, dodge the bullet, 
regain control, pass the 
blame, escape the 
embarrassment, and run for 
cover . . .
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But, We have a Choice!

We can follow the My Way Mindset and 
let it lead us toward ineffective 
relationships and results.

Or . . . We can consciously engage in an 
alternative approach: the Collaborative 
Mindset.
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Collaborative Mindset
Based on an alternative set of 
governing values.
Focuses on understanding and learning.
Assumes that we only know and 
understand just a part of the puzzle.
Honors other people’s perspective —
especially when there is disagreement.
Is more likely to lead to effective 
relationships and positive results.
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The Collaborative Mindset — A Winning Approach



Why Do We Use the Unilateral 
Control Mindset?

1. Our fight or flight response.
2. It’s what we learned from our parents, 

siblings (for survival), school yard 
encounters . . . 

3. We don’t have good role models.
4. We don’t have the skills.
5. We didn’t know that there was an 

alternative!
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An Integrated Approach for 
Creating/Sustaining Dialogue
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Everything that irritates us about others 
can lead us to an understanding of 
ourselves.

— Carl Jung
Swiss psychiatrist
b. 1875, d. 1961
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Sometimes I lie awake at night, and I ask, 
“Where have I gone wrong?” Then a voice says 
to me . . .  

“This is going to take more than 
one night!”

— Charles M. Schulz
Charlie Brown in "Peanuts"
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Thank you!
Good luck with your difficult conversation!

Visit RCI at www.RussellConsultingInc.com for 
more information on our training and 
consulting services.
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