
 !!!!!!!!
There are many occasions when we want to say something to somebody but can’t find the right 
form of words. Quite often we end up procrastinating and then the (Free Child) emotional reason 
for wanting the conversation (we are annoyed, disappointed, hurt, angry, concerned etc) gradually  
builds up behind the scenes until we blurt something out that wasn’t particularly great.  !
The Ego State model suggests that we’re going to need all three effective states to do the job as 
well as we can. !
Free Child !
This is the state we are in when we are in touch with the genuine emotion we have or the genuine 
need or want that exists. It’s authentic. Honest. In difficult conversations its probably the best 
place to start a communication because it sends out a signal that is about you not the other 
person. Let’s look at some examples of what we might be tempted to say from a Critical Parent 
state that might be better said from Free Child. !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
* Or at least the risk is that the other person perceives this as Critical Parent. In a difficult 
relationship or situation - and - if you are in a position of authority - the chances are higher that 
the other person will be looking for signs that you are critical of them. !!

Difficult conversations  
Using Ego States as a way of thinking and planning for 
conversations that might be hard to do or are 
particularly important.

Free Child says… Critical Parent* says…

I’m feeling confused You’re not being clear 

I’d like to understand something better You don't tell me things

I'm really concerned about this deadline Why are you late?!

I'd really like to clear the air My office, 5 minutes

What matters most to me right now is to understand 
the facts

Why don't you lot ever tell me the truth?!

My concern is that we are at cross purposes Why don't you ever listen to me?!



Adult !
This is the state we are in when we are sharing our thinking, exploring options, looking at the 
evidence or exploring the reasons why something has occurred. In a difficult conversation you 
have a right to say what your thinking is - now is not the time for compliance.  !
From the Adult state we can say things like: !

So it’s clear that you and I see things differently - can we look at where the points of difference 
are? 
My thinking is this … 
So, just to be clear, what I’m expecting to happen next is …. 
What are your thoughts about this? 
Have I understood this correctly? 
What options do you think there are? 
I might not be right - but I do have a view … !

But always remember that just as you have the right to share your thinking - so does the other 
person! So Adult is very useful for asking questions as well as it is for explaining. Hence when 
people talk about ‘Adult-Adult’ conversations or 2-way communication. !
Nurturing Parent !
This can be hard. Can you really put aside your frustration, concern or disappointment with 
somebody and start to consider what life looks and feels like from their perspective? The point is 
not to turn you into a counsellor - but to access that part of you that can occupy somebody else’s 
shoes for a minute or two. Listening is hard work, no doubt about it - that’s why it’s one of the 
most under-utilised leadership skills. So do your best to be curious, to suspend judgement, to 
really find yourself motivated to understand their point of view. !
When we are in this state, we might say things like: !

So how are things going? 
What’s on your plate at the moment? 
Have I understood you correctly? 
I don't want to make assumptions so - please give me a sense of what’s going on for you. 
I will make a decision about this issue but it’s really important I hear from you first, so that I’ve 
got both sides of the story. 
I appreciate this is not a great situation but I’m up for a conversation about it if you are? !!

The combination of all three work pretty well - with no guarantees of success - but every 
guarantee that if you communicate these things from the red states you may end up in more 
trouble than you started with! !!!



So let’s look at how all three states might sound in a single sentence or two. Each is a separate 
example - and remember that it’s the principle that counts - these words might not feel quite right 
for you. !!!
FC  I’d really appreciate some time to talk today, I’m feeling guilty that I haven’t been clear with you about 

what I’m expecting of you so I’m guessing you’ve been surprised by my emails and line of questioning 
recently ..  !

A  I’ve been thinking a lot about it and what I’ve realised is that this project is not as similar to the last we 
worked on …. !

NP  so I wanted to make sure you had the chance to talk through things as you see them because there is a 
risk I’m making all sorts of assumptions. 

 

!
FC   The truth is that I’m feeling really confused about what’s happened recently - but equally I’ve been out 

of the office a fair bit … !
A   I do want to look at this logically and work out what we can learn from it .. !
NP   so the best place for me to start is by listening to your experiences - how has it been for you? 
 

!
FC   So here’s why this matters to me so much … !
A   every time we make a case for more resources, we need to be able to defend the data !
NP   so this is new - we’re all in new territory - there is a lot of learning going on - and part of that is about  

being honest about gaps in the data. We’re all motivated to make this work and I will back you up 
100% if you help me understand where our data is weak - what I can't do is make a great case if we’ve 
hidden things or not been 100% transparent. Does that make sense? What questions do you have? 

 

!
FC   I hate finding myself in this potion. It’s so frustrating to me that we’re having this conversation again. I 

can only repeat myself that I genuinely trust you to resolve these issues yourselves - yes you’ll make 
mistakes and yes I might get angry but I’d much rather we made good progress than delayed things. 
So the frustration that you see in me now; my frustration is that you don't believe in yourselves or you 
don't believe me. !

A   If we can understand as a group how to resolve these conflicts at the lowest level, that’s something I 
want to invest some time thinking about  !

NP  … so that's my thinking. What are your thoughts? How does that sound to you? !!



Free Child framing !
I’d really like to have a chat with you at some point - and to be honest it’s something that I’ve put off for a 
while but I don't feel comfortable with our working relationship at the moment I personally don't think its 
where it needs to be …. !
I find these conversations really awkward to be honest, I have made a decision that affects your area and I’m 
very aware that not everyone will be happy with it … !
I’m hugely excited about the prospects here … !
I’ve been looking forward to this meeting for the last few weeks because in the next two hours we can really 
shape how this project goes … !
I know that I have a reputation for being unemotional and distant - but just so you know I think this is  
(brilliant, disappointing, exciting etc) !
I’ve never been one for singing people’s praises but on this occasion … !
I’m reaching a point where there is a risk of me not delivering - and as much as I don't want to ask for help 
it’s really important to me that we get this done on time …. !!
So we hope that this has been useful in thinking about the psychology of difficult conversations. 
For a more overtly practical tool - take a look at the GROW model. The GROW model is a great 
way to structure a conversation so that you don't end up going all over the place. You’ll find notes 
about GROW on the same web page you found this.


