


B RO O K E  BAX T E R

A  N O T E  B E F O R E  Y O U  B E G I N

Knowing what to do
is not the hard part.
For the manager who has the conversation on their list, and keeps moving it to next week.

You have probably already read something about difficult

conversations. You know you should be direct, clear and honest.

You know avoidance makes things worse. You know emotion is

not the enemy.

Even so. You still delay. You still soften it too much. You still leave

the room wondering what just happened.

That is not a knowledge problem. That is a practice problem. The

gap between knowing what good leadership looks like and

actually doing it in a pressured moment is real. That is the space

this guide lives in.

This guide works differently from most leadership resources. It is

built like a coaching session, with prompts that slow you down,

questions that get you honest, and language you can actually use

when it matters most.

It will not make hard conversations easy. But it will make them possible, and it will give you the best

chance of keeping the relationship intact while you have them.

Use it before. Return to it after. Come back to it every time.

Brooke x
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H O W  T H I S  G U I D E  W O R K S

A coaching session,
on paper.
This guide moves through the full arc of a hard conversation. It covers before you go in, while

you're in it, and after it's done.

Each section gives you two things. Used together, they are what closes the gap between knowing

what to do and actually doing it.

01
Language you can use
Phrases to anchor you in the moment. Not

scripts to recite, but words that hold their

shape when the conversation gets hard.

02
Prompts that slow you down
Questions that ask you to think honestly before

you walk in. The prompts are where the real

work happens. Don't skip them.

Use it before a hard conversation to get clear. Take it into the room to find your way. Use it afterwards

to learn from what happened. That is the practice, and the practice is the point.

I N C L U D E D  W I T H  T H I S  G U I D E

Two companion tools come with Hold the Room. The Frustration Audit helps you get clear on what is
actually bothering you before the conversation starts. The ALIGN One-Pager lays out the feedback
model at the heart of the Relational Leadership Method.
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W H AT ' S  I N S I D E

The four parts of
a hard conversation.
A hard conversation is not one moment. It is four. This guide walks you through each one.

01
PA R T  O N E

Before You Go In
Most conversations go wrong before they even start. This part gets you clear.

02
PA R T  T W O

In The Room
You're in it now. How to open well, stay steady, and close with clarity.

03
PA R T  T H R E E

When It Goes Sideways
Five real workplace moments, and what to do when the conversation isn't going well.

04
PA R T  F O U R

After The Conversation
The conversation is over. This is where the real learning happens.
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1

P A R T  O N E

Before You
Go In
Most conversations go wrong before they even start.
This part gets you clear.

H O L D  T H E  R O O M



P A R T  O N E    /    G E T  C L E A R

The Clarity Triangle
Before any hard conversation, you need three things aligned.

Without all three, you'll either say the wrong thing in the wrong way, or the right thing in the wrong

frame, and it won't land well.

Language
How you say it

Frame
What kind of

conversation it is

Intention
Why you're

having it

Clarity
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T H E  C L A R I T Y  T R I A N G L E

Three things to align
before you speak.
I N T E N T I O N

Why are you having this conversation?
Be honest here. Is it because something genuinely needs to change? Or because you're frustrated and

it's finally boiled over? Your intention is in the room, whether you name it or not. The person in front of

you will feel it, even if you think you are doing a great job at hiding what you're thinking.

C O A C H I N G  P R O M P T

What do you actually want to be different after this conversation? 
For them. For you. For the team.

F R A M E

What kind of conversation is this?
Is this a performance conversation? A feedback conversation? A check-in that's become more serious?

A relationship repair?

If you don't know what kind of conversation it is, they won't either. When people don't know what

they've been called into, they protect themselves.

C O A C H I N G  P R O M P T

If they had to describe this conversation to a colleague afterwards, what
would you want them to say it was about?

L A N G U A G E

How are you going to say it?
Not a script. An anchor. One clear sentence that names what you need to say without blame, without

softening it into nothing, and without overwhelming them in the first 30 seconds.

C O A C H I N G  P R O M P T

Can you say what you need to say in two sentences? Write it down. Read it
back. Is it clear? Is it fair? Would you want to receive it that way?
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P A R T  O N E    /    G E T  C L E A R

The check before you walk in.
Run through these three questions before you walk into the conversation, wherever possible.

Have you defined the problem clearly?
Can you describe the specific behaviour, not the person, not your interpretation, the actual observable

behaviour?

If you can't answer those three questions cleanly, you're not ready yet.

C O A C H I N G  P R O M P T

If you had to describe this situation in 60 seconds, with no backstory, just
what happened and what it cost, could you do it? 
If not, what's getting in the way of being that clear?

Do you know why this conversation matters?
Not just to you. To them. To the team. To the work. If the only answer is "because it's my job to say

something", you need more reflection time to go deeper into why it matters, because that won't hold

when the conversation gets hard.

C O A C H I N G  P R O M P T

If you don't have this conversation, what happens? Be specific. What does it
cost them, you, and the people around them if nothing changes?

Where might you be holding yourself back?
This is the question most managers skip. Don't skip it. Are you worried about how they'll react?

Carrying guilt about leaving it this long? If you don't name these before you go in, they'll show up in

the room as hesitation, over-explanation, or backing down at the worst moment.

C O A C H I N G  P R O M P T

What's the thing you're most hoping doesn't come up in this conversation?
That's probably the thing you most need to be prepared for.

What have you seen or heard?

When did it happen?

What was the impact?
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2

P A R T  T W O

In The
Room
You're in it now. Here is how to open well, stay steady,
and close with clarity.

H O L D  T H E  R O O M



P A R T  T W O    /    I N  T H E  R O O M

How to open without
triggering a wall.
The first 60 seconds set the tone for everything that follows.

Most managers either over-explain the reason for the meeting, which signals anxiety, or go straight to

the issue without any human acknowledgement, which triggers defensiveness before you've said

anything meaningful.

O P E N I N G  P H R A S E S  T H AT  H E L P

× AV O I D  P H R A S E S  L I K E  T H I S

"So I just wanted to have a quick chat, it won't take long…"
Minimises it before you've started.

"I've been getting some feedback that you need to be aware of…"
Removes your ownership immediately.

"I'm not sure if you think this is even an issue, but…"
You've already lost the conversation.

I want to talk about something that's been on
my mind. I'm raising it because I think it
matters, and because I think we can work
through it together.

“

I want to have an honest conversation with you
about something I've been observing. I'm not
here to make you feel bad. I'm here because I
think it's important and I know you care about
your work.

“

There's something I've been sitting on, and it's
unfair to be holding this back, as I'm confident
this conversation will develop you in your role.
Can we talk?

“
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P A R T  T W O    /    I N  T H E  R O O M

The relational
conversation on impact.
Five steps to move through the conversation without losing the person, or the point.

A  N OT E  O N  T H E  M O D E L

This page is the conversation arc, the full shape of the exchange from open to close. ALIGN is the
feedback model that sits inside it: Acknowledge, Lay out the behaviour, Impact, Gain agreement, Next
steps. You'll find ALIGN set out in the one-pager included with this guide.

1 S T E P  O N E

Name it clearly
Behaviour, not character. Specific, not general.

T H E  R E L AT I O N A L  L E N S

"I've noticed that over the last three weeks, three deadlines have been missed without any
update to the team or me. I want to understand what's happening from your
perspective." 

NOT  "You seem disengaged lately."

2 S T E P  T W O

Explain why it matters
This is the step many people miss. You need to be clear and factual about the behaviour,

and you also need to explain what impact that behaviour has had on you, the team, or the

work.

T H E  R E L AT I O N A L  L E N S

"When you missed the deadline last week, our client was unable to submit their funding
proposal to the board. This has had a significant impact on our client relationship." 

NOT  "This is a key requirement in your PD."

3 S T E P  T H R E E

Create space, and listen before you respond
Often, people go in ready to lead the way, and their emotions get in the way of pausing and

letting the other person absorb the conversation. Take a deep breath. Pause, to give both of

you space for the words that follow. Whatever they say next, hear it fully before you

respond. Even if it's defensive. The moment you stop listening and start defending your

position is the moment the conversation becomes a standoff.
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C O A C H I N G  P R O M P T

If they go quiet, let them. Silence is processing. Your job is to stay present,
not fill the space.

T H E  R E L AT I O N A L  L E N S

Keep an anchor phrase ready. "Help me understand your perspective, as it's important
to me."

4 S T E P  F O U R

Hold the thread when it gets messy
Hard conversations drift and can get messy. Your job is to steer the conversation as best you

can, and thread it back to what matters.

R E L AT I O N A L  P H R A S E S  T H AT  H E L P

5 S T E P  F I V E

Close with clarity
Don't let the conversation end in ambiguity. What was agreed? What happens next? Who

does what, by when?

R E L AT I O N A L  P H R A S E S  T H AT  H E L P

I want to come back to what I raised at the
start.

“

I hear what you're saying. Can we stay with the
original question for a moment?

“

That's important, and I want to make sure we
get to it. Can we just finish this piece first?

“

I want to make sure we both leave this
conversation knowing what happens next.
From my side, here's what I'm committing to.
What feels realistic from your side?

“ We've covered a lot. Before we finish, can we
name one thing each that we're taking from
this?

“
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P A R T  T H R E E

When It Goes
Sideways
Five real workplace moments, and what to do when the
conversation isn't going well.

H O L D  T H E  R O O M



01 W H E N  I T  G O E S  S I D E WAY S

When they get defensive
Hold the moment. Don't fix it.

W H AT ' S  H A P P E N I N G

Defensiveness is almost always a protective
response. The person feels cornered or judged, and
their nervous system responds before their rational
mind can catch up.

W H AT  M O S T  M A N A G E R S  D O

Push harder to make the point land, which
increases the defensiveness. Or back down
completely, which means the issue never gets
addressed.

W H AT  TO  D O  I N S T E A D

Make the defence unnecessary. When people feel genuinely safe, most of the time, they stop defending.

R E L AT I O N A L  P H R A S E S  T H AT  H E L P

T H E  R E L AT I O N A L  L E N S

Safety is not soft. It's a fundamental
leadership skill, and a strategic one. You
cannot have an honest conversation with
someone whose nervous system is in
protection mode. Slow it down before you
try to move it forward.

C O A C H I N G  P R O M P T

When they got defensive, what did
you do next? Did you push, retreat,
or hold steady? 
What would holding steady have looked like
in that moment?

I'm not here to catch you out. I want to
understand what's going on.

“

Help me see it from your side.“

I might be missing something. Can you walk me
through your thinking?

“

I'm not going anywhere. Let's slow this down
for us both.

“
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02 W H E N  I T  G O E S  S I D E WAY S

When they shut down completely
Hold the moment. Don't fix it.

W H AT ' S  H A P P E N I N G

Shutdown looks like disengagement, but it's usually
overwhelm at its finest. The person has hit a wall,
emotionally, cognitively, or both. Most times, they're
not being difficult. They're struggling to stay in the
room.

W H AT  M O S T  M A N A G E R S  D O

Keep talking to fill the silence. Or interpret the
silence as defiance and escalate.

W H AT  TO  D O  I N S T E A D

Stay present. Don't fill the silence, and don't abandon it.

R E L AT I O N A L  P H R A S E S  T H AT  H E L P

T H E  R E L AT I O N A L  L E N S

The manager who can sit in silence without
flinching is the one who eventually hears the
truth. Your calm is the signal that it's safe to
come back.

C O A C H I N G  P R O M P T

What does silence bring up for you in
a hard conversation? 
Do you trust the process, or need to fill it?
Where did that pattern come from?

This is the kind of moment we slow down and work through together inside a Reset Session.

Take your time. I'm comfortable sitting here.“
I can see this conversation has been triggering
for you, and I'm happy to sit with you through
it so we can have an honest and respectful
conversation.

“

You don't need to have an answer right now.“
What's going on for you in this moment?“
We can slow this right down. There's no rush.“
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03 W H E N  I T  G O E S  S I D E WAY S

When feedback never lands
Hold the moment. Don't fix it.

W H AT ' S  H A P P E N I N G

You have said it before. They agreed. Nothing
changed. You are starting to wonder whether it is
worth raising again, or whether you are doing
something wrong.

W H AT  M O S T  M A N A G E R S  D O

Say it louder, with more urgency. Or give up and
absorb the impact quietly.

W H AT  TO  D O  I N S T E A D

Change the approach. If the feedback is not landing, that is information. Something about the framing,
the relationship, or the person's readiness is not right yet. Saying the same thing again in the same way
will not change the result.

R E L AT I O N A L  P H R A S E S  T H AT  H E L P

T H E  R E L AT I O N A L  L E N S

Feedback that isn't landing is not a delivery
problem. It's a relationship and readiness
problem. Ask whether there is enough trust
in the room for this feedback to actually be
heard, before you say it again.

C O A C H I N G  P R O M P T

What do you think is actually getting
in the way of this feedback landing?
Is it about how you're saying it, the
relationship, or something going on
for them you don't fully understand
yet?

When feedback keeps missing, this is the kind of pattern we work through together inside a Reset Session.

I want to try something different today. Instead
of me giving you specific feedback on what I'm
seeing, can you tell me how you, and your
work, are going?

“

I have raised this a few times, and I notice
things have not shifted. I am wondering if I am
missing something.

“

What would it take for this to feel different for
you?

“

This matters to me because I can see what you
are capable of. That is why I keep coming back
to it.

“

Two weeks ago, we agreed on a specific change.
That has not happened yet. Help me
understand what has been getting in the way.

“
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04 W H E N  I T  G O E S  S I D E WAY S

When it gets heated
Hold the moment. Don't fix it.

W H AT ' S  H A P P E N I N G

The tone has spiked. Something was said that
shouldn't have been. The room is activated, and
neither of you is thinking clearly anymore.

W H AT  M O S T  M A N A G E R S  D O

Either freeze and hope it passes, or respond with
authority in a way that shuts things down but
damages trust in the process.

W H AT  TO  D O  I N S T E A D

Regulate before you resolve. You cannot have a productive conversation inside an activated room. Your
first job is to lower the temperature.

R E L AT I O N A L  P H R A S E S  T H AT  H E L P

T H E  R E L AT I O N A L  L E N S

Your calm is contagious. So is your panic.
The room will follow wherever you lead it.
Regulation comes before resolution. Always.

C O A C H I N G  P R O M P T

When the conversation got heated,
what happened in your body? What
did you feel the urge to do? What did
you actually do? What's the difference
between those two things telling you?

A conversation that runs this hot is exactly what a Reset Session is for.

Let's take a breath for a moment. I can see the
heat in this conversation has risen, and I want
to make sure we stay in it well, as it is a
conversation we have to have.

“

Something's shifted in the energy. Let's pause
for a moment.

“

I'm going to name what I'm noticing. This feels
tense. That's okay. I know feedback
conversations are hard. Let's work through it.

“

I want to finish this conversation. I just need us
to slow down first.

“
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05 W H E N  I T  G O E S  S I D E WAY S

When they say they are going to HR
You still need to show up for the conversation. Right now.

W H AT ' S  H A P P E N I N G

You have raised a concern, or you are about to, and
the person has told you they intend to speak to HR.
Maybe they have said it directly. Maybe they have
used it to shut the conversation down before it
starts. Either way, the feedback you need to give is
still sitting on the table, and the conversation has
suddenly become more complicated than you
planned for.

W H AT  M O S T  M A N A G E R S  D O

Back off and retreat. They assume the mention of
HR means the conversation has to pause, that they
need to wait for a process to take over, or that
continuing now would somehow compromise
things. So they retreat, the feedback goes unsaid
again, and the moment passes.

W H AT  TO  D O  I N S T E A D

Hold both things at once. Going to HR is the person's right, and you will support that process. The
feedback conversation still needs to happen today, if possible. These two things are not in conflict. The
conversation you are having is not a disciplinary process. It is a leadership conversation, and it does not
require HR's permission to take place. Name it clearly, and without defensiveness.

R E L AT I O N A L  P H R A S E S  T H AT  H E L P

T H E  R E L AT I O N A L  L E N S

The mention of HR is sometimes a genuine
step, and sometimes a way of creating
distance from a difficult conversation. Your
job is not to decide which one it is. Your job
is to stay present, stay clear, and not use it
as an excuse to avoid what you came to say.
A manager who retreats the moment things
get complicated is telling the other person
that the feedback was negotiable. It was not.

C O A C H I N G  P R O M P T

What did you feel when they said they
were going to HR? Was it relief,
defensiveness, fear? 
That feeling is worth examining. If your first
instinct was to back away, ask honestly: was
that about their rights, or about your
discomfort?

Going to HR is absolutely your right, and I will
support that process. That conversation and
this process can both happen. What I am
raising with you today is important to discuss,
and I do not want to leave it unsaid.

“

I want to make sure you know I am not trying
to prevent you from speaking to anyone. I also
want to be honest with you about what I am
observing, because that is my responsibility as
your manager, regardless of what else is
happening.

“

If you would like HR involved in a formal
conversation, we can arrange that. Today's
conversation is about the feedback I have
observed. Not raising it now affects how we
handle the next steps.

“
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4

P A R T  F O U R

After The
Conversation
The conversation is over. This is where the real learning
happens.

H O L D  T H E  R O O M



P A R T  F O U R    /    W H AT  H A P P E N S  N O W

You've had the
conversation. What now?
The conversation is done. What you do in the next hour matters more than you think. You have

three options.

1 Sit with it
Some conversations need time to land. Give this one room before you do anything else with
it.

2 Debrief it solo
Use the workbook on the next page to learn from what happened, while it is still fresh.

3 Debrief it with me
Book a 90-minute Reset Session. We take one real conversation and work it through
together, start to finish.

The Reset Session  ·  $450

Book within 30 days and $50 comes off, bringing your Reset Session to $400.
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P A R T  F O U R    /    T H E  D E B R I E F

Your pause.
Your debrief with me.
Fill this in after your conversation. Bring it to a Reset Session if you want to go deeper.

Most managers walk straight from a hard conversation into the next thing. The discomfort gets filed

away, nothing gets examined, and the same patterns return next time. This section is your pause. It

works best when you are honest. Not self-critical, but honest.

01  What just happened?
Describe the conversation briefly. Not the backstory, just what happened in the room. What did you

say? How did they respond? Where did it shift, for better or worse?

C O A C H I N G  P R O M P T

If you were watching this conversation from the outside, what would you
have noticed about yourself?

YO U R  N OT E S
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P A R T  F O U R    /    T H E  D E B R I E F

02  What landed?
Something worked. Even if the conversation was hard, something landed. Find it. Was it the opening?

A particular phrase? The moment you stayed quiet instead of filling the silence? Name it specifically,

because what you can name, you can repeat.

C O A C H I N G  P R O M P T

What's one thing you did in that conversation that you want to remember
for next time?

YO U R  N OT E S
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P A R T  F O U R    /    T H E  D E B R I E F

03  What didn't land, and why?
Not to beat yourself up. To get curious. Was there a moment you lost the thread? Backed down when

you needed to hold steady? Pushed when you needed to slow down?

C O A C H I N G  P R O M P T

What is that moment telling you about where you're still growing as a
leader? What would you do differently? Not better, differently.

YO U R  N OT E S
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P A R T  F O U R    /    T H E  D E B R I E F

04  What do you want to take away?
This is the question that separates leaders who grow from leaders who just get through it. Not what

they needed to hear. What did you learn? About yourself. About how you show up under pressure.

C O A C H I N G  P R O M P T

What is something you want to take away from this moment? Not a to-do.
An insight. Something that shifts how you see yourself as a leader.

YO U R  N OT E S
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P A R T  F O U R    /    T H E  D E B R I E F

05  What happens next?
The conversation happened. Something was named. Now what? Is there a follow-up needed? A

commitment to track? A relationship that needs tending after a hard exchange? Don't let the

conversation be the end. Let it be the beginning of something different.

C O A C H I N G  P R O M P T

What's the one thing that needs to happen in the next week for this
conversation to have actually mattered?

YO U R  N OT E S
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O N E  L A S T  T H I N G

This is a skill.
You're building it.
The managers who handle hard moments well are not braver than you. They have simply learned to

stay in the room, even with the discomfort, with the silence, with the other person's reaction, without

running from it or shutting it down.

That is a skill. Not a personality trait. Not something you either have or you do not. A skill, and you are

building it. Every conversation, even the ones that do not go perfectly. Especially those.

“Getting clear on the problem is only half the work. The other half
is getting clear on what you might be holding onto that's making it
harder than it needs to be.”

Brooke x
B R O O K E  B A X T E R    ·    C O L L A B B WAY    |    R E L AT I O N A L  L E A D E R S H I P

@brookebaxter_leadership _collabbway    www.collabbway.com.au
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K E E P  G O I N G

One conversation
away from clarity.
The Reset Session is 90 minutes. You bring the conversation. We work through the exact words,

the exact sequence, and the order to say them in. You leave ready to have it this week.

B O O K  Y O U R  R E S E T  S E S S I O N

$450
Book within 30 days and $50 comes off, bringing it to $400. One conversation,

worked through together, start to finish.

Book a Reset Session

hello@collabbway.com.au

N O T  R E A D Y  Y E T ?  S TAY  C L O S E  T O  T H E  W O R K

Join the email list
Each month, I send one short email with practical thinking on the harder parts of leading people. No
pitch. Just the work. Subscribe at www.collabbway.com.au.
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A B O U T

Brooke Baxter

CO L LA B BWAY

L E A D E R S H I P  &  O R G A N I S AT I O N A L  D E S I G N

Brooke Baxter is a leadership consultant and organisational

development specialist, with 20 years in social work settings

and 15 years in leadership and organisational design contexts.

She is the founder of collabbWAY and the developer of the

Relational Leadership Method (RLM) and the ARCA+

Professional 1:1.

Brooke works with managers and senior leaders in community,

health, education and people-centred organisations across

Australia, helping them lead in a way that is sustainable, clear,

and human.

Leadership is relational, not just operational. It is built, or
quietly eroded, in the small moments. This guide is one of

those moments, in your hands.
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collabbWAY
Leadership in the small moments.
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