
Acknowledge their experience without taking blame or agreeing 
Create safety for them to express themselves
Allow them to let their guard down
You are not saying, “You are right” or “I’m sorry”

“I hear you”
“Thank you for bringing this to my attention”

Recognize their feelings as real and understandable
You can validate feelings even when you disagree
Sometimes validation alone is enough
Most people just want to be heard

”That makes sense”
Name it to tame it: “This sounds hard/stressful”

“I understand why you feel that way”

Distinguish between the surface complaint (what they are saying) versus the
underlying need (what they actually need or want)
Common underlying needs: respect, trust, fairness, recognition, practical
solution

Repeat what you heard but as a question
“Help me understand“

“Tell me more”

Curiousity is the antidote to defensiveness
Questions invite thinking, not just venting and signal you value their
input

“What would make this right for you”
“What are you most concerned about right now?”

Sometimes people just want to vent -- let them
Co-creation builds partnerships and makes people more invested
Avoids offering something they really don’t want

“What do you think would be a fair way to make this right?”
“Based on what you’ve shared, I have some options for you.”

“I wish I could do X but I can’t because (reason). Here is what I can do”
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W h e n  s o m e o n e  b r i n g s  y o u  a  c o m p l a i n t ,  y o u r  r e s p o n s e  i n  t h e  n e x t  f e w  m i n u t e s  w i l l
d e t e r m i n e  w h e t h e r  t h e  c o n v e r s a t i o n  e s c a l a t e s  i n t o  c o n f l i c t  o r  t r a n s f o r m s  i n t o  g e n u i n e
c o n n e c t i o n  a n d  r e s o l u t i o n .  M o s t  o f  u s  i n s t i n c t i v e l y  d e f e n d ,  e x p l a i n ,  o r  r u s h  t o  f i x  t h e

p r o b l e m — a l l  o f  w h i c h  c a n  b a c k f i r e  b y  m a k i n g  t h e  o t h e r  p e r s o n  f e e l  u n h e a r d .  T h i s  f i v e -
s t e p  p r o c e s s  g i v e s  y o u  a  c l e a r  r o a d m a p  f o r  n a v i g a t i n g  c o m p l a i n t  c o n v e r s a t i o n s  w i t h

c o n f i d e n c e .  R e m e m b e r  t o  p a u s e !

t u r n i n g  c o m p l a i n t s  i n t o  c o n v e r s a t i o n s
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